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Chapter 1
“That's My Shit You're Standing In.”


It all started because it
happened.  He did almost nothing to initiate, something he just happened to
fall into…almost literally.


 


August 1985


At the conclusion of his first year as a teacher, Ruben,
now thirty-three, had saved enough money to move from the studio apartment he
had occupied during his college years, to a considerably more spacious apartment,two
bedrooms, two bathrooms in a  three story, newish building. 
The building was typical Southern California:   Spanish stucco with
four-and-a-half foot wide connecting breezeways enclosed by green railings. 
Heavy green front doors, with Spanish accents, lined the breezeways. The
clip-clop sound produced by any shoes treading on the breezeways alerted Ruben
to passing tenants.  However, few tread this way because of apartment 201’s
position at the very end of the breezeway, a position that had the single
advantage of its proximity to a stairwell descending to the underground parking
garage.  Most tenants, even Ruben, would re-enter the complex from the parking
garage by ascending the central staircase by the main entrance closer to the
tenant mailboxes. 

Ruben could easily reach his car in the morning or his
apartment upon returning late at night, but he had a thirty-yard walk back to
his apartment from the mailboxes.   The greatest disadvantage of his
apartment’s location was that the green metal trash bins were on the opposite
side of the complex.


The layout of the apartment complex is important because
it would facilitate many scenarios during the following seventeen years of
Ruben’s residency.


Twice a week Ruben walked about sixty yards to the trash
bins.  The trek from his apartment to the trash nexus took about two minutes
and forty seconds. Ruben noted that the two minutes and forty seconds en route
was quite a white knuckler, especially if he ran into another tenant while
clasping trash, especially if the tenant appeared to be a single woman of any
shape or size.  The return route, now relieved of leaky, white plastic garbage
bags, was less than two minutes; however, in the dozens of trips to the trash
bins, he hardly ever passed anyone interested in conversation. 


 


February 1986


While trudging his fortieth journey to the trash bins,
apartment 212’s door opened.  A woman with teased-up, highlighted blonde hair
stepped out. Ruben glanced at her face:  thick layers of make-up.  She glared
at him, a ‘who the fuck are you’ glare.  Before Ruben averted his eyes, he made
the unmistakable conclusion that this woman had artificially rendered herself
for the purpose of being at once head turning.  He walked on about five yards,
then turned to glance back.  She was still standing there, her gaze purposely
directed at him.  He was caught off-guard, looking stupid clasping leaky trash
bags.  She must have set him up.  She muttered a put-down chuckle for several
seconds until he resumed his journey in the direction of the trash bins.  Upon
the return trip, she was nowhere in sight.  He checked his watch to note the
time:  five-thirty p.m.


 


Ruben was confident that he would have the opportunity to
encounter the woman from 212 again, if just briefly. He possessed an immediate
boyish, friendly look that had melted many an obstinate student.  No matter how
he felt--anger or dismay--the expression on his face always reflected positive
regard to whomever he was speaking.  He knew how his countenance affected
people. He considered that he might have unconsciously practiced this
expression as the result of studying books on poker or working with teenagers. 


    Though Ruben hardly considered himself
any variety of a ladies’ man, he had to admit that he could usually acquire a
date or a date found him.   He could not claim that he was someone who sat
alone night after night for years, as he had heard and read about.  Ruben was
about five-foot-eight, of average build.  When he wore shorts, usually while
running in the park across the street from his building, he showed off
muscular, toned legs.  He ate sensibly, though not entirely healthy. His
average build set his waist at a size thirty-three, still within the medium
range.   He also went to lengths to improve his appearance—latest haircuts,
stylish clothes—not to be a standout, but not self-deprecating either.  He was
not particularly shy, but did not seek the limelight; though often his talents
drew the limelight to him. His smile and boyish face were his God-given charm.


 


For weeks, Ruben timed his trash bag journey to commence
around five thirty.  By fumbling with the bags, stopping along the breezeway to
make sure empty baked beans cans were not slipping out, he was able to stretch
the two minute forty second trek to almost four minutes and the return trip to
three minutes,  unconsciously hoping that door 212 would open.  It never
opened.  However, if he heard high heels clicking in the direction of the
stairwell, he quickly grabbed a half-full bag of trash to use as an excuse to
fling open his front door. On one occasion, he threw open his front door for an
impromptu trip to the trash bins but just missed, glimpsing only her tight ass
stuffed into body-hugging jeans as she descended the back stairwell that leads
directly to the underground parking garage. 


 


March 1986


Though he slapped his forehead and told himself he was
behaving stupidly, he admitted to himself that his trash regimen had a mind of
its own, commencing around five-thirty.  However, he no longer stretched out
the trek.  Ruben could make the entire round-trip in less than four minutes
without looking back.  More than a dozen trips to the trash transpired until
the evening came that as he passed apartment 212, he heard loud screams—bloody
murder screams, a woman screaming for her life.  Naturally—because that’s the
kind of rescuing guy he is, he pounded on the door of apartment 212.  “Are you
alright in there?” The woman opened the door hysterically, wearing a half-face
of make-up—one mascara-lined eye-- and a flimsy dressing gown.  


“Are you all right?” he asked.  


“Who the fuck are you?” she screamed defensively.  “What
do you want?”


“I heard you screaming.  Are you all right?”   He had an
immediate reaction to the allure of her tousled mane of frosted blond hair,
framing a rouged face.  She seemed distraught but highly suspicious of his
inquiry.  She regarded him as if he were nuts, so Ruben took the hint.  “Ok.  
Sorry to disturb you.”  He turned and walked a few steps toward his apartment.


She called to him angrily.  “It’s my toilet!  It
exploded!  There’s shit everywhere!”


He turned back to face her. “Did you call the manager?”


She retorted, “I called him already.  He didn’t pick up.”


“Sorry. I guess you’ll just  have to wait.”  He turned to
leave again.


“What am I fucking supposed to do in the meantime?  I’ve
got to get ready. Do you expect me to stand in shit?”


He turned to her. “Don’t you have a plunger?”


“What the fuck is a plunger?  You don’t get it, asshole.
I’ve got shit on the floor--”  She stopped abruptly, but still barked.  “Oh,
I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean it.  I just don’t know what the fuck I’m going to
do.  I don’t know what to do.”


He stared at her.  She didn’t seem right to him:  kind of
coarse, kind of too made up.  His options were to return to his apartment to
grade papers or occupy himself literally with her shit.  Curiosity got the best
of him.


“Hold on,” he told her.  “I have a plunger.  Be right
back.”


“Hurry!”  she demanded.


He returned a few minutes later changed into grubby
clothes,  carrying plastic gloves, a bucket, and a plunger.  “You have a mop,
don’t you?”


“Yeah, I got a fucking mop.  Please hurry, Mr. Plumber.”


She led him through a one bedroom apartment with modest
furnishings, lots of oversized lounging pillows and artificial palm trees at
least two days’ dishes spilled over the kitchen sink.  He walked through the
bedroom; clothes, boots, bras thrown everywhere. He gingerly opened the
bathroom door--puddles of water with clumping shit at the foot of the toilet. 
The bathmat was soaked.    


“Please do something!  I have to get out of here.  I have
appointments!”  


He carefully inserted the plunger into the toilet such
that no more shit would slosh to the floor.  He slowly thrust the plunger in
and out.


“Do you know what the fuck you’re doing?”  She paused to
correct her demeanor.    “Sorry.   Please, just get that shit out of my
toilet.”  She caught his insulted reaction.  “Okay, I’m sorry.  I’ll shut up.”


Wads of toilet paper and make-up pads floated up.


“There’s your problem.  You shouldn’t throw make-up pads
in the toilet.”


“How the fuck should I know that?  Is it totally for shit
ass broken?  I have to shit and get out of here.”


“Do you have any 409 or Lysol?  You’re going to have to
put some anti-bacterial stuff on the floor.  See how the water’s seeping in the
cracks of your floor?”


“I think so,” she backed out.  


He yelled after her, “And bring some trash bags to throw
the toilet paper in.”


When she returned with a plastic produce bag and Lysol,
he bent over the toilet and inserted his gloved hand to fish out the excess
soggy paper. He even scooped the larger clumps of shit off the floor.  She was
peering at him from the door frame.  He turned to face her.  “Are you offering
to help?” 


“Fuck no.  I was just wondering if I should joke about
your plumber’s ass.”


“Why?  Is my crack showing?” he responded as he pulled
out a clump of hair and plopped it into the trash bag. 


She squealed, “How the fuck can you do that?  You’ve got
your hands on my shit! That’s my shit, you know! I squeezed that out of my
asshole.  Oh, this is so fucking shitty!”  She stepped back.  He took his hands
out of the toilet to show her he was wearing elbow-high gloves.  She squealed
and choked, “Please, can you hurry up?” 


He was thinking, “I will never help this bitch again. 
Just get the fuck out of here.”  He cleared the obstruction, flushed the
toilet, plunged again, and sprayed a generous amount of Lysol.  He mopped up
the larger puddles, squeezed the mop into the toilet, wrung out the bathmat
into the toilet, and flushed, and sprayed Lysol again.


The woman poked in her head.  She was wearing red high
top converse shoes and a faded red bathrobe.  She gingerly stepped into the
small bathroom, stood over him to grab some cosmetics.  “I know I’m being a
fucking bitch, but I’m late for work.  Can you go any faster?”


“Almost done.  You’ll have to finish mopping up.”


“Can’t you do it? I can’t stand mopping up shit.  That’s
my shit, you know.”


He was pissed, felt trapped, but defensively returned, 
“I know it’s your shit.  I can tell.”


Her head jerked back at that. She toughened defensively,
“Go on, say what you want.  I’ve heard everything.  You’re not the first person
to call me a piece of shit.”


He was the kind of guy who finishes a job.  He continued
mopping the floor and even scrubbed the toilet base and seat.


“Ok, I’m done.”


She was in the bedroom doing her make-up.  She still wore
the robe, but Ruben noticed that she was now wearing large mesh fish net
stockings on long legs flexed in high-heeled boots.


“Look, I know I’m a bitch.  I know I’m rude, but like I
said, I’m late.  I’ll have to thank you later.”  She went back to her makeup
and hair spray. 


He turned to show himself out.  The woman called to him,
“Can I take a shit now?”


Ruben called over his shoulder, “Yeah, just go easy on
the toilet paper.”


“No problem.  Next time, I’ll just use my hand.”


He opened her apartment door.  She beckoned him, “Don’t
forget to take out that trash bag full of shit.”  He returned to the bathroom,
passing her bedroom where he glimpsed her applying lipstick.  She glared at
him.  Disposing of the bag without protest would guarantee no further
conversation with her, so he toted out the shit.  






Chapter 2
“Don't be such a nice guy.  She's never going to say thank you.”


The next day, Ruben related the incident to just one
person who immediately and unabashedly remarked, “Why would you do that?  Why
would you help some strange bitch?  You should have dumped the bag of shit in
the center of her apartment.   Better yet, you should have dumped it next to
her front door so she’d have to step in it to go to work.  Don’t be such a nice
guy.  She’s never going to thank you.”


From apartment 201 Ruben could not see the door of
apartment 212.  He couldn’t observe her comings and goings.  He tried extra
trips to take out the trash.  Weeks dragged by.  He gave up on a chance
encounter.






Chapter 3
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to screech.”


April 1986


Spring in Southern California may require switching on
the car heat in the morning and with air conditioning on the return trip.  When
Ruben pushed out of his car after an air-conditioned twenty-minute drive home
from school, the underground garage in his twenty-five unit apartment building
was a cesspool of steam.  He grimaced as he walked to the trunk of his car to
retrieve his briefcase stuffed with an extra five pounds of students papers for
the evening’s entertainment. As he headed toward his mailbox, an old faded aqua
blue Mazda Miata coasted down the ramped driveway.  The scratched sports car
lurched to a stop in front of him.  The coarse woman from apartment 212 rolled
down the window and greeted him cheerily.  “Hey, Mr. Plumber.  It’s me, the
hysterical bitch whose shit you scooped off my bathroom floor.”  She waved.


He bent over to peer through her car window.  Long
blood-red fingernails clutched the steering wheel.  Piles of clothes in the
back seat reminded him of a homeless person. Despite the dangling air freshener
from her rear view mirror, her car smelled bad.  Though more than casually
intrigued with her, this sight deflated his interest like a wheezing balloon. 
He nodded to her. “Hi, how have you been?”


“Well, I’m fucked up as usual, but at least I’m not
walking in shit.  I think it took me a week to get every piece of shit off my
floor.”


He smiled and pulled his head back from the window. 
Agitated by the heat in the parking garage, all he said was, “Well, see you
around,” and continued up the central steps to the mailboxes.


She yelled, “Hey, what the fuck?  I just wanted to thank
you.”  


 He walked on, waving over his shoulder, to the mailbox for
apartment 201, proceeded to his apartment, unlocked his door for the billionth
time, and dropped his briefcase on the coffee table.  The final ritual stop was
to check the thermostat to turn on the A/C.  He stood in the middle of the room
debating his next move:  “Hmm, change my clothes or get something cold to
drink?” 


Then a pounding on his door.  He peered through the
peephole.  It was 212.  He opened the door a crack as if she were an obnoxious,
unexpected door-to-door sales person. 


She glared at his disembodied half-face framed by the
door. “What the fuck?  I’m not going to fucking rape you or anything.  I just
wanted to fucking thank you.  That’s all!    If that’s not good enough, you can
just fuck yourself, asshole.” She paused.  Then she raised her voice, “Did you
hear me, asshole?  Asshole, did you hear me?”


He flung open the door enraged.  “Ok, I heard you.  I got
it.  You’re welcome.  Anytime! Please, don’t hesitate to call me. You should
know that I especially get off on mopping up diarrhea or vomit like the words
spewing out of your mouth.  Now, can you please lower your voice?”  He wanted
to add, “and get the fuck away from my door!”


She stood there.  An angry frown.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean
to screech.  I lose it easily.”


“It’s okay.  Look, I’ve got work to do, so if you’ll
please excuse me.”


She raised her voice in amazement. “Fuck!  You work
from home?”


He peered at her.  Why wasn’t she going away?  He went to
red alert and began to slowly close his door.


“Oh, I’m sorry.  I yelled again, didn’t I?  I just
thought it would be great if I could work from home--stay in bed all day—and
rake in bucks.  Instead, I have to hustle my shit.  Sorry, I yelled.  Don’t
take it personally.  I just don’t know how to thank someone.  It’s not
everybody who will really clean up my shit.  What do you do from home?  Run scams?”


His head jerked back.  He had to get rid of her.  “Ok, I
don’t do all of my job from home.  I’m a teacher.  I have papers to grade.  Now
if you’ll excuse me…”


“No fucking way!  You’re a teacher!  A teacher
was cleaning up my shit?  Oh, fuck!  Wait ‘til I tell the girls a
teacher cleaned up my shitty ass bathroom--I hate teachers.  They all put me
down, called me slut, said I was stupid, and one even squeezed my tits--I
should go back and charge that triple dick asshole.”


He repeated, “I have work to do; please excuse me.”


She backed from his door.  He smiled in relief.  She was
wearing her high-top converse, stylishly torn jeans, and a flimsy tank top with
low cut arm holes that revealed a tattered and faded pink bra.  Printed on her
top were the words, “Nasty Onboard.”  After reading this, he quickly aimed his
stare over her head, which might seem de-humanizing, but from his frame of
reference, this was a way of avoiding problems.


She put up her hands in mock surrender.  “Ok, I get it. 
You’re telling me to fuck off.  That’s it, isn’t it?  I’m a fucking bitch, and
you want me to get my screaming ass away from your front door, so the fucking
neighbors don’t hear this.”  She lowered her voice to just above a whisper. 
“Hey, mister, thanks for coming to my rescue that day.  I didn’t thank you
until I saw you in the parking lot because I thought you were some kind of
fucked up perv for coming into my house and touching my smelly shit.  I had one
good teacher in high school.  He tried to help me, but I was too far gone
already.  What do you teach?”


“Uh, English.”


“He was my social studies teacher, an old guy.  That’s
why I trusted him a little.  You have any girls like me,
seventeen-year-old fuck ups?”


“You’re seventeen?”


“What?  Fuck no!  I was seventeen when I blew out of high
school.  I’m twenty-four.  I think I’m twenty-four.”


He couldn’t resist asking her a question, “Where are you
from?  You don’t sound like you’re from around here.”


“I’m from Nebraska.  Got out of high school and said,
‘Fuck this shit.’  If I’m going to be in the action, I’ve got to go to L.A. or
Vegas.”


He stared at her.  “Sounds interesting.  If you can
promise to keep your voice down, you can come in.”


“What the fuck for?”


“I’m
interested in your story.”


“Well, I’m
bored of telling it.  Now, if you offer me a Diet Coke, I’d be interested.”


“Actually, I
do have some cans of Diet Coke.  I’ll get you one.”


Ruben
assumed she would follow him in.  When he turned from the refrigerator, she
remained just two feet inside his apartment, her hand on the slightly opened
door.  He handed her the unopened can.  She opened it but made no move to
advance into his living room.   He offered his couch, but she remained with one
hand on the door knob.  He moved to his couch while she remained leaning
against the wall in the entry. “So you left Nebraska when you were seventeen? 
Did you fly here, take the bus, drive?”


“Look, Mr.
Plumber, teacher, whatever.    I’ve told my story so many times I don’t even
remember what’s true.  I’m sick of it.  Someday, I’d like to hear your
story.  Why would anyone want to be a fucking teacher?  But since you don’t
seem like you’re taking my fucking thank you, if you want to fuck my
pussy or for me to suck your dick, I’ll do you for half-price.  That’s the best
I can do.”


He just
stood there mouth agape.  Ruben wanted to push her out the door, but he was a
little concerned she might turn violent.  “Uh, you know, I told you I have all
this work to do.  So, if you’ll excuse me.”


She took a
sip of her Coke.  “Umm, good, that’s cold.”   With the door still ajar, she
whispered, “You figured I was a cocksucker, didn’t you?  Didn’t you?”


“Well,” he
muttered, “there were signs.  Certainly, you were a little off the mark.”


“A little? 
I put dicks in every hole in my body.  I drink cum for a living…”


“Ok, I get
it.  Would you please leave?”


“I haven’t
finished my Coke.  We have a joke about dudes with tiny dicks.  We call them
Diet Cocks.”


“Please, I’d
like you to leave.”


She smiled
feeling she was going to leave in control, with the upper hand.  “Ok, I get
it.  I’m leaving.  If you ever want a quick fuck, my deal is still on.  Only I
don’t fuck in this apartment building.  You’ll have to come to my place in
Hollywood.”  She gulped the rest of the drink and tossed him the can.  She
turned to leave, turned back, and whispered, “Did you ever squeeze the tits of
one of your students?”


“Please
leave.”


“Yeah,
right.” She left without closing the door. 


Ruben had
waited a minute before he got up to close the door, checking first to make sure
she wasn’t going to jump out at him.  She was gone. He exhaled in relief. 







Chapter 4
“What are you saying?  That we have nothing in common?”


May 1986


Naturally, 212 was hard to forget.  Images of the tawdry
woman, from angles Ruben was not aware that he had ever viewed, popped into his
brain like camera flashes. The flashes continued to pop up even while talking
to other women.  He wondered if he was being caught staring at parts of his
date’s body when he was supposed to be engrossed in scintillating conversation.


He was on a blind date from a dating service.  Dinner at
an ocean front restaurant--the kind where they wrap up your leftovers in
aluminum foil and fold the package into the shape of a flamingo, and tropical
drinks cost more than twelve dollars each.  


Ruben’s date was talking about her work as a receptionist
in a chiropractor’s office.  “I’m under particular stress when I’m checking to
see which rooms are available, making follow-up appointments, and answering the
phone—all at the same time.  It’s just me at the desk, solo in a tiny little
waiting room.  No windows.  It’s so stressful and crazy.  It takes all I have
to keep from slapping some of his patients.  They’re always complaining of
pain.


“Then the chiro spends about half the appointment
time yakking away with the patient.  I say just crack his back—he calls
it an adjustment—so I can get the payment out of the way.  Sometimes, I just
want to scream!  Do teachers have a lot of stress?”


“Well, on an average day, I speak to about a hundred
fifty teenagers.  I repeat the same thing over and over.  I have to constantly
tell some to stop interrupting the class:  Sit down; stop talking.  The same
stuff that hasn’t changed in a hundred years.”


The woman’s face exploded into a broad smile.  “You must
be a saint!  How do you do it?  That would be enough to put me in the looney
bin!  One time at my office this old guy shuffles in—he was holding onto a
walker…”


As she spoke, Ruben moved his head in closer to appear
attentive, but his focus was on her sleeveless top and imperfectly shaved
underarms.   Not the slightest hint of a bra strap, faded or otherwise.  He
imagined the words, “Nasty Onboard” emblazoned across his dinner date’s chest.


“…so after the chiro sees this old man, I have to
book him a follow-up appointment.  The old man starts making comments about my
boobs!  Can you believe that?   So I just sit there and take it—he’s one of the
many dirty old men I have to put up with.  They always say, ‘Give me a break. 
I’m a washed up old man.’  So I say, ‘Do you talk this way to your wife?’  And
one of these old cripples says, ‘I don’t have that bitch anymore.’”


“Really?  He actually said that?” interrupted Ruben.


“Yeah, he did.  Good, you’re listening to me.  A lot of
guys just want to talk about themselves on a first date.  I  don’t get to say
anything.  Anyway, one of those old guys asks me out.  He says, ‘I can take you
out to lunch anywhere you want to go.  I’ll buy you champagne and steak.’  I
was almost going to accept the invitation because all I brought for lunch was
just a salad.  I take a salad every day.  Do you think that would be using
him?  I want your opinion.  Would that be using him?  I figured I would be
making his day if I went out with him.  What do you think?  Would that be using
him?  Hello…are you listening to me?”


“Yes, I’m listening to you.  I’m thinking of an answer. 
I guess it would have to do with how well you know the guy.  What if he gets
into his head that he wants you to put out?”


 “Put out?  That’s disgusting!  Like, kiss an eighty-year-old
man?” 


He took a sip of his mai tai and said with a mocking
shrug, “If that would satisfy him…”


“What’s that supposed to mean?  I should have sex with
him?”


His head jerked back, “This is your story.  I’m just
following the logic of it.  Why would a guy, regardless of age, offer to buy
you an expensive lunch?”


“I don’t get where you’re going with this.”


“I was just messing with you. Go on with your story. 
It’s interesting.”


“No. You made a comment that I’m concerned about.  You
just bought me a dinner.  Are you expecting me to have sex with you?”


“What?  I’m on a first date with you!  But, let me ask
you this.  How many guys have you gone out with from this dating service that
you ended up in bed after the first date?”


She hesitated before answering.  “That’s none of your
business.”


“You brought it up!”


She glared at him.  Ruben tried to save what he was
already suspecting was hopeless.  “So what’s your favorite movie these days?”


She peered at him, having detected an abrupt change of
subject.  “I like thrillers.  I loved Jaws and Stepford Wives. 
Yours?”


He thought over her response, nodded, then provided his
current favorites. “Tommy, the Rock Opera by The Who and though, not his
best, Woody Allen’s Love and Death.”


“Oh, God, I hate Woody Allen.  I’m sorry to say that I’m
also not a fan of The Who.”


 He smiled, “Ok, let’s try round two to see if we can move
closer to this thing.” 


She replied, “Ok, I’ll say Dog Day Afternoon and Shampoo.”


He smiled
weakly. “You win.  I can’t meet those.”


“What are
you saying?  That we have nothing in common?”


“Looks that
way.”


He drove her
home.  She talked non-stop about the drama in her waiting room, as if the
ten-foot by ten-foot windowless cube in a chiropractor’s office was a microcosm
of the world.  He walked her to her apartment door.  She said, “You know we
should maybe try this again, maybe pick a different year for a favorite movie. 
Maybe even go see a movie together.”


“Sure.”


She unlocked
her door, gave him a quick peck on the cheek, turned her back to him, and just
as quickly slipped inside. 






Chapter 5
“I’ll pour you a glass of wine  if you don’t light those cigarettes.”


May 1986


In those days, a teacher’s day-to-day work was tedious. 
Photocopy machines were for privileged use and printed at a painstakingly slow
pace.  Though already invented, the Internet would not reach schools for
another ten years.  To reproduce class copies of lessons, teachers had two
basic duplication methods:  the ditto machine and the mimeograph.  Of the two,
the ditto machine was less messy, but could only produce about sixty decent
copies from each original master.  If a teacher needed more than sixty copies,
which Ruben usually required, such as 130 copies of a test, the teacher needed
to prepare two ditto masters.  The bottom line:  Delivering creative lesson
plans involved a considerable amount of preparation time.  When there was no
promising woman on the horizon, Ruben relegated any spare time to lesson
planning and preparation.  He might be lonely and disengaged, but he wouldn’t
be bored.


For most teachers, lesson-planning was a matter of
thumbing through the approved textbooks and calendaring the sequence of
learning units, objectives, goals, quizzes, and tests.  The main skill that
came with the experience of teaching was being able to work through the
textbook with the clear acknowledgment that some lessons would have to be
re-taught simply because the class time—the frame of time spent explaining
things to students—would be sporadically interrupted.  Earthquake and fire drills,
assemblies in the auditorium, or attendance gutted by another teacher’s field
trip were given intrusions to teaching. 


After just a few years in the classroom, Ruben noticed
something about his day-to-day existence.  It seemed that within just minutes
after the bell rang for the first class of each day, the school day was over. 
Then, listening to the radio while driving home, dinner in the next couple of
hours, paper-grading, TV, then into bed with a book, and finally drifting off
to sleep.  In his pre-teacher life, he had been a clock-watcher.  


The worst day of the week was Saturday, followed by Sunday. The
weekends required planning far more tenuous than lesson planning.  He could
always visit his mother or his married brother and help out with his toddlers. 
He could call some friends and see if they were going to hang out at a dance
club; that was a sure thing at least twice a month.  He could just read or
watch television.  He could also just stare into space, sometimes for hours.


Monday would finally come.  Then, Tuesday, with the
routine mandatory after school faculty meeting.   Early in the school year, the
principal spoke at length at these meetings of having to organize committees to
work on a major report that schools are required to prepare every three
years—the accreditation report, the dreaded accreditation report. 
Accreditation reports could be anywhere from fifty to two hundred pages long. 
The report involved tabulating surveys and data sheets.  Charts and schedules
needed formatting for clarity.  Someone would have to compose tedious paragraph
after paragraph describing the school, which often required sucking up. That
someone became Ruben, who volunteered to chair the committee when no one else
stepped forward.  No one else was proficient on the new word processors.  As
accreditation chair, there would be a little extra money, but far more work. 
He could take a computer home and easily fill the weekends with the
machinations of preparing the accreditation report. 


 Five weekends later, stacks of papers were piled high on his
round marble table (that had been in the family for decades) before the
television, on the opposing armchair, on the desk in his second bedroom,  and
on his dining room table.  Ruben’s routine progressed orderly:  eat dinner,
grade papers, watch Star Trek, and sift through the accreditation documents. 
It was tedious, but work was progressing; in fact, the principal had commented
that Ruben appeared ahead of schedule.


To ensure that he remained ahead of schedule, Ruben
always lugged home a folder of accreditation documents. This practice would
also ensure that he had something to fall back on should nothing more sociable
turn-up.  He planned to work all weekend while hoping for the phone to ring
with an invitation to a group activity.  He would feel deserving of a night
out, putting on a party shirt, something tie-less, but still professional.  He
would splash on extra-heavy after-shave.  He would purchase two bottles of wine
to become less inhibited if not completely intoxicated would be less inhibited.


If invited, he would journey to the apartment of some
friend or acquaintance from college where other friends from college, now
involved in careers would also attend.  He would dance with the females, even
those who had already married.   If by eleven-thirty no females of interest had
appeared, he would share his last bottle of wine with a goal of making his exit
by midnight.  He would leave the party, climb into the back seat of his car to
close his eyes before driving home, or stop at a McDonalds for a sobering cup
of coffee.


It was nearing eleven p.m. on a random night when a group
of four passed through the door--three women and one guy, apparently invited by
a friend of a friend of the friend who threw the party.  Ruben peered at the
women, surreptitiously sizing them up.  From a perspective of first attraction,
none of the women reflected intrigue.  The guy seemed to be their
chauffeur/protector.  He was more comfortable making the rounds in the room,
bobbing along with the dance music—still the disco era.  His three women tagged
along behind him.  A male guest approached one of the women.  She sort of
danced with him and then allowed herself to be maneuvered into a corner.


Ruben was fiddling with his half full cabernet pooled in
plastic stemware.   The two remaining “new” women detached themselves from
their chauffeur and looked about, barely chatting with each other.  They were
attractive in the sense that they were slender, not tawdry, and they looked
bored as if performing another Saturday night walkabout routine for the
millionth time.  Otherwise, they were not remarkable.  The two women ended up
standing with their backs to Ruben.  One of them turned around quickly to check
out Ruben.  They said nothing.  They took out cigarettes.


Ruben tapped one on the shoulder.  “I’ll gladly pour you
a glass of wine if you don’t light those cigarettes.”


The woman on the right looked surprised and joked, “Just
one glass for the both of us?”


 “Well, I suppose I can manage two.”  He pulled two more
plastic wine goblets off a stack on the makeshift bar top counter and poured
the last two glasses of wine from his two-thirds empty, or for the optimistic
observer, a one-third full, bottle of cabernet. 


Again, the woman on the right spoke. “What about yours? 
Aren’t you having one?”


 Ruben, out of boredom,  behaved a little more intoxicated than
he was.  “I’ve already had my one… and my two, three, four, and five.  That’s
my dead soldier in the trash bin.” 


The women looked at each other, considering a continuance
with this obviously fucked-up guy.  The one on the right, thin with thin lips,
and fairly flat-chested, asked, “What’s the capital of Massachusetts?”


Ruben wasn’t that drunk, but responded, “Massawhatsetts?”


She blithely turned to her friend, “Oh, he’s fucked up. 
Probably doesn’t even know his name.”


Ruben put on a hurt look, “Oh, please, give me another
chance.  I’m not good with math.”


“Math?!  C’mon, Debbie, let’s tell Mark and Joan  we want
to leave.”


Ruben decided to go for broke.  “Oh, please give a
starving guy another chance.”


“Starving?  Why are you starving?  It looks like you have
plenty of meat on you.” The same woman regarded him suspiciously.  “Ok, what’s
two plus two?”


“Two plus two?  I’m insulted by such an easy question.”


“Then what’s two plus two?”


“You want the French answer or the Russian answer?”


The women looked at Ruben as if he were from outer
space.  “We’re just trying to see how drunk you are.”


 Ruben grinned, “Twenty-two.  That’s the Russian answer for two
plus two.  Now, which one of you is twenty-two?” 


The one on the right looked annoyed.  “Twenty-two?  Drunk
and blind.”  As she stared at him intently, Ruben wobbled a little just
to ham up the appearance of intoxication.  She stared at him disdainfully.  
“Hey, you, who’s going to drive you home?  I don’t think you can drive.”


“It’s taken care of.  I already called my chauffeur. 
He’ll be here in a minute.”


“You have a chauffeur?  With a big stretch limo?”


“No, no, no.  I told my driver there’s no space on the
street to park a limo.  I told him to bring something smaller.”


“Like what?”


“Like my motorcycle with a side car.  Can I give you
ladies a lift anywhere?”


 “I’m not riding in a motorcycle sidecar.  He’s really drunk,
Debbie.  Let’s tell Mark to get us out of here.”  They backed a foot away from
Ruben. 


A teacher acquaintance of Ruben’s had been observing
Ruben’s show.  He approached, “Are you drunk again, Ruben?  Is your driver
coming for you?”  Seeing that there was no reaction from the two women, he
didn’t pursue the joke.   “I heard you were writing the school’s accreditation
documents.  How’s it going?”


Disregarding the women still standing nearby, Ruben
entered into a new conversation.   He spoke plainly.  “It’s actually not that
bad.  I spent a week just mapping out the entire process, creating my
timelines, formatting the data documents, and even outlining a mediation
process for when the teachers can’t agree on their department goals.”


The acquaintance remarked, “I heard the process can
easily go off its rails.  Either no one will do the writing for the department
or, at the opposite extreme, someone gives you fifty pages, and god forbid if
you change a single word.”


“I know exactly what you’re talking about.”


One of the women turned around and spoke to the
acquaintance, “Does he really know what he’s talking about?”


Ruben’s friend was caught speechless.  Ruben apologized
and tilted his head to the women in a motion to suggest that they were just
partiers of no particular import.  


“You’re not drunk, are you?”


Ruben replied, “I am too drunk!  That is my bottle of
vino in the trash, and you drank the last third of my second bottle.”


The woman frowned disdainfully.  Her friend Debbie went
off to find their ride.  “What’s two plus two?”


Ruben chuckled, “Boston.”


The woman sneered, “Are you some kind of asshole?  You
really are good at it.”  She began to step away.


“Would you have talked to me if you knew I was a teacher
and that I’ve read all of Shakespeare’s plays?  You heard that conversation I
was having with my friend here?  That’s the way I really talk.”  Ruben turned
to his acquaintance as if the woman was going to stomp off.  


She didn’t.  “Well, Mr. Shakespeare, you’re still an
asshole.”


Ruben said with some finality, “Grammercy—that’s
Shakespeare for, ‘Thanks a lot.’”


She came back with, “How long have you been a teacher?”


“Three years.”


“I heard that teachers have lots of benefits.”


“That’s pretty much true.”


“It’s a steady living?”


“The steadiest.”


“My friend Mark over there.  He drives a BMW, but changes
jobs every six months.”


Ruben shrugged.  “I wish I had a BMW.   I drive a new
Toyota Celica, GTS.”


At this juncture in the conversation, Mark and his other
two women motioned to the woman indicating that they wanted to leave. 
“Finally, my friends want to leave.”  Mark approached and said they were on
their way to another party.  The woman told them she was tired and wanted to go
home.  Her friend Debbie said, “Norma, we told you what the deal was.  It’s
only twelve-thirty.  We want to keep going.”  Norma looked exasperated.


Ruben intervened, “Where do you live, Norma?”


“About ten miles from here.”


“Eew, that really is close.  I was hoping you’d say forty
miles from here.  I was just trying to demonstrate that I wasn’t a complete
asshole, but I really can drive you home if you want.”


“You’re too drunk.”


“Well, I’m not leaving for at least an hour.  I don’t
want to fuck up my new car.”


Mark said, “Tell you what,  Norma., If you’re going to
wait around here for an hour, call us. We’ll come back for you.”


Norma stayed.  Ruben helped clean up the party mess. 
Someone had made coffee.  As Ruben sobered from what little alcohol he had
essentially consumed, his conversation sobered.  Norma softened, became less
talkative, and followed Ruben around as he picked up beer cans and cigarette
ash trays.  As one hour elapsed, she said, “You don’t have to take me home.”


Ruben looked puzzled, “Did your friends call?”


“No.  I was thinking you could take me to your place.  I
don’t want to sleep alone tonight.”


When Ruben turned on the lights in his apartment, Norma
stared at the stacks of papers everywhere.  “Is this that project you were
talking about?”


“Yes, let me clear a space for you to sit.  These papers
have been piling up for about over a month.  I’m trying to finish this
weekend.  Of course, I didn’t plan on an overnight guest.”


Norma yawned, “Don’t clear space for me to sit.  Let’s
just go to bed.  Do you have a spare toothbrush?”


“Sure, I’ll get it for you.  I have two bathrooms.”  He
pointed to the bathroom that separated the two bedrooms.  “You can use that
one.”


“Where’s yours?” she yawned.  


“Well, I have the master bathroom.”


She leaned on him, nestling her head in his neck. “Let’s
go to your bathroom.  I just want to be close.”


As he fumbled around looking for a toothbrush, she stood
right behind him in the bathroom; her head deeply pressed into his shoulder. 
Never letting go, she kicked off her shoes, skirt, and unbuttoned her blouse
with one hand.  When she stood before him in bra and panties, she attacked his
neck while unbuttoning his shirt.  She unbuckled his belt and pushed his pants
down.  She dropped to her knees and pressed her face against the bulge in his
underwear.  Yawning and slurring her words, she managed to say, “This feels so
good.  I want this in me.  But, please, I’m so tired.  Can we do this in the
morning?”


They slipped under the sheets.  They kissed passionately
for no more than two minutes before her head drooped into sleep.  Ruben
wondered if there really would be a morning.  


Morning came quickly, two hours later.  Norma, now
completely naked, had wrapped herself completely around Ruben.  He pulled his
hands from under her weight and moved to clutch her breasts, though there was
very little to cup beside hard, erect nipples.  Norma reversed her position and
gently rubbed her crotch on his face while she kissed her way toward his
crotch. She moaned as she approached his penis, caressing it, and rubbing
her face against it like a cat rubs against a scratching post.  “Oh, my god!” she
purred.  “Quite a large thing you have here.  This may be a challenge.”  She
threw off the blankets and sat astride him.  “I want to ride this golden
scepter of yours.”


Ruben concealed a groan considering her corny metaphor.


As much as the contact of his penis and her outer lips
was stimulating, they could not complete penetration.  “C’mon, please, please,
please.”  Still no penetration.  As the minutes of jiggling back and forth
exacted heated friction and nothing more, she grew irritable.  “Ok, you’re not
going to leave me like this.  You’re going to have to eat me.”


Ruben’s eyes widened. His hesitation strongly suggested
that he was not that involved.  “Well, are you going to take care of me? 
Either stick your tongue in there or your fat dick.  I don’t care.  Either
way.”  The struggle continued for just several more minutes.  Norma jumped off
the bed and began searching for her clothes. “I know, it’s the middle of the
night.  Could you please take me home?”  Ruben glanced at the bedside clock: three-thirty
a.m.


“You want me to take me home now?”


“Kinda fucked, huh?  Ok, I’ll just sleep on the couch. 
No big deal.”  She grabbed her clothes and entered the living room.


Ruben called after her, “Do you want some blankets?”


“No, I’m too sweaty from killing myself trying to get
your dick into me.  Can’t wait to tell this story to my friends at work.”


Ruben was sweaty too.  The bed was damp. “You know what? 
I’m going to drive you home now.”  


 She said nothing and quickly dressed.  As they walked to Ruben’s
Celica, he commented to her, “I’ve got to say you must be a very trusting
person.  You barely know me.” 


“I know your type.  You’re everyone’s friend and no one’s
lover.  You’re the great guy that gets passed over because you don’t come off
like a dream guy.  I’m still looking for a dream guy.”


They entered the underground parking garage  Ruben
pressed his key chain remote.  The car sounded an embarrassing loud chirp as
the doors unlocked.  Suddenly, another noise emanated from the nearby parked faded
blue Mazda Miata.  The Mazda car door opened, and the sole occupant of
apartment 212 stepped out.  She was wearing sexy over-the-knee spiked heeled
boots, a pink micro mini-skirt, a tawdry top, an overall raw look,  diminished
by fading make-up, and floppy poofed hair.  She winked at Ruben.  “When I heard
someone coming, I hunkered down in my shitty car to escape contact with
anyone.  Then when I saw it was you, the teacher, I decided to get the hell out
of here.  Didn’t see this slut with you.  Is this your slut?”


Norma was about to scream.  Ruben took her arm, and they
rushed to his car. He opened the passenger door for her.  He backed out of his
parking space just in time to see 212 climb the stairs out of the underground. 
212 turned and waved her fingers mockingly. 


Of course, Norma went off, “Who the fuck was that?”


“I don’t know her.”


“Then how did she know you are a teacher?  How did she
know?” 


“Look, I’ve seen her around at the mailbox.  That’s it. 
I don’t know her name.” 


“What was she doing in the parking lot at almost four in
the morning?”


“Same thing we were doing.  Probably ending a night of
partying.”


“I don’t believe you.”


“Well, then, can you believe this?  I’m driving you home
at four in the morning.  You’ll be home in ten minutes.  You can sleep in your
own bed.  I’ll sleep in my own bed.  Nobody got hurt.”  He said nothing more.


Norma asked, “Can I smoke in your car?”


Ruben was very firm, “No.  Don’t even think about it.”


He dropped her off in front of her apartment building. 
She lingered in the front seat.  “You do seem to be a nice guy with a steady
job.”


“Thank you.  I love what I do.  I’m never bored at work.”


“I’m bored at work all the time.”


Ruben didn’t respond.


“You want to come up?”


“What?  Why do you ask that?”


“I took a big chance on you.  I wanted to test my
instincts about you.  I was right.  You were safe, calm, and pretty nice.  And…
and you do have a big dick.”


Ruben just wanted her out of his car.  “Look, I said from
the beginning that I would take you home.  You’re home.  I’m tired.”


“It’s Sunday
morning.  We can sleep in.”


Ruben said
nothing more.


“Well, I
guess you’re dumping me.  Okay, I’m getting out.  Would you at least watch me
until I get into the building?”


Ruben
nodded.


Norma got
out.  She rummaged for her keys.  She poked her head in the window.  “Well,
bye, Ruben.”  


He watched
her enter her building and then drove off, blasting the radio.   Years later
when he recalled this incident, he wondered if Norma ever found her dream guy. 



He was wide
awake when he walked past 212.  From within, a radio was playing.  He stopped
to see if he recognized the song.   He tiptoed away.


Around noon
Ruben forced himself out of bed and decided to walk to the local 7-11 for
coffee.  He discovered a folded note taped to his door.  “What time did you get
in last night?  Your slut had no tits.” 






Chapter 6
The school year passed this way.

May 1986


The
following Friday night Ruben hung out with some other teachers from school. 
The group consisted of singles and marrieds.  They met in L.A.’s Chinatown at
the now defunct Velvet Turtle with a Friday Happy Hour until 7 p.m.  After
seven, if they weren’t full from fried food, some would stay on for dinner. 
Ruben stumbled home around ten, got into bed with a book.  Asleep by 10:30 pm.


Up around 9
a.m.  Made a full ten cups in his nineteen dollar Mr. Coffee, impulse-purchased
off a supermarket shelf in the coffee aisle.   Graded some papers.  Looked over
some accreditation documents.  A few hours of errands.  Bought some shoes. 
Called some people to see if anything was going on that Saturday night.  Rented
a VHS video.  Sleeping by 11:30 p.m.


Sunday
morning.  Went to his mother’s house.  Drank her coffee and read her paper. 
Listened to her harangue him about his social life.  Nothing unusual. Nothing
happened. Walked around the mall.  Had another coffee.   Always looked forward
to Masterpiece Theater on Public Television. Read until he fell asleep.


 


	Monday: Up at
6:30 a.m.  Shower, pack up graded student work. Rush down the back stairwell to his
car.  Thirty-two teenagers staring at him by eight a.m.  


	 Tuesday: Faculty meeting after school.

	Wednesday: Sponsor club meetings after school.

	 Thursday: Sponsor club meetings after school.


	 Friday: Happy Hour with colleagues.


	Saturday:  Sleep until ten a.m., organize weekend paper grading and lesson planning,
errands, go out with friends, to movies, or special event.


	Sunday: 
Sleep until eleven a.m.  Start school work.  Visit mother.  Do something with
friends or special event.  Watch TV while grading student papers.  Bed by 11
p.m.





      




The school year passed this  way. 






Chapter 7
“You’re right, you did me a big favor that I wouldn’t do for you.”

Mid-May 1986


Ruben had evolved into teacher students sought when they
needed adult supervision at a school activity.  The majority of the faculty
left campus most days by three fifteen.  But not Ruben.  He had agreed to
supervise three after-school clubs per week.  As soon as his last class ended
at three, a small group of club members took up residence in his classroom.  He
supervised the knitting club, the science fiction and paranormal clubs, the
movie club, and often ended up standing in for another teacher’s club or
helping out the basketball coach or the cheerleading coach.  In any event, his
end-of-school-day was closer to five p.m., unless the principal called him
around four-thirty to meet at five for an accreditation update meeting.


As he was walking past the main office on his way to the
faculty parking lot, the principal called him over.  She began, “It’s not about
accreditation.  I’ll come right to the point.  I’m giving you a heads up.”   Ruben
had an anxious feeling.


“The leadership kids are going to ask you to be master of
ceremonies at the prom.   Ms. Gonzalez, the leadership advisor, can’t make it. 
She’s due to give birth and can’t take the additional stress.”


“Hmmm…Why me?”


“Why not you?  The kids love and trust you, and this is
what happens—you will be asked for everything.  If you’re going to decline, I’m
at least giving you time to come up with a good excuse.  The decision is
entirely up to you.  It doesn’t matter to me one way or the other.  The prom
will happen in any event.”


As he walked to his Toyota Celica, real fear began to
shake him.  He attended the prom the previous year accompanied by a friend who
observed but stood aloof.  All night long, students asked, “Is she your
girlfriend, Mr. Renteria?”  He felt silly dancing with every seventeen-year-old
girl who asked.  He felt silly goaded into leading the “YMCA” while other
teachers and their spouses looked on.   He realized that a replay was
inevitable.


No student had approached him the next day.  Perhaps he
was home free.  He could ignore the prom this year with an easy excuse that he
had been a full participant the year before.  Three o’clock: the last class
filed out, a minute of silence, and then the knitting club entered, followed by
three girls and two boys, not from the knitting club.  Ruben knew those five
were from the school’s leadership class.  They popped the question.


Ruben listened to their full plea.  They even included
how great he was the year before at leading “YMCA” and that no other teacher
would participate like that.    He told them, “Look, I just want to be a
chaperone this year.  Don’t count on me to do those things this year.”


“Then you’ll do it?” exclaimed one of the
seventeen-year-olds.


“What?  Did I say that?”


“Yeah, Mr. Renteria, you said you would be a chaperone.” 
Caught by his feel first, regret later,  mouth.


As the leadership students were leaving, one of the girls
reminded him, “Remember, Mr. Renteria, you don’t have to pay, and you can bring
a date.”   The students high-fived each other for securing their last faculty
chaperone.


Because of so much competition among high schools for
choice hotels, the prom had been scheduled unusually late in the school year,
not until mid-June. Ruben had a list of female friends, one of whom he could
engage for a prom date, but it wasn’t his preferred route.  Though he had taken
one of his female friends to the first prom he chaperoned, when students
questioned her about her relationship with Ruben, she denied everything,
repeating that they were just friends.  She left the prom several times during
the evening to go out and smoke a cigarette.  She was embarrassed to dance with
him among teenagers.  By the end of the evening, he felt foolish; it would have
been better to have attended solo.


He called one female friend who said she couldn’t make it
that night.  In desperation, he called the woman he had previously taken.  She
said she would think about it and get back to him.  She also asked if there was
a smoking zone.


As the prom neared, his twelfth-grade students were ratcheting
up the excitement.  The prom is a very special time for most students.  He gave
the twelfth-grade boys a lecture on the renting and wearing of a tuxedo.  He
presented his lecture on the proper way of attaching the cummerbund (pleats up
to catch crumbs) and the pros and cons of wearing orange cummerbunds.  He told
the girls stories based on personal observation about a teen girl wearing her
first very low cut gown while dancing to the latest beats.  He also recited the
realities of wearing see-through gowns,  cut-outs in the gown exposing the
midriff, four-inch heels that wouldn’t make it past dinner (bring an extra pair
of shoes and socks in your purse), and heavy jewelry.


A senior boy heckled, “Did you tell your date all
this same stuff, Mr. Renteria?”


One of the female students called out, “What kind of
dress is your date wearing?  Will she be able to dance in it?”


Ruben’s face reddened. “Well, that does remind me of
something.  Ladies, do you know if your prom date will dance?”  There was a
hush in the room.  “I remind you, this is not my first prom.  I know a lot of
you ladies will be with a date you barely know.”  The male segment of the class
took the comment for an opening to jeer.  “And I know a lot of the guys in this
room are only thinking about what they think is going to happen after the
prom.  Ladies, you might consider telling them, ‘No dance, no after prom.’” 
The quiet in the room acknowledged the reality.


A female student proudly commented, “I’m going with my
cousin.”   The class snickered, but she didn’t care.  She went on, “My cousin
won a dance competition.  He can do anything.”


 


As Ruben walked to his apartment, he was pretty close to
making a decision.  He would beg his smoker friend to go with him to the prom. 
The door to apartment 212 opened.  He still didn’t know her name.  She cracked
a large grin when she confronted him.  “Well, if it ain’t my fucking plumber. 
I got to tell you, I still get a lot of laughs when I tell the story of how
some strange guy comes into my apartment, cleans the toilet shit off my floor,
and won’t even take a hand job.”


Ruben paused to gather a comeback.  “I thought you
were a neurotic, crazy person.  I would help anyone who was sinking in their
own shit.”


She glared at him.  “Don’t  neurotic and crazy
mean the same thing, Mr. Smart-Ass Teacher?”


He smiled faintly, “See you around,” and then continued
to apartment 201.


She muttered just loud enough, “Fuck you!”


Ruben wheeled around to face her. “What the?  I did you a
great big favor.  Nothing that you would ever do for someone.  And you
harass me.  I don’t mess with your business.  I just gave a lecture to my
female students today about acting lady-like at the prom…”  He turned and
continued down the hall to his apartment.


Apartment 212 ran ahead of him and got in his face.  “Are
you fucking saying that I’m not a fucking lady?”


Ruben squeezed around her.  She put her hands above her
head as if the police had told her to ‘raise ‘em.’  Still, with a sharp tongue,
she pronounced, “Okay, Okay.  You’re right; you did me a big favor that I
wouldn’t do for you.  Anyone I know would have told me to eat my own shit off
the floor.  I know someone who would have put my face into the toilet and
forced me to gargle it down.”


“What are you trying to say?”


“I’m trying to fucking say thank you.”


“You already said ‘thank you, ’ and I accepted your thank
you, and I gave you a Diet Coke.”


“Yeah, well that’s what pissed me off.  You didn’t take
anything from me.”


Ruben looked at her.  She was both trashy and exotic
looking, wearing flip-flops with red painted toenails, a raggedy t-shirt
revealing her bra and dark lines of mascara.  “What is your name?” Her head
jerked back.  She looked genuinely surprised.  She didn’t say anything. “Your
name so that I can talk to you?”


“None of your fucking business,” then added quickly, “My
name is not ‘none of your fucking business.’  Asking for my name is none
of your fucking business.” She gyrated her head and waved her finger in a style
reminiscent of stereotypical black gestures.


“Ok, then.  I’ll call you Roberta.”


“Roberta?  What the fuck?”


“Roberta, you’re more than welcome.  There is no need to
thank me any further.  Now, if you’ll please step aside, I have to get to my
apartment to make an important phone call.”


Roberta stepped aside.  Once he closed his apartment
door, he breathed a short sigh of relief, but his anxiety was still high.  The
next event in his life—the phone call to beg for a prom date—was going to be
very stressful.   His intended was attractive, blond, stylish, but he still
wasn’t sure if her company, that is, her boorish conversation would make him
feel that much more secure at the prom.


A knock at the door.  Ruben realized it could only be
Roberta. “Yes, Roberta, what can I do for you?”


She winced, “So Roberta is going to stick, huh?  Okay,
I’m good with that.  I’ll be your bitch Roberta.”


“You’re not my bitch.  What can I do for you?”


“I was thinking about that lecture you gave your
students, about being lady-like.  I was wondering what you told them.”


“Why do you want to know?”


“Because I don’t have any fucking thing else to do right
now!  I’m not working tonight.”


“Why aren’t you working?”


“None of your fucking business, Mr. Teacher-Plumber.”


She caught him looking her up and down before answering.
“I was just reminding them about some simple things.  Like if they are going to
wear a new pair of high-heeled shoes, that they should break them in first and
possibly bring a change of shoes to dance in.”


“That’s it?  I can dance in high-heeled
platforms all night.  I started off as a pole dancer.  You tell your girls how
to get tips?”  At that moment, a tenant walked by who stared at Roberta,
probably having overheard their conversation.  Ruben motioned for her to come
in.  She wouldn’t move.  He told her he had another Diet Coke.


Again she hovered in the two–foot-long entry way, her
hand holding the door open a sliver.  She sipped the Coke.  Ruben asked, “How
long were you a pole dancer?”


“I don’t want to talk about that shit.  What else did you
tell your students?”


“We talked about making sure that their date knows how to
dance because, after the dinner and pictures, there’s not much to do but
dance.”


Roberta seriously inquired, “Did you talk to them about
dirty dancing?”


Ruben paused to consider. “No, but now that you mention
it, I probably should have talked to them about it.  If they get down and
dirty, one of the chaperones will pull them off the dance floor.  I had to do
that last year.”


“Why did you have to do it?”


“Because that’s one of the jobs of the teacher
chaperones.  It’s a school sponsored event, and that’s inappropriate.  We have
to keep things on the up and up.”


“Do you even know what dirty dancing is?”  Roberta began
a grinding demonstration.


Ruben, a little more comfortable, kidded her, “I’m afraid
the girls won’t have poles on the dance floor.”


Roberta continued spreading her legs. “Sure they will. 
The dude is the pole.  Don’t you know anything?  How you going to
be a chaperone?  I should go with you.  I can spot a come-on a mile away… and
how much to charge.”


Ruben returned immediately, “That’s a nice offer, but
I’ve already got someone.”


Roberta played on, “That slut I saw you with? Did you
call her yet?”


“Not her,
someone else. She already knows I’m going to ask her.”


“Well, fuck
it, I was only joking anyway.  I don’t go out on dates unless I’m paid.  I’m
mostly doing escort shit these days.  I dress up real good; you wouldn’t even
recognize me.  Dudes take me to fancy parties.  All I have to do is wear a
tight dress, sip wine or some shit, and say nothing.  If he wants to pay extra
off the clock, I’ll fuck his brains out afterward so long as it’s over within
one hour—no all-night sleepovers;  leaving a hotel at two in the morning is
risky with the cops.”


Ruben was
surprised.  That was the first time Roberta had alluded to the realities of her
occupation.  Roberta noted his expression.  “Hey, teacher, it’s all good.  My
pussy’s clean, no diseases, got a doctor and a dentist, a bunch of friends, and
two apartments—well, I share the other one in Hollywood.”


Ruben
smiled. “We’re cool, then, Roberta?”


“Yeah, we
cool.”  She turned to let herself out, then turned back abruptly to announce,
“And I don’t do crack or any of that other shit.  Mixed drinks and pot, yes.” 
She backed out.  The door was halfway closed when she added a postscript, “When
I was in high school, and the prom came around…”  She stopped in mid-sentence
with a stark expression and slammed the door. 








Chapter 8
“I can smell it on your breath.  
Why don’t you stick to water?”


June 1986


Ruben left the first message around six-thirty p.m.  The
second message around eight-thirty.  Each time, the answering machine
responded:


 


“Sorry,
I’m not available right now.  If this is a medical emergency, please call 911.
Otherwise, please leave a message, and I will get back to you ASAP.”


 


Around ten, the above prospective prom date returned the
call.  Ruben asked her if she would attend the prom with him seven days away.  
She asked a lot of questions.  The conversation ended with, “Can I get back to
you on this?”  Ruben felt two overwhelming sensations.  The first was relief. 
The second was disappointment and irritation.  He wasn’t going to call her back
four more times.  All right.  Settled.  He’d go solo. 


So what if he showed up solo to the prom?  


 


Then on the following Saturday morning around eleven, one
week before the prom, he took out the trash.     As he turned the corner
heading toward the bins, Roberta, aka apartment 212, was on her return from the
trash bins.  She looked different, sleepy-eyed, tranquil, no make-up, her
usually teased hair pulled back into a pony tail.  As she approached him, she
waved feebly.  As she passed him, she whispered, “What’s up, Big Dick?”


Ruben wheeled around, “What?  I thought you weren’t going
to talk to me like that?”


She turned to face him, “Well, you didn’t say anything to
me.  We may be near the trash cans, but you can’t treat me like  you’d like to
throw me in.”


Ruben stared at her.  “Ok, I’m sorry I didn’t say hello. 
Nothing personal.  I’ve got a lot on my mind.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” She turned and proceeded to her
apartment.


On the way back, he noticed that apartment 212’s door was
open.  As he passed, Roberta was standing just within.  She called to someone
in her living room, “Hey, Kiko, here he is.  Here’s the asshole himself.”


Ruben walked faster to escape another crude scene. A
full-throated African-American woman wearing a flimsy night shirt and six-inch
heels appeared in the hall beside Roberta.  She spoke loud enough for Ruben to
hear.  “That be  him?  I thought you told me he was a runty, nerdy asshole.  He
don’t look it to me.”


Roberta called out, “Hear that, teacher?”


Ruben increased his pace.  Ten more yards to his
apartment.  Roberta and Kiko sprinted to catch up to him.  The clicking of
Kiko’s heels probably resounding throughout the building. They blocked his
way.  Ruben’s heart began to beat faster.  What had he gotten himself involved
in?


Kiko examined his face.  “This be the motherfucker
who cleaned up your shit?  He don’t look like a plumber to me.”


Roberta got in her face. “I told you he’s a fuckin’ teacher.”


“Well, he don’t look like a teacher to me, either.  Not
that I know what one looks like.”


Ruben said nothing.  His eyes darted from one woman to
the next and then to his apartment.  He could push through them, get to his
apartment, and call the manager or the cops.


Roberta seemed to detect the anxiety on his face.  “Calm
down, teacher, we ain’t going to rape your shit.”


Ruben’s face reflected that he didn’t believe her.


“We both finished our scores by eleven-thirty last
night.  Kiko was my wing-man, so I told her she could sleep at my place and we
could party all night.”  


Ruben remained mute.  He made up his mind that the best
way to correct the situation was to bail out of it.


Roberta continued, “Party, you know--We ate bags
of chips with dip and watched television all night.  We throw chips at the TV
when some slut comes on like she’s all that.”


Ruben forced a smile. “Great.  Can I go now?”


Kiko’s face turned vicious.  “What the fuck?  We should
kick your ass.”  Ruben twitched.  “Calm down, teacher.  I be the one who wanted
to see what kind of guy would clean up somone else’s shit.  We ain’t gonna do
nothing to you.  All right, Tracy—“


Roberta cut her off.  “Shut the fuck up.  My name is Roberta
around here.”


“Ooh, sorry.  I mean, I’ve seen enough, Tracy, I mean,
Roberta.  Let’s get back to your crib.  I be starved.  Let’s get something to
eat.”


They backed away from Ruben.  Roberta called out, “See
you around, Mr. 201.  Hey, what’s a good place to eat around here?”


Ruben considered a moment.  “I usually walk over to
Sitton’s.  They have just about everything on the menu.  Average price about
six bucks.”


Kiko sang out, “Can I get a salad with Thousand Island
dressing?”


Roberta chided her, “Why you want to eat that fat shit
for?”


Kiko barked at Roberta, “You shut the fuck up!”


Ruben, apartment keys in hand, turned, “Yeah, they have Thousand
Island.  It’s good there.  I usually order their pancakes.”


Roberta walked toward him.  Ruben thought, “Oh, shit. 
Now, what is she going to say?”


She was intense.  “How do we get there?  Just walk? 
Which way?”


“Just go out the front of the building.  Turn left.  Walk
three blocks.  You’re there.” Roberta just stood there, staring at him. 
“What?” he barked questioningly.


Roberta whispered, “If you walk us there, I’ll pay.”


Kiko jumped in, “You out of your fucking mind?  I can’t
talk shit if he be there.  Besides, remember, we don’t ever pay for dudes. 
They pay for us, even the food.”


Roberta continued to stare, almost imploringly at Ruben. 
Ruben opened his door.  He looked over his shoulder. The scene was bizarre: 
Kiko grabbing Roberta’s arm, pulling her away.  “You get your ass back to the
apartment, Tra--Roberta.  I’m going to put on some of your clothes so we can go
eat Thousand Island dressing.”  Roberta’s expression was hard to read.  No
mistaking it for being hardened.  No mistaking it for being pathetic.  Still,
she didn’t look violent or threatening.


Ruben had one foot inside his apartment.  “What do you
want?”


She whispered, “I’m bored.  I talked shit with her all
night.  I’m thinking if you go, we’d have to change the subject.  I’m thinking
you’re smart.  You must know a lot of stuff.”


Ten minutes later Ruben found himself walking down the
street with two very normal looking women dressed in jeans.  Kiko was wearing
flip-flops.  Roberta wore her high-tops.  Both had plain t-shirts, no
screen-printed text alluding to nastiness.  Nothing offensive.  Kiko seemed a
little uptight.  Neither said anything while they walked in the sun of a
moderate day.  Kiko did break the silence when she joked, “I never thought I’d
be walking the streets in the middle of the day.”


Sitton’s was a neighborhood fixture, a family-owned
coffee shop the size of a corporate coffee shop, but with unintended kitsch. 
Old style hanging plastic tiffany lamps, a fake brick wall adorned with
numerous eight by ten framed autographed pictures of movie stars, plastic
stained-glass on the bathroom doors, chubby waitresses, tables and booths which
were apparently well-maintained, but obviously as old as the building itself. 
There was the main eating area, counter seating, plus two side rooms, usually
closed.  Sitton’s was open until one a.m.   Ruben had been coming to Sitton’s
even before he lived in the area. He had noted that the blackboard specials at
the entrance rarely varied.


Once seated at a booth in Sitton’s, the animated talk
focused on the menu.  Roberta mused, “When was the last time I had
chicken-fried steak?”


Kiko responded, “Oh, I be having that. I love that shit,
but look you can have anything with a salad and Thousand Island dressing.”


A cheery-faced, plump waitress stood above them.  “What
would you folks like to drink?”


Kiko laughed, “You got Long Island Iced Tea?”  The
waitress smiled.  Kiko returned, “Just kidding.  I’ll have a regular iced tea.”


Roberta looked puzzled.  The waitress skipped to Ruben. 
“I’ll have coffee.”


Roberta glanced at him, “You drinking more coffee? 
Haven’t you had a gallon already?”  Ruben returned a shocked stare.  “I can
smell it on your breath.  Why don’t you stick to water?”


“You telling me what to order?”


“No, order what you want.  I’m requesting that you not 
stink up your breath anymore.”  Roberta turned to the waitress.  “I’ll have a
Diet Coke, and he’ll have water.”  The waitress smiled and left.


Kiko whispered, “Don’t fuck up in front of the waitress. 
I want to eat without a hassle.”


Ruben looked worried.


Roberta turned her back to Ruben to address Kiko
directly, “We’re scarin’ the shit out of teacher.”


The waitress brought the drinks.  Roberta smiled at the
waitress. “Thanks, honey.  Is it alright if we order?” The waitress took out
her pad.  Pointing to Kiko, Roberta said, “This friend of mine will be having
the chicken fried steak.  Thousand Island on her salad.  Could you please make
that heavy on the Thousand Island?  Thanks.  Okay, I’ll have a BLT, on
wheat toast, Italian dressing on the side.  Now, my boyfriend here—well, he
isn’t really my boyfriend—he’ll have a short stack of pancakes.  No butter,
syrup on the side.  Do you want some poached eggs on the side, sweetie?” 
Ruben’s mouth gaped.  “Not sure?  Then just give him two scrambled eggs, egg
whites only.  No toast.”


The waitress smiled.  “Would you like any drink refills?”


“Not just yet.  Thanks for doing such a good job. And
I’ll be taking the whole bill,”  Roberta told her.


Kiko handed her menu to the waitress then turned to
Roberta.  “Do you think Luanne  is going to want us to date tonight?”


“Shut up, Kiko.  I’m not talking about that shit in front
of teacher…  Wait a minute, I don’t know your name?  You got a name?”


“Of course, I have a name, not that you’ll remember it.”


“What is it?  Is it Roberto?”


“No, my name is—“


“Shut up!  Maybe I don’t want to know your real name. 
You call me Roberta, I’ll call you Roberto.  We’re Roberta and Roberto.”


Ruben chuckled, “Whatever you say, ma’am.”


Roberta explained to Kiko, “Roberto has to go to a high
school prom and make sure the little bitches don’t pole dance on their dudes.”


Kiko teased, “What kind of fucked up job be that?  Do you
get paid for that?”


Ruben started to laugh.  He was beginning to understand
that these women were posturing, trying to pull his chain.  He decided to push
into their personalities and reactions, similar to how he feigned drunkenness
at the party. “Yeah, I get paid extra for chaperoning dances.”


Kiko smirked, “Bull shit.  Who would pay you to go to a
high school dance?”


Ruben shot them a look as if they were beyond
comprehending the situation.  Roberta stared at him trying to see if he was
fucking with them.  She asked, “Do you have to wear one of those tuxedo suits?”


“Yep, I rent one.  I do it for my students.”


Roberta stared at him for a few seconds.  “No, shit?  You
wear one of those shiny suits?”


“Yep, it’s no big deal.”


Kiko pulled Roberta to her.  “He be motherfuckin’ lyin’.”


Ruben glared at Kiko. “What?  About renting a tuxedo?”


Roberta’s face had pondered before she asked, “So did you
get some slut to go with you?  Did you make the call?”


Now Ruben’s face fell.  She hit a tender spot.  Roberta
mocked.  “Ooh, no bitch for the dance!  Are you ugly or something?”


Again Ruben’s face suggested shock.  “Ugly?  That’s kinda
hard!  I don’t know if I’m ugly or not.  What do you think?”


Kiko cracked up. “Go, on Roberta, tell him that he be
butt  ugly.”


Roberta peered at Ruben’s face for a good thirty seconds
before whispering what appeared to be a sincere response.  “Roberto, here’s the
fucked-up truth.   I don’t even know the fucking difference between ugly and
real fine.  I’ve had every kind of dick in my face.  I wouldn’t know the
difference if a fat pig climbed on top of me or some movie dude.”


Ruben played her.  “So, you’re not going to tell me
straight out?  I’ll tell you straight out:  You’re not ugly, but you’re not
completely gorgeous either.”


Kiko reacted, “Kick his ass!  You gonna take that from
him?”


Roberta returned, “He’s just fuckin with us.  He’s never
seen me in the total.”


Ruben quickly responded, “Yes, I did.  Remember, I saw
you in the parking lot that night.”


“Oh, yeah, but that was my super slut special.”


Kiko commented, “Yeah, we make fucking good money on the
super slut look.”  Kiko and Roberta shared a high-five.


Roberta changed the subject, “What do kids do at proms
these days?”


“Well, this will be my second one.  It seems like it’s
about the same for the last hundred years—Oh, there’s a few new things.  The
students come in rented limo’s or fancy cars, parade around in their prom
dresses, take lots of pictures, drink soda, dance, eat dinner, wait to see who
is going to be the prom queen, then dance some more.  Usually over with by
midnight.  They might have table games for them to play.”


“Yeah, what do you do, the teachers?”


“We…” he sighed, “we stand around and guard them, make
sure everyone’s having a good time.   There’s usually a boy who doesn’t know
how to behave in a formal situation.  We take him aside and explain appropriate
behavior.  Actually, there’s plenty for us to watch out for.   There’s no
smoking or drinking allowed.  The students pay about eighty-five dollars per couple. 
I don’t have to pay, plus I get one guest.  But I’m going to be telling the
principal this year that I won’t need a guest ticket.”


The server placed the food plates in front of them.  Kiko
dove into her chicken-fried steak without saying a word.  Roberta used a knife
and fork to cut up her sandwich.  She caught Roberto watching this practice. 
“What are you staring at?”


“Nothing.”


“I don’t work out, so I have to be careful what I eat. 
It’s all about  curves, honey!”


As they walked back to the apartment, the conversation
returned to the prom.  Ruben explained that he felt a little embarrassed when
the students prevailed on him to dance and get up on stage to lead “YMCA.” 
Kiko smiled, “I love that song ‘YMCA!’”


Ruben lamented, “I’m thinking if I bring a date to the
prom, the kids won’t hassle  me to do extra embarrassing stuff.”


They split up at apartment 212.  Ruben walked quickly to
his place, entered and almost immediately sat down at his desk in the second
bedroom, turned on his desk-top computer and returned to editing the final
exams he would be administering the following week.  He had been working
intently for about an hour when he heard pounding on his door.  He thought,
“Got to be Roberta.  Now, what does she want?”


He flung open the door in such a manner to demonstrate
that this was an unwelcome intrusion.  It was Kiko, shaking, and agitated. 
“You got to come quick.  You got to see Roberta!”


Ruben sprinted to apartment 212.  Kiko pushed open the
door.  In the center of the room stood Roberta in a bright red, floor-length
gown.   When she saw him, she elevated herself by stretching on tiptoe.  Her
hair had been crudely arrayed to approximate a fancy do.  Kiko exclaimed,
“Ain’t that the hottest thing you ever saw?”


Roberta growled, “Shut the fuck up.  This ain’t nothin’. 
I can be much hotter than this.  I just want to know if I’m a head twister.”


“Head twister?” Ruben gasped.


“Yeah, if you saw me on the street would your head twist
off?  Would your dick flop out?”  She pulled down the neckline of the dress to
reveal more cleavage.  “See--adjustable tit show.”


It was Ruben who wouldn’t venture more than two feet into
apartment 212.  Roberta did a feeble model turn.  Kiko knelt down in front of
Ruben and peered at his crotch.  She was about to grab him there.  He pulled
back.  Kiko reported, “Naw, no hard on.  You need makeup and better shoes.”


“What’s this about?” asked Ruben.


Kiko answered before Roberta.  “Don’t she look hot enough
to go to the prom?”


Ruben blanked. “The prom?”


“Yeah, she never went to her…”


“Shut the fuck up, Kiko!” Roberta screamed.


Ruben got the point and smiled reassuringly.  The gown
actually was a formal gown when the neckline wasn’t allowed to slip.  No
revealing midriff.  No slit to her ass.  He remembered that she had talked
about being an escort; the gown was probably part of her escort sideline. 
“Well, I have to admit you look a lot different.  In fact, I barely recognize
you.  And you do look very hot.  Hottest woman I’ve ever met.  You really do. 
Okay, I’ve got to get back to my work…”


Kiko jumped down his throat, “Wait a fuckin’ minute. 
Ain’t she hot enough to take to a prom?  You fucked up sonnaofbitch!  You hurt
her feelings!”


Roberta screamed again, “Shut the fuck up, Kiko!  You
know I don’t got no feelings.  Get the fuck out of here, Roberto.”


Ruben backed out, “Once again, thanks for lunch.  It was
great.”


As he walked
back to his apartment, he thought, “What the hell am I doing talking to them? 
They’re whores!  They’re whores.  Not heart of gold hookers; they’re cheap
whores.”






Chapter 9
“Because it’s none 
of your fucking business.”

June 1986


Past three o’clock, a semi-darkened room as the movie
club was setting up to show Harold and Maude.  Ruben had seen Harold
and Maude in the theater; he was organizing stacks of papers to grade while
the film ran.  The students may have thought it a little weird as he turned his
desk away from the screen, but he only did so because the film would distract
him.  Fifteen minutes into the film, a small group of students entered.  Ruben
cringed, thinking, “Uh oh, prom committee kids.  What are they going to ask me
now?”


One of the seniors began, “Ok, Mr. Renteria, we’re just
five days away from the prom.  Have you got your speech prepared?”


“Speech?  What speech?”


“You’re going to introduce the prom court.  The principal
thinks you would do a better job than anyone else.”


Ruben put his face in his hands and chuckled.  “Oh, she
tricked me again.”  He paused. “Okay, okay, of course, I’ll do it.”


“So, you’ll come early to help us count the ballots.”


“Yeah, sure.  I’ll be there.”


“By any chance did you get a tux?”


Ruben smiled. “Yes, I took care of that, too.”


“But you’re not bringing a date?”


“No, you guys have me doing too much stuff.  It wouldn’t
be fair to her.”  Luckily, he spontaneously came up with a good excuse.


“Aw, c’mon, Mr. Renteria, bring her.”


Ruben put up his hands to playfully suggest that they
were driving him crazy.  “It’s too late to ask her to come.  I already told her
that I would be going solo.”


“No, bring her!  We want you to have fun!  None of the
other teachers dance like you do!”


He played it off.  He made it seem like their concerns
were no big deal.  He told them it was a working night for him.


 


He felt increased anxiety every time he had to pass
apartment 212.  He hadn’t seen Roberta since the luncheon with Kiko.  Even if
she were to suddenly appear and launch into one of her bantering rants, he
wasn’t in the mood.  All he could think about was getting into bed sometime
very early this coming Sunday morning after a night of chaperoning hundreds of
teenagers and his ears ringing from blasting music. He was three steps past
door 212 heading to his apartment that evening when Roberta stepped out and
called after him, “Hey, Roberto, how the fuck are you?”


Ruben turned and just stared at her.  Her hair was teased
out.  She had already painted on her eye make-up.  She was still in her jeans
and high-tops.   Ruben waved.  “You on your way out?”


“Yeah, I’m a working girl. Going to be an easy night,
early night.”


“Well, good.  See ya.”  He turned and walked briskly to
his apartment.


She raised her voice.  “What the fuck’s a’matter with
you?”  


He gave her an over-the-shoulder wave, unlocked his door,
and headed straight for the couch to take what he intended to be a
twenty-minute nap before tackling the stack of papers to grade.


He was awakened by pounding on his door.  It was eleven
forty-five.  He was still in his clothes.  Once again, he had fallen asleep on
the couch.  He hadn’t eaten dinner.  He thought to himself, “Ah, fuck, now I’m
going to be up all night.”  The second pounding on his door was a bit softer
but still demanding.  He looked through the peep-hole.  All he could see was a
mascaraed eye.  He kept the security chain on the door, opening it just a
crack.  “What do you want, Roberta?”


“I don’t fucking like it when you just walk away from me
like that.  I may be a cock---“


He unlatched the security chain, opened the door and
waved a fierce finger in her face to fucking shut her up.  He grabbed her arm
sharply, pulled her in, and ordered, “You just stand there in your little
two-foot space.”  He walked into his kitchen and pulled a frozen chicken
sandwich out of the freezer.  He took out two Diet cokes, throwing one to
Roberta.  “Roberta, if you’re going to talk to me, you keep your fucking voice
down.  I wasn’t walking away from you.  I had a bad headache and a bad day. 
You do know what that means, don’t you?”


“What the?  Fuck you back, buddy.”  She reached for the
door.


“Good, get the fuck out, Roberta.  I’m sick of your big
shit posturing.  Next time you puke in your toilet, clean it up yourself.”


She glared at him, turned to leave, then turned back. 
“Nobody talks to me that way, asshole.”


“Then leave, so you won’t have to hear me say it again.”


She was clutching the Diet Coke can.  She had only taken
a sip.  It seemed like she wasn’t sure what to do with it—give it back or leave
it.  Ruben repeated, “Leave, Roberta.  Do you want me to call a cop?”


That pissed her off. She marched into the narrow
apartment kitchen with the seeming intention of throwing the Coke can at his
head.  She saw that he was putting mustard on the chicken sandwich he had just
taken from the microwave.   “I hate mustard.”


“Good for you.  What are you doing here, anyway?  Please,
please get out!”


“Do you have barbecue sauce?”


Ruben exclaimed, “Aye!”  He was the kind that could
instantly shut off a ‘mad’ attitude. He opened the refrigerator door and pulled
out a bottle of barbecue sauce.  He put the chicken sandwich he had made for
himself on a plate and handed it to her.  He just pointed to the barbecue
sauce.


She still seemed wary of coming closer.  “Aren’t you
going to hand me the fucking barbecue sauce?”


Ruben looked exasperated, but he wasn’t sure she would
understand.  “Again with the fuck this, fuck that.  You fuck barbecue
sauce, Roberta?  You’d put the bottle in your pussy?”


She didn’t say anything, just postured angrily.  She
picked up the sauce and squirted a generous amount on her sandwich.  For a moment,
she chewed silently.  Ruben noted that she was wearing the clothes he had last
seen her in.  Did she ‘do’ dates in jeans and high-tops?  She looked far from a
fantasy worthy of paying for.  “How much do you get a night?”


“It depends.  I got a good set up.  For just escorting, I
go to a party with some pencil dick from out of town.  That’s one rate.  If he
wants me to sit on his face or fuck me off the clock, that’s another rate.  If
I don’t have a party, sometimes I dance in a club.  Does that answer your
question?”


“Well, no.  You didn’t say how much.”


“Because it’s none of your fucking business.  I make a
living.  I don’t ask you how much you make.  Now, why are you on the rag?”


Ruben couldn’t believe he was about to confide something
to her.  “The students came to me and got on my case because I told them I’m
not bringing a date to the prom.”


“Didn’t you tell them to go fuck themselves?”


He laughed at her.  “What planet did you come from?  I
don’t talk that way to students!”   He wasn’t  really expecting an answer.  He
shrugged, “It’ll be okay.”


“Well, you could have had me—I showed you how I fix up. 
I’m booked on Saturday nights.  Thank God, we have conventions all the time.”


I’m still curious.  How much do you get paid to escort
someone.”


“Roberto, you are a perv.  Luanne hasn’t told me yet
whether the dude wants a hand job or something else that will be way extra. 
Nowadays, Luanne tells us to get out with just a hand job.  Get extra money and
get out safe.”


“You mean if I gave you four  hundred bucks, you’d dress
up and be my escort to the prom?”


“How many hours?”


“Well, I have to be there from five to midnight.”


“Oh, fuck no.  That’s too many hours.”


“I was just asking.  Not really interested.”


“Why the fuck not?  I told you I’d give you a discount. 
One time only.”


“I’m not going to take a…a whatever you call yourself to
a high school prom.”


Something actually stung Roberta.  A small hurt spread
across her face but replaced almost immediately with a business face.
“Whatever, smart-ass.   I could probably do the whole time for about five
fifty.  But I’d have to call Luanne.”


“Forget it.  I would be dying every time you open your
mouth.  You’d probably go up to my principal and say something like, ‘How the
fuck are you?’ or what kind of fuckin this or fuckin’ that…”


“No, I wouldn’t, asshole.  For your information, I go to
more fancy parties than you do.  I know how to watch my mouth.  Where’s your
phone?”  She quickly dialed a number.  Though it was late, someone answered. 
“It’s me, Luanne.  I got a special thing I need to do this Saturday.  Seven
hours for five-fifty.  Just escort.  It’s a payback deal.”  Roberta listened
for a minute, then she said to Ruben, “She wants to know if you’re going to add
a hand job.  It’s just business with her.”


Ruben’s heart was pounding.  Blood was throbbing through
his ear lobes.  He managed to say, “No, I don’t think we should do sex.”


Roberta laughed, “Honey, I don’t do sex.”  She reported
Ruben’s response to Luanne, then looked at Ruben.  “Roberto, Luanne says ‘no
deal.’   You can have the escort for five-fifty, but she wants another three
fifty for hand job.”


“I told you I don’t want the hand job.”


“You have to take the hand job.  Or it’s no
deal.” 


“I don’t want it.  I can’t afford nine hundred
bucks for one night.”


“That’s the deal, Roberto.”


“We’re kidding around here, aren’t we?”


She emphasized by tapping her finger on his coffee table.
“When I go on the phone to Luanne, it’s the real deal.”  She spoke into the
phone.  “Yeah, it’s the guy who cleaned up my shit.  I told you all about
that.”  She listened. “Okay, she’ll lower the price of the hand job to three
hundred, but don’t you even think you’re going to get a free BJ.”


Ruben looked at the clock.  Past midnight on a school night.


Roberta was like a high-pressure salesperson.  “You have
to take the escort and the hand job.”


Ruben’s
brain was spinning.  He asked, “What? Who’s going to do the hand job?”


Roberta’s
head jerked back.  “I thought you were a teacher!  Are you a moron?  I’m
doing the hand job, you fucked-up moron.”  She pressed the phone tighter to her
ear.  “Yeah, I hear you.  Tell you what, let’s pencil him in for Saturday. 
We’ll give him two days.  Don’t worry, I’ll pick something up if he fucks us
over.”  She hung up.


“Okay,
Roberto, you need to round up eight hundred bucks cash, mostly twenties.”


“I’m not
going to do this.”


“Why the
fuck not?”


“To be
honest with you, I’d be scared out of my brains, but the bigger thing is,
you’re pushing me around.  You could ruin my career.”


“I’m not
going to fuck up your career.  I’m going to make you look and feel like ten
million bucks.  I know--I will not say the F-word once.  You are in for
an unbelievable night.  Finally!”


She headed
for his door and held up her pinky finger, “Don’t worry.  I’ll bring one condom.”



“But I
thought you said, sex was not part of the deal.”


“It ain’t,
but when you see me in the total, you’re going to get a hard on so big it will
rip through your tuxedo pants.” 







Chapter 10
“All right, teacher!   Way to go! 
 Good job!”


June 1986


Saturday afternoon, four-thirty.  Prom day, a wondrous
day for a high school senior, a stressful day for the teachers who chaperone. 
Dressed in his tuxedo, with thirty twenty dollar bills in his breast pocket,
three twenties in his wallet, and fifteen more hidden in his socks, Ruben
approached apartment 212.  He had come very close to buying her a corsage, but
asked  himself, “Are you out of your fucking mind?”  Internally, he answered,
“Yes.  This is probably the last day of your life.”  He knocked on the door. 
No answer.  He listened for a radio or television.  Nothing.  He knocked
again.  And again.  Five minutes of waiting.  He had told her four-thirty
sharp.  Another tenant was approaching.  Ruben stooped as if he had dropped
something.  When the tenant passed, Ruben knocked again and again.  Rage and
relief settled over him.  She had bailed or had a better offer.  He breathed a
long sigh of relief.


He quickly paced to the steamy, dank underground parking
lot, taking out his keys as he approached his car.  As he inserted his keys
into the door lock, he heard the clicking of high heels.  He whirled around. 
It was as if someone had popped a flash in his eyes.  Roberta stood before him,
not in the red dress she had modeled, but in an elegant sky blue floor-length
gown, cut shorter in the front to reveal matching strappy heels with dressy
silver soles.  One shoulder strap, leaving the other shoulder bare, with just a
touch of cleavage from her ample chest.  Her lightened, blond hair adorned with
a single flower dazzled like she had been in the salon for hours.  She even
clutched a small, black jeweled evening purse.  When she moved closer, her
fragrance was sweet and delicate.


She moved closer but stopped about two feet away.  “I
need the money, sweetie.”


Trembling, Ruben choked, “I’m not going to give you all
of it—just half.”


Her face hardened, “And why is that?”


“I’m scared to death you’re going to fuck up and ruin
me.”


“Fine, keep the money.  Keep all of it.  Pay me later.  I
know that this is going to be better than having your brains fucked out.  Which
you will also have to pay me, but that’s much later, maybe.  Are you
going to open the car door for me?”


“I was waiting over ten minutes for you.  I was pounding
on your door.”


“I got dressed at my other place. I didn’t want anyone to
see me leaving with you.”  She walked over to the passenger side.  “Now, please
get me into the car before someone sees me with you.”


For a few moments, Ruben felt low because it seemed like she
didn’t want to be seen with him.  His anxiety increased as if waiting in line
to board a thrill ride.


      


When they arrived at the Long Beach Hyatt, Ruben drove
around the block.  Roberta asked, “What the fuck are you doing?”


“Looking for the self-parking entrance.”


“Why not the valet?  That’s what I’m used to.”


“I don’t get reimbursed for valet parking.”


“Go to the valet.  Don’t be so fuckin’…  I mean, you’ll
thank me later.”


When the valet opened Roberta’s door, she stepped out
regally.  When Ruben joined her side, she took his hand in hers.  It was the
first time he had ever had physical contact with her, other than when he
grabbed her arm the night she was pounding on his door.  His face reflected
electrifying astonishment.   A stretch limousine pulled up behind them.  Twelve
students, six couples, in various toned tuxedos and gowns exited with faux
grace.   Ruben raised his arm high to wave.  His students waved, and as their
eyes panned toward Roberta, it was as if the movie braked to slow motion. 
Ruben could see his students’ mouths forming gapes and their eyes bulging. 
Their arms unwrapped to point at Roberta.  This could be a crushing moment;
crushing him within a minute of his arrival.  Had the students detected that
their teacher’s date was a whore?  A cheap whore?  Ruben’s hands shook and
dampened.  Roberta squeezed his hand tighter to stop his quivering.  He glanced
at her and saw “Nasty Onboard” written in graffiti strokes on her gown.  His
stomach was erupting. “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” pounded in his head.  A tear
welled up in his eyes.


And then he heard whistling from both the male and female
students.  A student approached Ruben.  He could barely hear her.  “Mr.
Renteria, is this your date?”  He stared blankly at the student who repeated,
“Mr. Renteria, is this your date?”


In slow motion, he saw Roberta’s mouth open.  The moment
had come.  Roberta flashed a practiced smile. “Yes, I’m his date.  We’ve been
friends for years.  I’m Roberta.”


A male student shook Ruben’s hand, “Nice going, Sir! Can
we walk in with you?  We don’t want to be the first ones there.”


He heard Roberta say, “Okay, let’s go.”  The valet was
trying to hand Ruben the parking stub.  Roberta took it and stuffed the card
into her tiny purse.  She brushed a hand against one of his rear thighs to jump
start walking. Ruben, still shaking and sweating, picked up speed as they
approached the entrance. Roberta pulled tight on his hand.  “Slow down.  We’re
formal here.”  As they passed through the Hyatt’s main entrance, she let go of
his hand.  “I think I’ve been here before.”  She went over to the hotel’s
events sign and ran her polished finger over the list of events.  “Yep, there’s
a salesmen’s meeting.  I could have been here tonight anyway.   Wouldn’t that
have been a kick if I ran into you? The prom is on the second floor.  Let’s
take the escalator.”


As they approached the escalator, Ruben glanced up at the
balcony above and saw a clutch of students staring down at him, pointing toward
the blonde clutching his arm.  A group of students had accumulated behind them
at the foot of the escalator.  He was virtually surrounded, trapped like a
rat.  Roberta pulled his arm.  She gestured toward the escalator.  As they rose
to the second floor, camera flashes popped from all angles.  Roberta smiled and
nodded as if promenading on a red carpet.  She didn’t speak.


For the next forty-five minutes, Ruben and Roberta were the
couple at the prom.  Students clamored to snap pictures standing next to Roberta.  
Still in a fog, Ruben answered over and over, “Her name is Roberta.”  Roberta
continued to hold his arm, even moved in closer for some shots.  When the crowd
finally abated, Ruben sputtered, “I didn’t think you could handle this.  I’ve
been dying a thousand deaths unnecessarily.”


Roberta made a big show of whispering in his ear, “When I
told the goils I was escorting to a prom, it was like a big slumber
party last night.  After their dates, they all came back to the Hollywood place
to do me over. This dress is worth over a thousand bucks.   These shoes cost
Ginny four hundred. Momo schooled me on what to expect.  Luanne loves doing
white girl’s hair, and she called a regular client who gots a boutique to get
this dress.  Roberto, you’re getting more than your money’s worth.”


“Ruben, my real name is Ruben.  Don’t call
me Roberto in front of my students.”


“I’ll just call you ‘honey’ or ‘dear.’  C’mon, what are
we supposed to do now, honey?”


“We just walk around and look official.  Would you like a
soda?”


“A soda?”


“I told you there’s no alcohol here.”


“Fine with me.  Do you think they got Diet Coke?”


They walked over to the soda bar where a twenty-something
bartender informed them, “Kids don’t like diet sodas.  All we have are
regular.”


Roberta picked up a plastic cup of a lemon-lime soda with
a pink straw.  She sipped it as if it were a martini. 


Then terror.  The principal was approaching with her
husband.  The principal, a woman in her late forties, was dressed up in the
same suit she had worn the previous year.  She always joked that the white
blouse,  black skirt, and blazer would be her prom outfit until she got a
significant raise or she burst out of it.  “Good evening, Mr. Renteria.  I must
say the buzz has been all about your young lady.  How do you do, Miss?”


“Good evening,.  Just call me Roberta.”


“We haven’t seen you around before.”


“I travel a lot.  I really don’t get to see my honey that
much.”


“He is a very great asset to our school.”


“He’s a great asset to me also,” smiled Roberta.  As the
principal walked off, her husband lingered to gawk.


At dinner, Ruben and Roberta sat with the other faculty
chaperones, each taking a turn at walking the dimly lit banquet hall and
checking up on each of the twenty tables of ten.  Ruben noted that Roberta
studied the eating habits of the adults sitting at the table, especially a
female teacher who couldn’t have been much older than she was.  She was the
last to commence eating, carefully emulating their table manners.  She said
very little.   She wouldn’t even say, “Please pass the dinner rolls.”


Ruben whispered into her ear, “I know you’ve been to a
lot of fancy parties.  How does this compare?”


Roberta panned the darkened room where the elegance was
marred by booming DJ-delivered music.  She stared at the teenage boys and girls
inelegantly bouncing around in their finery.  An expression spread across her
face barely detectable in the glare of the flashing DJ lights.  It was an
expression that reflected ‘out of my element.’           


He didn’t have the opportunity to break the moment
because the leadership students approached Ruben.  “Sir, we’re ready to
announce the prom court.  We’ve got three princesses, three princes, and the
king and queen.  Here are the names.  Remember, it’s a secret.”  Ruben opened
the envelope and took a quick peek.   Roberta peered at him as if she had a
right to know the results.  He whispered to her, “You don’t even know
them.”


She put her lips to his ear, “What the fuck am I supposed
to do while you’re doing this?”


While everyone at their table stared, he whispered in her
ear, “It’s your break time.  Don’t you get a twenty-minute break at your job? 
By the way, I have to admit you’re doing great.”  The back and forth
whispering raised some eyebrows.  Roberta practically gnawed on his ear for
effect, “Thanks.  You calmed me down.”


Thirty minutes later a fanfare blanketed all conversation
and activity in the huge room.  Ruben took the stage and the microphone. 
“Gather around everyone.  It’s time for the moment you’ve all been waiting
for:  The crowning of our Prom King and Queen, and the members of their royal
court.  But first, let me just say this.  The Prom Court is a long tradition,
but I want you to know that I saw royalty in all of you tonight.  Guys, put
your arm around your date and tell her that tonight, she’s your queen.  C’mon,
you can do it!”


There was hesitation, laughter, and then applause.  Ruben
noted Roberta sitting on a chair beneath a wall sconce as far away as possible.


Ruben continued, “Of course, you know that tonight’s
royal court was selected by your votes and they ascend the throne through the 
democratic process.  Before we make the court public, I think we should bring
the students on the Prom Committee on stage and give them a great round of
applause for all the work they did to make tonight so magical.”


The Prom Committee took their bows and began to walk off
the stage.  A student heckled Ruben with, “Where’s Roberta?”   Other students
began a chant.  “Where’s Roberta?  Where’s Roberta?”   Ruben put up his hands
to silence them.  The chant pitched louder.  “Where’s Roberta?”  Ruben spoke
into the microphone.  “Roberta is a bit shy.   She’s not used to this.  Give me
a break here.”  The mass of students giggled, cat-called, and did everything
they could to embarrass Ruben before they respectfully quieted down.  Then,
inexplicably they started cheering and whistling.  Roberta appeared next to
Ruben on the stage.  It seemed like hundreds of camera flashes sparkled before
them.


During the ceremony, Roberta didn’t say anything.  She
smiled while taking on the role of the female who points to the prizes on a
game show.  She handed the girls a bouquet and placed sashes over the heads of
the males.  Every time she handed out a sash, catcalls echoed in the room, as
if they were challenging each other to see who could be the most obnoxious.


The ceremony ended.  Roberta exited the stage ahead of
Ruben.  She stood at the edge of the dance floor watching the students bump and
grind to the latest beat. Ruben whispered in her ear, “You didn’t have to do
that, you know.”


Transfixed on the teenage dancers, Roberta asked, “Do
what?”


“Come on stage.  You could have politely declined?”


“My job is to make you happy.”


“I appreciate that, Roberta, but you didn’t have to.”


“Roberto, shut up.  I could be with one of those salesmen
tonight.  He’d take me back to his room and demand that I pee on him, or let
him fuck me in the ass, or want to watch me stick my fist up my hole number
one.”


Roberto was speechless.


Roberta pointed to a couple. “That one’s ready to hump
her.  Aren’t you supposed to do something?”  Ruben grimaced and strode out onto
the dance floor.  He panned the dance floor, not focusing on the offending
couple.  His gaze stopped on the couple.  Without saying a word, his face
exploded into a mock shocked expression.  The couple ceased their bump and
grind, laughed, and high-fived Ruben.  Ruben returned to Roberta’s side.  They
stood there for several minutes.


Roberta suddenly bumped against him.  “I want to dance.”


Ruben glared at her, “Are you going to charge me extra?”


“Yeah, thousands.  More if you squeeze my ass.”


“I’m serious.  I can’t afford dancing.  Dancing is a
prelude to sex.”


Roberta grabbed his hand, pulling him onto the dance
floor.  At first she just swayed back and forth.  Then she burst into some
well-practiced moves, moves that in a different costume would have been pole
dancing choreography.  Within minutes, a crowd encircled them.  When Ruben
proved too tame, a student partnered with Roberta.  She toned it down, always
returning to Ruben’s side, always proving to him that no matter what, she would
accommodate the one who was paying the bill.


Someone got on the microphone.  “Where’s Mr. Renteria? 
Where’s Mr. Renteria?”  Ruben left Roberta and dashed to the stage, believing
there was some kind of medical emergency.  When he got on stage, he looked for
the principal.  It was the senior class president. “Everyone, we all know that
Mr. Renteria is famous for his dance moves.”  The iconic opening of “YMCA”
pumped with hard bass through the room.  Everyone ran to the dance floor. 
Other leadership students took the stage to lead the crowd.  Ruben had no
choice.  Then a scream pierced above the music.  Roberta was standing next to
Ruben.  She knew exactly what to do.  The entire room--students and
faculty--raised hands over their heads to clap.  Someone threw a party hat on
stage;  Roberta put it on.  The sedate gown she wore twirled and flew to reveal
her calves as she dished experienced moves.  The song ended to huge applause. 
Ruben grabbed her hand to make a quick getaway, exit stage-left 


After the YMCA, students approached and thanked
Roberta for making the prom a smash.  Ruben went to get a couple of sodas, and
when he returned, he found Roberta dancing with a seventeen-year-old boy.  When
she saw Ruben, she broke from the boy and coaxed Ruben onto the dance floor. 
She never wavered her attention on him.  She didn’t abandon him.  She didn’t
involve herself in exclusive conversation.  It was very clear—and
comforting—she was there for him.  He considered that had he brought the woman
he had originally intended, she would have sat in the back, leaving him alone,
making expressions on her face that she wanted to leave.


The principal approached Roberta and Ruben, and she
beckoned them to follow her.  Roberta looked anxious.  “Are we busted?”  


Ruben put his lips to her ear and whispered, “I think I
know what she wants.  It’s picture time.”


“What?”


Taking her hand, he pulled her to follow him. “Let’s just
get this over with.”


Roberta resisted, some fear in her eyes.  “I don’t want
my fuckin’ picture taken here.”  Ruben dragged her to where the professional
photographers had installed backdrops.  The professional photographer was
arranging the group of school administrators and other teacher chaperones for a
formal photo against a sky blue backdrop.  The photographer directed Roberta to
sit on a chair with Ruben standing behind her.  She reached up and took his
hand.  The flash went off.  The photographer approached and tilted Roberta’s
head.  He told her, “Bigger smile next time.”  The flash went off again. 


 


August 2036


Ruben struggled to open the drawer next to his bed in the
nursing home which had been his residence for the last two months.  The drawer
contained a few personal effects and two photo albums, one of which he had
never shared.  There were many pictures from his career in education, but he
had bookmarked some prom pictures, especially the professional photo with
Roberta Number One.


 


Back to Prom, June 1986


Roberta
insisted dancing to Donna Summer’s “Last Dance,” and though high school seniors
approached her in jest, she would accept no partner other than Ruben.  The
expression on Roberta’s face was distant; she later told him she was thinking
about her first dancing gig in a lonely bar near the Nebraska-Colorado state
line, where she danced with the other girls on slow nights.  As students
departed, Ruben and Roberta were stationed by the door.  Ruben alternately told
them:  “You both looked great tonight,”  “Remember drive safe on your way home,”
“Please stay safe.”


For the most
part, Roberta pressed close to Ruben as he repeated:  “good night, stay safe…” 
However, she did offer a few comments, “Honey, do you have a sweater to put on
over that gown?”, “Hey, you, hot guy, I better not hear that you got grabby.”


Roberta
walked back to the car swinging her purse, mixing it up with her “Macarena/Last
Dance” moves.  She remembered that she had the valet ticket.  Once in the car
and they had driven a few miles, she breathed a huge sigh of relief, then screamed
in Ruben’s ear, “Fuck!  Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!  Fuck! Fuck!”  She turned to Ruben,
“I fucking slam dunked that shit!  Now I’m going to kick off these fucking
shoes.  Oh, I’m so glad it’s over with! Phew!  Oh, baby, I did it.  Can’t wait
to tell the goils.”  She kept on screaming and letting off steam.


Finally,
Ruben spoke up. “Ok, already.  Shut the fuck up.  My ears are ringing from all
the loud noise.” 


Roberta
exploded again.  “Fuck!  Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!  Fuck! Fuck!”  She began slapping
the dashboard of the car to some imagined rhythm, “I had a fucking, fucking,
good time.”  She shrieked this way the entire ride back to the parking lot
beneath apartments 212 and 201.


Exhausted,
they both crept up the back stairwell,  Ruben assuming that she would go
directly to 212.  She stopped at 201.  Her head darted around, looking over her
shoulder to check if they were being observed.  She commanded, “Hurry, open the
door.”  He did, and she followed him in.  When he closed the door, she observed
how he locked up.  Barely audible, she said, “Good, no chain lock.”  Roberta
looked around, getting the lay of the land.  She moved into the brief hall that
separated the two bedrooms.  “You’ve got two bathrooms?”  He came up from
behind her and switched on the lights in his bedroom.  “Your bedroom is larger
than the one in my apartment.”  She glanced at his bed.  “Did you make the bed
for me?”


She walked
back into the living room and positioned herself in the middle of the room.
“Did you want to put on some music?”


Ruben began
to tremble.  He kept his distance.  “Do you want something to drink?  A Diet
Coke?”


“I think
I’ve had enough soda for one night.  You made me work hard tonight.  When I
date, I don’t usually have to dance that much, not even in the bedroom.  And I’m
usually done before eleven-thirty.  What time is it?”


“It’s almost
one-thirty.  Uh, maybe we don’t have to do this…”


“What? 
Fuck?  Uh, yes, we do.  Can I see the money now?”  He picked up his tuxedo
jacket and withdrew six hundred dollars in twenties.  She counted it.  He
wondered if she was going to take the money and split.  “Uh, Roberto, where’s
the rest of it?  Two-fifty more, plus my tip.”


“Tip?”  She
nodded.  He sat down and began to remove his shoes.


This action
apparently set off an alarm.  “What the fuck?” She went on guard, grabbing the
money and stepping back toward the door.  He withdrew more twenties from the
soles of his shoes and spread them on his stone coffee table, wondering what in
the world he was doing.  She spread the money with her fingers.  She nodded at
the amount.  Then she loosened the single shoulder strap of her gown and let it
fall to the floor.  She picked up the gown and placed it carefully on a chair
in his dining room. She stood before him wearing only her heels and sheer bra
and bikini panties.  She turned around to model her body.  Ruben had never seen
a figure like this outside of magazines.  She put one hand in her panties and
rubbed her crotch.  When she withdrew her hand, it glistened.  “My pussy is
soaked from all that dancing.”  She wiped her hand across her face.  “I wonder
if a lot of those teenage boys are getting what I’m giving you?”  She moved
closer to Ruben and gently wiped her hand on his face.  She whispered, “Smell
me.”  She put her hand back in her panties and moaned as she inserted a finger
deep inside her.  She withdrew her finger, rubbed her juices onto both hands,
and stroked Ruben’s face.


She reached
down and loosened his belt and gently pushed down his tuxedo trousers.  She
backed him up into a chair.  She pulled off the pants, and carefully folded
them next to her gown.  She pulled him up and inserted her hands into his
underwear.  “Hmmm, nothing going on down here, Roberto.”


Roberto
broke his silence. “This is too weird for me.  This is not in my comfort zone. 
Why don’t you just take the money and go?”


She shook
her head. “A deal’s a deal.”


“I’m too
nervous.  My skin is burning up.”


“What? It’s
not like you’ve done a lot of drinking and smoking.”


“Look,
Roberta, I had a great time with you tonight.  You did good.  You were
certainly worth it, but I’m weird about some things; I don’t think I can go
through with the rest of it.  Would you please just leave?”


She stood in
front of him shaking her head no.  She slipped off her bra.  Her young, smooth,
pendulous breasts pointed at him.  Try as he could, he could not avert his
eyes. She pressed her breasts against him and breathed heavily.  She blew
gently on his face.  Ruben felt his body giving in, but his head wouldn’t
budge.  He stepped back from her.  She stepped forward.  He broke away, strode
to his bedroom, where he removed his starched tuxedo shirt.  He went into the
bathroom and closed the door.  He was brushing his teeth when he heard Roberta
knocking on the door.  “When are you coming out, Roberto?”  He didn’t answer. 
Maybe she would leave.  Then he heard the radio switch on, and the stations
blur as she hunted for some mood music. 


When he came
out, still in his boxers, and no shirt, she was reclining on his bed.  She had
pushed her panties down just enough to reveal a fluff of pubic hair.  He
remarked, “Uh, I thought you wouldn’t do it in this building.”


“Yeah,
that’s my policy, but Luanne said we could make an exception for you. 
Actually, it was her idea.  Do you think you’ll be putting your dick in me
anytime soon?”


“What?  I
thought you didn’t do sex, just… just a hand job, and I’m not really into
that.  I’m going to be honest with you.  I just don’t think I can do it.  I’m a
teacher.  I’m a respected member of the community.  I have a reputation to
maintain.  I have students who look up to me.”


“Do you
think I give a fuck?  Come here, let me at least suck on your dick.  I can make
you cum.”


He sat on
the edge of the bed trembling.  “How old are you, Roberta?”


She seemed
pissed.  “None of your fucking business.  Now, get over here and let me have
your dick.”


He was
anxious.  He walked out of the room.  Roberta called, “Now what the fuck are
you doing?  Get back here, Roberto!”  She found him sitting on the living room
couch in the dark, his face buried in his hands.


“Roberta,
leave me alone.  This has been an enormously stressful day.  I’ve been shaking
for hours.”


“It was fun
for me.”


“Please
leave, Roberta.  Just take all the money.  I’ve learned my lesson.”


She ground
her crotch into his face and moaned.  He slipped away from her.  She chased him
into the bedroom where he slipped under the sheets.  She pulled the sheets back
and pulled his underwear completely off.  She buried her face in his crotch and
forced his limp penis in her mouth.


“Roberta,
please.  You’re freaking me out.”  He figured that eventually, she would leave.


Roberta slid
off him.  She put her head next to his, her hand on his penis.  “Okay,
already.  You are fucked up, Roberto.  You finally got me tired out.  Okay,
I’m gonna take another twenty-minute break.”


They were
both asleep within minutes.


Ruben woke
up about thirty minutes later.  He glanced at his bedside clock.  Two-thirty. 
The radio was still on, playing soft,  drowsy music.  In the dim light, he
could see the contours of Roberta’s body.  He pulled back the sheet to see her
skin.  She had to be very young, maybe just six years older than some of his
students.  He was dying to know her story, how she came to be so experienced so
young.  How could she have random sex several times a week, and still put on a
show of such confidence?  Did she feel used, abused, exploited?  Was there a
pimp watching her?  Who was Luanne?  Had she ever been arrested?  Was she
diseased?  Was she a hardened criminal? He dared to run his finger along her
back, rolling through the valley and over to the perfect symmetry of her
buttocks.  Roberta turned over and hooked her legs over Ruben so she could sit
on his thighs.   She took his hand and pressed his fingers into her vagina.  


“Thank you,
my love,” she moaned softly.  She pulled his head to her breasts.  Her hands
fondled his buttocks and stroked the small of his back.  She rolled his penis
against her shaved pubic crevice.  Ruben was overcome with her apparent,
practiced sensuality.  His penis began to stiffen. As his penis attained full
erection, Roberta suddenly had a packaged condom between her teeth.   For the
first time, he noticed that her index fingernails were filed shorter and more
rounded than the other finger nails.  She had the condom partially unrolled and
inserted into her mouth in seconds.  She pushed her ass back to his knees,
knelt, and within another few seconds mouthed the condom over his dick.  “Going
topside,” she whispered as she mounted him.  He clutched her breasts, her ass,
her asshole, pressed his face between her breasts, buried his mouth in her
neck, still fragrant from her prom costume.  When he ejaculated, her body
barely shook.  


Upon
withdrawal, Roberta smiled warmly and pinched his face with her  hands. “All
right, teacher!  Way to go!  Good job!”  She jumped off the bed.  She seemed to
know exactly where she had placed her bra and panties. She ran into the living
room, but returned in a few seconds with the gown folded across her arm. 
“Roberto, I never do this, but I really don’t want to put this fucking dress
back on.  Do you have something I can borrow—any fucking thing—just something I
can wear when I run to my apartment?”


Ruben pulled
himself off the bed.  “Will sweats do?”


“Yeah, that
will do.”  The sweats were way too large.  She squeezed her shoes, gown, and
small purse with one arm against her chest, her keys in the other hand.  She
had already placed the money in her purse.  Before Ruben could open the front
door, she was out and gone.  


He couldn’t
sleep.  He sipped a beer from the refrigerator.  He tried reading. He replayed
the momentous evening over and over in his head. Then he obsessed over how she
had belittled him when she had said, “All right, teacher!  Way to go!  Good
job!”  He worried a little about the money—eight hundred dollars with the tip. 
A single man, he rationalized it wasn’t going to break him.  Everything had
been bearable until she had said, “All right, teacher!  Way to go!  Good job!” 
He marveled on the one hand that she was apparently well-trained, or merely
brought up in the trade.  The way she had feigned sleep while being seductive,
the way she had maneuvered him.  On the other hand, she was a business woman,
profiting by maximizing her hourly rate and wanting to hit the road as soon as
her work was complete.  “All right, teacher!  Way to go!  Good job!”


He awoke
around two in the afternoon.  It was Sunday.  He was behind in his routine. 





Chapter 11
“I have always wanted to ride Dumbo.”


June 1986


Monday morning.  As soon as Ruben signed in at school, he
was accosted by colleagues who had heard about his appearance at the prom with
a blond bombshell in a designer-like gown gyrating dance moves worthy of a
backup dancer for a rock band.  Like journalists wanting to crack the latest
news, the questions ricocheted:  “How come we’ve never seen her before?  Where
have you been keeping her?  What’s her name?” He repeated the name, “Roberta,”
about a thousand times that day.


His last class of the day was all seniors, most of whom
had danced at the prom.  Ruben allowed some discussion of the prom and even
thought about a homework assignment to write a critical essay about the process
of socializing.  Many of the girls commented that Roberta’s gown was definitely
the winner for the evening.  Some of the boys shouted out that she looked way
too hot for Mr. Renteria to handle.  One heckled “How much did you pay her to
go with you?”   Grim stares from the class diminished the heckler.  Ruben
fended off a repeated question: “How come you never mentioned her and brought
her to other school events, like the homecoming dance?”


“She’s just a friend,” Ruben insisted.


“Yeah, right.  We saw the way she danced with you!”


“All right, I don’t see her much because she’s a flight
attendant.  She shares apartments all over the country, and near London,
England.  She also has other boyfriends.”


“So, you’re her L.A. boyfriend?”


Mr. Renteria changed the subject back to the novel they
were studying, Oliver Twist.


 


Still, he couldn’t resist.  Upon closing his eyes, the
curve of Roberta’s back would appear like gossamer.  He took his trash out
multiple times a day so he could pass apartment 212.  He would get up from
correcting papers to stroll through the parking lot from five p.m. until
eleven-thirty p.m.  Her old blue Mazda Miata was not in its space.  However,
one night he set his alarm for three a.m. and paced quickly to the underground
to check for a parked Miata.  It was there.  In the morning, he went to place a
note on her windshield, but the car was gone.  He considered she wanted nothing
to do with him.


 


Time ground down to the final week of the school year. 
June gloom, cloudy weather, kept the lid on student energy levels.  He coached
his students on how to study for final exams.  The seniors had three more
celebratory events:  Senior Awards night, where Mr. Renteria was a usual
presenter, the graduation ceremony, and the Graduation Party at Disneyland,
which immediately followed the graduation ceremony.  Many students called for
Roberta to make an appearance.  When Ruben reported that she was flying between
New York and Florida, the class booed. He told them that he might ask one of
his other “girlfriends.”


After he picked up his mail and started the trek to his
apartment, he noticed 212’s door was wide open.  If he went back down to the
parking garage, he could walk to the other side of the building and use the
back stairwell to bypass 212 to avoid an uncomfortable conversation with Roberta. 
After all, what would he say?  As he ascended the steps to the second floor via
the back stairwell, Roberta was leaning against the wall. “Roberto, where have
you been?”  He waved.  He walked past her to his door, taking out his keys. 
Apparently, she was close behind him.  “Do you know anything about garbage
disposals?  Mine is jammed.  I promise there’s no shit in the sink.”  He threw
his stuff in his apartment and without saying anything, he nodded and followed
her back to her kitchen.  When the disposal just hummed in stuck mode, he
wordlessly opened her broom closet and withdrew her broom.  He leveraged the
stick end into the sink and managed to free the jam.  “You’re a fucking genius,
Roberto.  I’m scared shitless of this thing.”


He just smiled and waved as he inched toward the door.


Roberta finally said, “I had one of the best times I’ve
ever had in my entire life.”


Ruben deflected, “Yeah…”


“No, really.  I told my goils all about it.  You’re quite
famous with my crew.  First you clean my shit off the floor, then you take me
to the prom, and I lead YMCA.”


He finally spoke. “Everyone was asking about you the next
day.  They want to know if you’ll come to grad night at Disneyland.  I told
them you’re a flight attendant working out of Florida and New York.”


“No fuckin’ way!  You told them that?  I’m a fucking
flight attendant?  That’s fucking outrageous…  I love it!  But I got to tell
you something.  Luanne said it sounded like I actually had too much fun.” 
Roberta picked up a huge floppy purse and pulled out a business card. “She said
that you have to call in the next time you want to date me.  This is our card.”


Ruben glanced at the crude card:  “Discreet and Prompt. 
(310) 555-5555.”  He pocketed it and inched to the door.


Roberta was closing the door as she said, “Disneyland,
huh?  Never been there.  Always working.”


 


The night before graduation night, Ruben sat at his
kitchen table fondling the business card.  He told himself, “Just call it. 
It’ll be an experience.  If it gets too weird, just hang up.”


A husky voice answered, “Hullo?”  Ruben froze.  The voice
repeated, “Hullo.”  


Ruben managed to utter, “Uh…”


The voice returned, “Don’t be shy.  We’re here to help.”


Ruben put a cloth over the mouthpiece of the phone in a
lame attempt to disguise his voice.  “Can I leave a message for Roberta?”


“Roberta?  I’m sorry, there’s no Roberta here.”


“Oh, well, she gave me this card.”


“She did?  Look at the card.  Is there a number on it
anywhere?”


Ruben looked.  “Yeah, there is.  It says, ‘xzy3.’”


After a pause, the husky voice returned, “Well, I guess
we do have a Roberta.  Would you like to leave a message for her with a date,
time, and place?”


“Uh, yes.  Can she make it tomorrow at five p.m.?”


“And if ‘xzy3’ can’t make it for some reason, would you
have another preference?”


“Uh, no.  Just Roberta.”


“Well, I’ll check her availability.  Where would you like
her to be?”


“Can she just meet me at my apartment?”


“I’m sorry, sir, Roberta can’t meet anyone at a private
residence.”


“Huh?  She came once before.”


“I really don’t think so, Sir.  Can you give us an
address at a public place, perhaps a bar or hotel?”


“Gee, I don’t know.  I really won’t have time to leave
school and run around to pick her up.”


“School?  Are you a college student?”


Fear struck Ruben.  He had said too much.


“Sir, are you still there?”


“Uh, you know, I don’t think this is going to work out.”


The voice interrupted, “Have you used our services
before?”


“Not exactly.”


“And you got this card directly from ‘xzy3’?”


“Yes, she handed it to me.”


“And you say her name was Roberta?”


“Uh, yes…”


“Okay, don’t hang up.  Hold on.  I’ll be right back.”


After a minute a different voice came over the phone. 
“Sir, we would love to help you out.  You say my sister Roberta came to your
apartment?”


Ruben realized they might be recording him or entangling
him somehow.  He freaked.  As he lowered the receiver, he heard, “Is this
Roberto?”   He raised the phone to his ear and responded feebly, “Yes.”


“No shit?  This be really Roberto?  The guy who cleaned
the shit off the floor of one of my fuckin’ bitches?”


“This is Roberto.”


“Fuckin-A, it be the man himself.  You gave ‘xzy3’ too
much fun.  You just supposed to sit back while she funs you.  She just supposed
to make you look and feel good.  She be walkin’ around here like she’s some
kind of prom queen.”


Ruben was taken aback by the friendliness.  He took a
shot. “Is this Luanne?”  A hand went over the mouthpiece.  The speaker’s voice
was muffled.  


The sound became sharp.  “Yeah, this be Luanne.  Now,
what can I do for you, big guy?”


Ruben exhaled, “I was wondering if I could engage Roberta
for tomorrow night?”


“Tomorrow?  What time, how long, and where?”


“Uh, five p.m. to five a.m.”


“Fuckin’ twelve hours?  What do you got, a super dick? 
You think you can fuck that long?”


“Actually, I just want her as an escort.”


“An escort?  For twelve hours?  What kinda party?”


“Not a party.  Disneyland.  I just need her to help me
chaperone.”


Luanne chuckled, “Roberto, you win the award for best
dates.  I be pretty sure ‘xzy3’ is already engaged for tomorrow.  We have other
escorts that would love to be on your arm.  Did you have a preference for
ethnicity, height, weight, boobs, ass?”


Ruben was pounding his head with his fist and thinking,
“Stupid, stupid, stupid.”


“Roberto, how can we help you?  I got a lot of escorts
here dying to meet you.”


“You don’t understand.  It has to be Roberta.”


“I hear you, Sir, but Roberta be already engaged.”


Ruben hung up.  He stared into his kitchen for a while. 
He couldn’t understand exactly why he was depressed.  He didn’t have any
feelings for Roberta, but he did appreciate that she made him feel like a
million bucks.  And it had to be Roberta.  He couldn’t show up just two weeks
after the prom with another fake girlfriend.  In the final analysis, the way
things worked out was probably the best way.  “Never forget,” he told himself,
“Roberta is a whore, plain and simple.  She doesn’t think like a normal human
being.  She doesn’t have feelings like a normal human being.”


He got a diet soda, a stack of papers to grade, and
plopped in front of the television.  He had watched about an hour of a Star
Trek re-run when he heard a knock at the door.  Had to be Roberta.  He ran to
the door.  No one was there, but a note on the door mat:  “Call the office
NOW!  Case 0610-3.”


The husky voice was again business like and cagey.  Ruben
just blurted, “Case 0610-3.”  The voice said, “Just a minute, Sir.”


Luanne came on the line, “Sir, it seems that there been a
change of plan.  ‘xzy3’ be available tomorrow if you’ll agree to twelve hundred
dollars.”


“Twelve hundred dollars!”


“Twelve hours, sir, and believe me that is a special
price”’


“I...  I can’t afford that…”


“Shall I cancel the order, Sir?”


“Yeah,  I can’t afford that.”  He hung up.  Actually, he
almost said yes.  He felt a headache coming on.  He got a glass of water, a
Tylenol, and lie back on the couch.


A rapid pounding on his front door.  He got up to
apprehend Roberta, the only one who ever pounded on his door.  Again just a
note, “Call the office NOW!  Case 0610-3.”


When he gave his case number, Luanne answered the phone. 
“Ok,  Roberto, since we know exactly where you live, we going to give you a
special once in a life time deal:  seven hundred and ninety-nine dollars and
ninety-nine cents for twelve hours.”


Ruben thought.  He could afford it, just couldn’t ever do
it again.  “Naw, I’m on a very limited income, but thanks for the
consideration.”


Luanne cried, “Don’t hang up.  Maybe I got a teacher’s
special.”


Ruben didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.  “How do you
know I’m a teacher?”


“Everybody here knows you be a fuckin’ teacher.  I don’t
want to haggle with you.”


Ruben was drawn in by this woman’s banter.  “I don’t want
to haggle with you, so let’s just forget about it.”


“Forget about it?  That the way you haggle?”


“I’m not going to haggle over a human being,” Ruben said,
fishing for an interesting response.


“We not haggling over a human being.  We  haggling over
Disneyland.”


“I can’t afford eight hundred bucks, especially since I
just used your services two weeks ago.”


“And from what I hear, you got your money’s worth.  How
about one thousand dollars?”


“What?  You’re raising your price?”


“With fifty percent off.  Go suck on that.”


“Fifty percent off a grand?”


“Suck on that.”


“Okay, done.”


“Good, done.  Extras?”


“What do you mean extras?”


“You have to ask?  Never mind, one hundred percent
discount for extras.”


“That’s very kind of you.”


“It be the teacher’s discount!”


“Do you give out a lot of teacher discounts?”


“Nope, you be the only one.  But tell your friends. 
You’ll have her back by five a.m.  Please consider a generous gratuity. A few
more questions, Sir.”


“Yes?”


“How would you like her dressed?  Formal gown? Spandex
and heels? Micro-mini? Fishnets? Lots of cleavage? Slutty?”


He imagined Roberta in a spandex dress.  “Well, she will
be walking a lot.  Disneyland has a dress code for graduation night.”


Luanne cut in, “I remember.  When I went in my senior
year, we had to wear a dress and the guys wore coats and ties.  They don’t
still do that, do they?”  Ruben wondered, how old is Luanne?


“No, but it’s not supposed to be provocative.  No jeans.”


“Gotcha.  Don’t worry, we know what to do.  Now, you be a
special case, Sir.  We wouldn’t normally allow our people to go far from our
neighborhood.  I hope I don’t have to remind you that should anything happen,
there gonna be repercussions with you personally responsible.”


“Well, I’ll make sure she wears a seatbelt on the
Matterhorn and obeys park rules.  No alcohol will be served.”


“Roberto,” Luanne sounded agitated.  “We mean no rough
stuff on our staff.  Don’t bang her around.”


“You mean she can’t go on the Matterhorn?  No roller
coasters?”


There was a slight tone of exasperation, “Roberto, just
have the money ready when she shows up.  This be a done deal.”  She hung up.


Ruben did not sleep well that night.


 


He could have paid less money to Luanne if he had not
been part of the actual graduation ceremonies which required him to be at the
auditorium three hours before the buses left for Disneyland.  He told Roberta
she didn’t have to stay in the auditorium and listen to speeches.  She could wait
in the car.  With that, she showed up—in the underground parking garage
again—in her torn jeans and Converse.  When Ruben’s face dropped, she
immediately chided, “Don’t fucking worry, Robo.I’m going to change
while you’re doing your shit in there.”


As they drove, he asked her, “How come things changed so
you could go?”


“Never been to Disneyland.  You want me all lovey dovey
over you, make every guy jealous and give them a hard on?”


Ruben stuttered, “Uh… I…”


“Robo, shut the fuck up.  I know what to do.”


The ceremony lasted two hours.  Families gathered outside
of the auditorium and crowded the courtyard as they took pictures of their sons
and daughters in their graduation gowns and caps.  Mr. Renteria was asked to
pose in many of the shots.  Female students wanted their parents to snap
pictures of him with their arms around him.  Helium balloons and bouquets
rendered the area a spring garden of color with lots of cheering and confetti
throwing.


While Ruben was shaking hands and congratulating parents,
he noted that the crowd rolled into loud whistling, whooping, and cheering. 
Roberta was walking through the crowd.  She wore black silk slacks, black
pumps, and a silk blouse which looked a little out of place due to her large
breasts.  She wore a gold necklace, bracelet, and watch, which Ruben would
later discover were fake.  Her blond mane featured slightly different
highlights.  She found Ruben, grabbed him,  and gave him a quick kiss on the
lips.  She whispered, “I never kiss on the lips.  I’m doing this for a big tip
later.”  She held his hand and basked in the attention.


Three school buses arrived.  Students threw off the gowns
and caps, depositing them with their parents.  The males were dressed
semi-casually, some even wore ties.  Females also semi-casual.  Roberta stood
by Ruben at one of the tables that were set up by the door of each bus.  He had
a clipboard and was checking in the students riding on his bus.  He asked the
girls to dump their purses.  As students boarded the buses, security agents
frisked the boys and looked through the contents of girls’ purses for
contraband.  Suddenly, Roberta became agitated.  She made it look romantic, but
she was frantic when she whispered, “Are they going to frisk me?”


“Probably not here, but Disneyland might search you.”


“I’ll be right back.”  She was gone less than twenty
minutes.


“Where did you go?” 


“I had to put something away.”


Ruben figured she had something in her purse.  She later
showed him that she carried a nasty razor sharp knife the size of her index
finger.  She quelled his curiosity by saying, “Yes, I have used it.”


During the bus ride to Disneyland, she barely talked
unless directly spoken to.


“So you’ve never been to Disneyland, Roberta?”


“No.”


“You look anxious.”


“You mean nervous?”


“Yes.”


She came close to whisper in his ear, “This is not my
usual  date job, riding a fuckin' bus to fuckin' Disneyland.”


“I got that,” commented Ruben.


“I’m the one that’s supposed to be obedient to my client,
and here I am with a fuckin’ teacher in charge of  a shit-load of teenagers.”


She had used her tongue in Ruben’s ear to make it look
seductive—which was being observed by the teenagers—but something was chipping
away at her usually businesslike demeanor.


“Roberta, I’ve told you not to cuss when I’m with my
students.”


“Sorry, I’m a little pissed.  Won’t happen again.  Please
don’t tell Luanne.”


When they got off the bus near the park entrance, Roberta
went on her best behavior, but not quite the same game as the prom.  She held
Ruben’s hand or placed his arm around her waist.  She actually clung close to
Ruben,  commenting, “At least I know I can trust you.”


When they walked down Disneyland’s famed Main Street, 
Roberta appeared overwhelmed, completely speechless.  At one point, Ruben
strayed from her to talk to some students.  She looked scared and grabbed his
arm roughly.  When they approached the Sleeping Beauty castle, Roberta stopped
in her tracks.  She wanted to say something but didn’t.  A tiny tear welled in
her eyes.


“What is it, Roberta?”


She always approached his ear as if she was going to kiss
him, “None of your fuckin’ business.  Sorry, I’m here to make you look good.”


“I’m also paying big bucks to have a good time.  It
bothers me if I think you’re on a downer.”


It was the first time
she regarded him with hostility.  “You’re pissing me off.”


“Roberta, I don’t know
how this usually works for you.  Just tell me what’s bugging you, so I don’t
have to worry about it.”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“Roberta, I’m demanding
that you tell me; otherwise, maybe I will say something to Luanne.”


“All right, asshole, I
always dreamed of coming here, but then I was a little girl with no tits, ass,
or pussy.  Does that fucking satisfy you?”


“Yep, that will do.  You
know what will fix your fucked up attitude?”


“What, asshole?  Better
be good, because right now I’m thinking of kicking you in the balls.”


She was serious, but
Ruben was accustomed to her vibrato and posturing.  Still, after the
revelations that she carried a knife, he wasn’t sure of her reality.  Their
first meeting was six months ago.  Since then, he knew her from four
conversations, plus the night of the prom, and what followed afterward. 
“You’re going to kick a customer in the balls?  What did I do?”


“You’re getting in my
business.  I won’t take that.”


“So let’s change the
conversation and the mood.”


“What the fuck? Shut up
already!”


“Excuse me, miss, would
you step in this line.”


“What the fuck for?”


“For
Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride.”


She
hysterically screamed and laughed.  When they got off the ride, she abruptly
stopped reacting when some of Mr. Renteria’ students waved.  “What’s next?” 
she asked.


“I
think we better get in line for the Matterhorn.”


“Is
that a roller coaster?”


“Yes.”


“I
might get sick.”


“It’s
not that bad.”


“Seriously,
I don’t want to get sick.”


“When was
the last time you went on a roller coaster?”


“I was a
kid.”


“A
tit-less kid?” She didn’t respond.  “Most of the time we’re just going to
be waiting in line.  We’ll just talk.”


“That’s
another reason why I don’t want to do it.  I don’t like to be questioned.”


He dragged
her in line.  She became sullen.  Then a group of Ruben’s students gathered in
line after them.  They plied Roberta with questions about being a flight
attendant.  She gave brief, curt answers, but successfully bullshit her way
through.  Nevertheless, it was very obvious that Roberta, who earned a living
in a very dangerous trade, was out of her league.


When they
were loading into what was then a four-person bobsled car, she was nervous. 
She sat between Ruben’s legs in the front section.  Two of Ruben’s students, a
couple, took the rear compartment.  Roberta seemed anxious.  The students’
giggling didn’t make her feel any better.  Then the car released and angled up
slightly as it turned into the ascent.  Roberta dug her fingernails into
Ruben.    She glanced over her shoulder to see how high they were elevated. 
She caught the couple behind them smooching.  Not to be outdone, she looked
around and nervously buried her face in Ruben’s neck.  She made it look like
she was attacking him, which actually took her mind off her fear.   


After they
had unloaded from the ride, she was breathing freely.  “So that is the
Matterhorn?  I would do it again, but the line is too long.”


“You want to
ride an elephant?”


“An
elephant?”


“Yep, Dumbo!”


She moved
close and nibbled on his ear lobe while whispering, “I have always wanted to
ride Dumbo.”


Ruben
compulsively put his arm around her. “Yeah, but that’s when you didn’t have
tits.”


They only
rode five rides the entire time.  Ruben had to summon park security when he
spotted a young couple hiding in the bushes.  He fell asleep on the returning
bus ride; Roberta sat bolt upright.


As
soon as they got into his car, Roberta asked for the money. They didn’t arrive
back at the apartment until six a.m. Roberta bolted out of the car and jogged
to her apartment.  He moved into his apartment and fell asleep.


When
he went out to run an errand around four-thirty, he found a note under his
door. “You got me back an hour late.  I had to call Luanne.  She says you owe. 
I took care of it.  See you when I see you.”


On
the last day of school, teachers traditionally go to a local bar for happy
hour.  Ruben stayed traditional and went to sip a beer.  He repeatedly
answered, “She’s back in Florida, flying Miami to New York twice a day.  I don’t know when she’ll be back.”  When
weeks flew by without so much as a glimpse of Roberta, he came to believe the
flight attendant cover. 





Chapter 12
“Hey, I owe you a fuck.”

July 1986


He hadn’t planned on teaching summer school, but at the
last minute, he got a call from a school desperate to fill a half position: 
One teacher would teach the first three weeks of the summer class; Ruben would
teach the succeeding three weeks.  So he hung around his apartment the first
three weeks doing almost nothing.  The second three weeks, he taught from 8:00
a.m  until noon.   He went to a Fourth of July party alone, visited friends,
watched the sun go down, drove to Big Bear Lake, read, and went to the movies.


He usually had an invitation to a Sunday barbecue
somewhere.  They were typically from married teacher friends, other married
friends, or friends from college.  Often he sat next to a single woman, usually
a teacher or a professional.  He went out on some dates.  He managed sex with
one of them, but neither he nor she seemed interested in a third date.


At one of the barbecues, a married couple bickered in
front of everyone.  The wife had started a discussion among the women to validate
if she were the only one whose husband left soiled underwear on the floor,
inches from the laundry hamper.  Was this on purpose?  The husband of the woman
who had started the conversation got wind of the animated debate and loudly
told his wife to stop embarrassing him.   She stopped, but when the other women
cracked up at his demanding demeanor, he lit into his wife, ending with a
directive: “Get in the car.  We’re going.”


Ruben read the woman’s face, fuck you, written all
over it.  Of course, the party improved after the underwear-infatuated couple
left because now there was a meaty discussion.  The women circled their wagons
around the point of treatment like a janitress in a public restroom, where
people drop all manner of debris on the floor.  The men agreed it was not a
fair thing to do, but why did it have to escalate into a scene at a party?  The
women rejoined:  It wouldn’t have escalated if he had stopped throwing his
underwear around when asked to cease and desist.  Ruben backed away from
the discussion when the talk turned to relationships in general.


 


Ruben was gathering his poisonous, comfortable dinner
from the front seat of his car:  fried chicken and fried potatoes.   There was
a new episode of his favorite Masterpiece Theater on public television.   He
was caught in the headlights of Roberta’s Mazda Miata.  He waved and walked
on.  As he neared his apartment, he could hear her catching up to him.  “Damn
it, stop, Roberto.”  He turned to her.  She was dragging a rolling suitcase; her
other arm was in a sling.


“What happened to your arm?”


“It’s nothing.  Just need to rest it for a few days.”


“How did it happen?”  She glared at him.  He nodded
knowingly, “None of my fucking business.”  He opened his apartment door. 


Roberta lingered but did not enter.  “Hey, I owe you a
fuck.”


“What?”


“You know… Disneyland.”


“You don’t owe me anything.”


“The fuck, I don’t!”


“Roberta, I don’t enjoy sex the way you throw it down. 
But as an escort, you’re the greatest!  You were right; you make me feel like
ten million bucks.  You were totally worth the money.”


“You’re fucked up, Roberto!  Look at you eating that fat
shit!”


“All right, Roberta, good-bye.”


She lingered. “There’s no food in my place.  Do you have
a Diet Coke?”


He chuckled,
“Here we go again.  I’m throwing you out, you finagle your way in with the
excuse to drink my Diet Cokes.”  While he went to the kitchen, Roberta pulled
in her rolling case and sat down on the couch in front of the bag of fried
chicken.  When Ruben saw her behind the food, he laughed again, “I don’t
suppose you want some chicken, too?”


“I’ll pay
you for it.”  She threw ten dollars at him.


“We’ll
share.”


“Fine,” she
said, “I can’t eat all this fucking shit myself.”


When it was
clear that she was not interested in conversation, he switched on the
television and found something they could both watch.   After about thirty
minutes, Roberta asked, “Do you feel better now that you ate?”


“Yes, I do.”


“Okay, you
can fuck me now.”


“Roberta,
can you shut the fuck up or leave?”


“How about I
suck you off?”


He
grimaced.  “Like I told you, this is not the way I enjoy  things.”


“Look, dude,
don’t get lovey dovey on me.  It ain’t going to happen.”


“What do you
want me to say to you, Roberta?  I know what you are.  I know what you do. How
the hell do you even do this, I mean, with all kinds of guys?”


“You’re a
smart-ass teacher.  You’re smart enough to figure that out.  I seen that
fucking humans can get used to anything.  Where I come from, I knew dudes who
worked all day long shoveling cow shit or bashing in the heads of cows so you
can eat meat.  Come home with blood and shit on their shoes and want to fuck
their girlfriends.  You got soldiers shooting at each other, gangsters blowing
out people’s brains.  You got people who clean out public toilets.  I worked at
McDonald’s for about a month flipping a million burgers a day while the manager
played grab-ass. All I do is lie on my back and let some loser dude pay to flop
his dick all over me.  I got used to it, ‘cept it’s over faster than a day of
shoveling shit and pays better.  Now, I’d like to get on with this so I can say
my job here is done.”


Ruben was
stunned at her reality.  “Roberta, you’ve taken the greatest human intimacy and
turned it into something like shoveling shit.”


“No, I
haven’t.  I didn’t start this business, and it’s a big business.  Should be
totally legal like alcohol and cigarettes.”


Amazed by
her stark perception,  Ruben simply said, “Well, after hearing this, I don’t
think I could get in the mood.”


“What a
fucking liar!”  She got up and grabbed her rolling suitcase and pulled it into
his spare bedroom/office.  About five minutes later, she marched out in a
frayed black negligee. She had removed the sling from her arm, revealing some
deepened blue color.  She had apparently applied a heavy perfume.  Ruben
grinned and shook her off.  She marched back to the bedroom, emerging a few
minutes later in a thong that barely covered her shaved vagina.


Ruben broke
out laughing, “I’ve always wanted this kind of fashion show.  But this still
isn’t doing it for me.  It’s not what I’m looking for.”


“Trying to
make this hard on me?  Trying to challenge me?  You’re not the only creative
person in the room.”


She turned
back to the bedroom, re-emerging in a teasing red, sheer baby doll that
shimmered over her ass.  Her nipples emerged from cut-outs.  She sat on Ruben’s
lap and nuzzled him all over on the neck.  She guided him such that the “fuck”
lasted a full thirty minutes, some of the process on his couch, some on his
bed.  She dressed quickly and smiled at him.  “Just remember, I try to keep
things right.”


 


September 1986


The start of
the new school term marked Ruben’s new year. The unremarkable summer was over.
Ruben was now thirty-four years-old.  He returned to his schedule:  Leaving his
apartment no later than six-thirty a.m., returning around six p.m., spending
extra time preparing for two new classes he had not previously taught.  Two
weeks later, he noticed that Roberta’s car had not been in its spot for a few
days.  A few days afterward, he observed an elderly man moving into apartment
212.











Chapter 1
“I’ve have a daughter.  She’s divorced, 
has two children.”

About one month into the new school year, the school
finally received long-awaited news:  The results of the accreditation review
(the state’s evaluation of a high school to affirm that students are provided
with quality education and to ensure that graduating students are proficient in
the designated curriculum).   Preparing an accreditation is a tedious and
thankless process, involving endless meetings, writing educational drivel,
looking at statistics, and formulating plans that probably will never go into
effect. After dreary hours of debates, with several teachers sitting on the
sidelines,  a document is prepared.  The document, usually well over a hundred
pages, is then subject to a rigorous editing process,   The bottom line is
earning either a three- or six-year approval.  The six-year is preferable—the
state will stay on the sidelines, and the school can get back to dealing with
reality for another six years.            


When the principal announced that the school had earned
the full six-year accreditation, she bestowed lavish praise on Ruben.  He had
made the task as painless as possible for the faculty, administrators, and
classified staff. Everything he had worked on from re-writing to final binding
of the two hundred page document had been smooth with low frustration for all. 
That Friday, he was treated to dinner and drinks.  


The first question the principal asked him, “Won’t
Roberta be proud?  She probably had to allow you a lot of extra time to get
down to work.”


Ruben smiled gently, as was his way.  “Uh, Roberta has
decided to stay on the East Coast.  She made the decision at the beginning of
summer.”


The group surrounding him lowered their heads to show
sympathy.  A male administrator said, “I’m sorry, Ruben, she seemed like a
dynamite girl.  She seemed totally with it.”


“Thanks, but I’m over her.  We were only together a
couple of months.”


“Where did you meet her?”


“On a plane.  Remember, she was a flight attendant.  We
just started talking and laughing.  Look, it’s over with.”


As the crowd at the celebratory dinner was thinning, a
social studies teacher gingerly approached Ruben.  Mrs. Thornwall was one of
the veterans of the school.  Ruben was curious as to why she was approaching
him.  She thanked him for all his hard work, and then said, “Can I ask you
something?”


“Sure.”


“Uh, this is embarrassing, but you have to understand I’m
a mother.”


“Yes?”


“Well, I’ve have a daughter.  She’s divorced, has two
children.  She’s thirty.  Also, I know this is a mother talking—but since she
was a teenager, I’ve always heard she’s a total knock-out.  Would you be
interested?”


Ruben laughed warmly, “Let me get back to you on that.”


Knowledge of Ruben’s skill at organizing and expediting
the onerous task of preparing an accreditation report spread.   Schools called
him for his input.  One school offered to pay him his full teacher hourly rate
to expedite their report.  He was excited to attend a meeting with the
committee at another school, secretly hoping that among them, he might happen
to encounter a female teacher of interest.  When that didn’t happen—the
committee was composed of the usual cynical crowd—Ruben considered the single
mother offer.


He didn’t know Mrs. Thornwall very well.  She had been on
the faculty long before he had occupied room 312.  Mrs. Thornwall was part of
the older vanguard.  He hadn’t heard anything negative about her, just
nothing.  In the teaching world, no gossip about a teacher renders the teacher
circumspect.  He occasionally saw her in the faculty cafeteria where she did
wave and smile at him.  She was a steady fixture, a one-time social studies
department chair, but infamously known for staying in the shadows.   She no
longer volunteered, left on the dot of three at the end of each day, walked out
when any meeting ran overtime and was involved in her teaching to the extent
that her bi-annual reviews met standards.  Though he had told himself that
getting involved with faculty was risky, he knew that a lonely night would come
where he wished he had something to look forward to.


The beginning of the school year was a distant memory. 
The Jewish holidays, providing a day off, had passed.  Halloween had passed. 
The Veteran’s three-day weekend was approaching.  He passed apartment 212
numerous times while taking out the trash. Once he saw an apparition of
Roberta.  In his heart of hearts,  he knew it was wrong, but in the void of the
nights after he had stopped editing an accreditation document or grading papers,
he wished that he heard pounding on his front door, and Roberta would demand a
“fucking  Diet Coke.”


 


November 1986


Thus, he found himself approaching Mrs.  Thornwall and
casually asking how her daughter was getting on.  She smiled, picked up her
purse, and took out a picture.  The daughter was in a swimsuit at the beach
holding hands with two small children.  The children appeared to be elementary
school age.  Mrs. Thornwall pointed to her daughter. “That’s my Diane and her
two babies.  This picture was taken this past summer.”


Though wearing a modest bikini, Diane, though not
entirely his taste, still had immediate attractive qualities.  Ruben tore his
eyes away from the photograph only because he didn’t want to appear gawking.  
“Here’s my favorite.  I took this of her when she was dolled up for a special
event.”  It was one of those pictures which had been cut in half, presumably to
eradicate the ex-husband.  “Her husband wanted a younger woman and no
children.”


Ruben looked shocked. “How old is she?”


“Thirty.”


“Thirty? And her husband wanted someone younger?  She
looks twenty-eight or twenty-nine.”


“Smart too.  Was going to be a teacher, but her husband
was an accountant and told her she didn’t have to work.  She plays the guitar,
sings a little.  She’s a great mother to my grandchildren, and, as you can see,
she’s a doll.”  Ruben nodded.  “Now what can I tell her about you.  I know
you’re dedicated, brilliant, kind, always look professional, and the students
love you.  But there’s always more than meets the eye.”


Ruben couldn’t believe he was involved in this
conversation. “Well, if there’s a trait that many women have found
objectionable about me it is that I’m into science-fiction and fantasy.  I love
The Hobbit.  I do watch soccer.  I take on lots of extra work here
because I’m saving and do send some money to my parents.  I’m a guy with simple
tastes.  I can eat pancakes morning, noon, and night, and I avoid fancy
restaurants—because, in the end, it’s just about eating or refueling.  I do
look forward to special occasions when I go all out.  And one thing I’d like to
add.  I’ve found that with women, there is always a lot more to them than meets
the eye.


 


When he knocked on the door of Diane’s apartment, a
twenty-five-minute drive from his place, Mrs. Thornwall answered the door.  
Mrs. Thornwall immediately allayed his shocked expression.  “I know this may
seem embarrassing, but the reality is that I’m the babysitter.”  


Diane appeared just as she appeared in her pictures. 
“Hello, Ruben.  I’m glad to finally meet you.  I am all ready to go to Sitton’s
for pancakes.  Did my mother also tell you that I have gone on less than five
dates since the…the…well, the change in guard.”  She was dressed casual, first
date chic.  Jeans, pumps, blouse with a suggestion of sexiness, and brown
highlighted hair pulled back into a braided ponytail.


When they drove off, Ruben told her, “It’s nice of you to
say you’re willing to go to Sitton’s, but I do drink wine, love Mexican
restaurants and bars.”


“So you do have a place you’d take a girl on a first
date.”


“Lots of them.  I am re-routing our destination as we
speak.  We’ll do pancakes another time.”


“My kids love pancakes… er…My mom told me about your
break-up.”


“My break-up?”


“Yes, the woman you took to the school prom.”


“Your mom knows about that?”


“Ruben, there’s always gossip at one’s place of
business.”


“It’s over with her.  She is a flight attendant.  She
returned to the East Coast.”


“My mother said the gossip made her out to be quite a
bombshell.  I’m beyond competing with that image.”


Ruben’s expression concealed the irony that all this
woman had to do was refrain from saying fuck about a thousand times an
hour, and she would surpass Roberta’s fading impact.  He told her, “I’m not about
competition.  I’m about complimentary companionship.”


Dinner went smoothly, which is to indicate that
conversation was two-sided, on-going, and interesting.  It was not
fascinating.  It was not hilarious.  She only mentioned her children twice. 
She did not talk about her ex.  She talked about work and included facets of
her life that suggested she had already moved on and was ready for the next
phase of her life.   She was working in an office while she took some classes
to update her credential and join the teaching ranks.  She gave him the
standard peck on the lips before opening her apartment door and slipping in,
saving Ruben the obligation to smile at her mother.


The following week she suggested a movie.  She had said,
“I know you’re into space flicks, but I want to try you out on a movie I pick. 
You will get the next pick.”


“Is this a test?”


“Damn straight.  I want to see if you’re a
share-the-popcorn guy where our hands have a buttery confrontation or are you
the type of guy who has to have his own popcorn?”  They enjoyed the movie, did
some hand-holding, and then went for coffee.  They sat on the same side of the
booth.  She touched him frequently.  She told him she enjoyed his company
increasingly, but could only squeeze him in once a week, due to her kid
obligations.


“What about their father?”


“Ruben, let’s not go there.  I’m really trying…”


“I’m not asking for your life story.  Just suggesting a
way to increase the number of available dates you have.”


“That’s very nice of you.  I would like to spend more
time with you, but I’m taking the kids to the museum this weekend.”


“I love museums.  Which one?”


“The California Science Museum in Exposition Park.”


“I love that museum!”


“Ruben, if you’re wrangling a date, I think it’s too
early to spring you on my kids.  I’ll be there alone, and it would be great to
have some company, but I’m not ready for this.  Think of me this Sunday sitting
by myself, watching my kids run around.”


The date ended in protracted hugging and kissing.


Sunday morning Ruben had coffee with his mother and then
set off for the California Science Museum with an excusable plan of “Just
happen to be here.” She had mentioned that she planned to be there after lunch
so that her kids wouldn’t nag her to go to the McDonalds in the museum.  He
arrived around 12:30 and found a position where he could observe the museum
entrance.  Around one p.m. she showed up with a child in each hand.  She was
dressed down in mother garb:  jeans, comfortable sandals, and an oversized mom
purse hanging from her shoulder.


She entered through the turnstile.  Ruben shadowed from
behind.  He stayed well out of her way.  She took her children into the kiddie
areas where they handled interactive activities and small animals, including
Madagascar hissing cockroaches, rabbits, and ant colonies.  They played for
close to an hour when they exited in search of another activity.  They headed
for one of the most popular exhibits:  the on-going hatching of baby chicks. 
The kids were totally engrossed when he tapped her on the shoulder.   She
jumped, looked shocked, then awed, then confused as she glanced at her
children.


“What are you doing here?” he said loud enough to turn
her children.


“Uh, I’m having a family day here with my kids.  These
are my children.  Laura, Billy, this is a friend of mommy’s from…”


“From work.”


“What are you doing here?”


“I came with friends, but they left.  I love this
museum.”  He focused on her children.  “Have you guys done the electricity
exhibit yet?”  The children rotated toward their mother.  “You get to turn
these cranks and make light bulbs go on.”   The kids looked excited.  They
strolled over to the exhibit.  While the kids ran around pressing buttons and
turning cranks, Diane and Ruben chatted.


“At first I was mad at you for taking advantage of the
situation.  Now, I’m thinking how romantic.  I  mean this is a good
thing, isn’t it?”  As he walked them to their car, she blurted, “Ok, I’m going
to take a chance here.  The deal is that next week is Thanksgiving.  It’s at my
mom’s.  My brother and sister and her boyfriend will be there.”  She broke off
in mid-sentence.


“What’s your point?” he needled her.


“Shit, I don’t have a point.  Okay, kids, here’s our
car.  Let’s get in and buckle up.”  She got behind the wheel and rolled down
her window.  Her face reflected frustration.


Ruben brought his face near, “You mentioned you were
going to take a chance.  I don’t want to appear presumptuous, but were you
going to ask me something?”


She gripped and twisted the steering wheel, finally
blurting out, “If you don’t have other plans, would you like to join us?”


He did have other plans, but he didn’t hesitate for a
moment, “What sort of wine should I bring?”


 


Thanksgiving at Diane’s was a good time, just a good
time.  Ruben dutifully conversed with Diane’s family while Diane was up to her
elbows in Thanksgiving preparation.  Dinner talk was about school, children,
job-related gossip, and the food itself.  Diane sat between her children and
Ruben.  Occasionally, she held his hand under the table.  She left him again
during the cleanup and dessert preparations.  He left her at Mrs. Thornwall’s
small house and returned to the quiet of his apartment.  She called about an
hour later when she had returned to her apartment.  She said nothing about her
plans for the rest of the Thanksgiving break and weekend.  She mentioned her
kids, starting Christmas shopping, and visiting friends.  “I’ll see you next
week,” was the last thing he said.


“You bet,” was the last thing she said.


When he called her the following Monday night, she came
straight to the point. “I kinda want to date other people.”


Ruben’s experience suggested that meant she had already
met someone else.  She had mentioned going out with people she had met in her
teacher credentialing class.  If she was taking this stand near the holidays,
whoever it was, must have a greater impact than he had.  “I get it,” he told
her. “Have happy holidays.  Get those kids something great!   Take care.”


He was lowering the receiver when he heard, “Ruben, wait
a minute!” He wanted to slam down the phone, but he wasn’t that kind of
person.  “I didn’t mean I don’t want to see you anymore.”


“So what do you mean?”


“Be fair, Ruben.  A woman has different considerations
than a man, especially a single mom.”


“Yes, I think I saw it as a headline on the front page.”


“Then you know that a single mom has a checklist…”


“Then you also know that a single,  never been married
guy, also has a checklist.”


“You do?”


“Yep, on my short version, I gave you three checks out of
five.”


“Three?”


“Yep.  Did you give me more than three?”


No answer from Diane.


“Diane, I’ve been here before.  You take care.”  He hung
up.





Chapter 2
“I’m not telling you anything
 about the real me.”





December 1986


The ramp-up to the winter holiday break is always
frenetic.  The students think the homework and studies are over,  but teachers
need these three weeks to move along on the curriculum timeline.  The last day
before the two-week break was a Friday.  Ruben met his curriculum goals by the
preceding Wednesday.  He planned “illegal” holiday parties (local school
district policy prohibited class holiday parties).  He smuggled in his electric
grill and pancake batter.  Students smuggled in syrup, paper goods, beverages,
fruit toppings, cooking oil, butter, and even eggs, for a holiday breakfast. 
On the last day—Friday-- with the help of students, he cooked over two hundred
pancakes.  The illegal party was completely cleaned up and packed away an hour
before the last bell at three o’clock.


Ruben met some friends for Happy Hour and was prone on
his couch in apartment 201 by eight-thirty p.m.  He had invites, more family
gatherings, but still the solitary stillness.  He knew it was crazy, but he
would stare for several minutes at the front door of his apartment and imagine
Roberta with her tawdry “Nasty Onboard” top and torn jeans.  What was there
about her that made her memorable?  Why did he sometimes think of her while
talking to Diane?


He was thirty-five.  In his mind, too young to settle
down,  too young to have distilled what he really wanted out of life, too young
to live in a situation that depended on the needs of a partner.  Four days into
the holiday break, despite his hobbies, these thoughts were squirreling a hole
through his brain.  He came very close to calling Diane, just to ask about her
kids.


He still had Roberta’s card:  “Discreet and Prompt.”  He
rolled it through his fingers.  He mused that once he had gotten over the fear
that Roberta was not going to cut off his balls and sell them for crack cocaine
or crystal meth, he had enjoyed the experience.  Two days later, around ten at
night, he called the number.


A different voice answered. “How can we help you
tonight?”


Ruben cleared his throat to sound aggressive. “Is it
possible to make an appointment with  ‘xzy3?’”


“Xzy3?  Just a minute.”


“I’m sorry, sir.  Xzy3 isn’t available anymore, but we
have lots of blondes available if that’s what you desire  for your event.”


He was about to get off the phone. “Well, wait a minute. 
I don’t know her number, but I knew her as Kiko.  Is she available?”


“Kiko?  I’m sorry, sir.  We don’t have a Kiko.”


“No Kiko?”


“Sorry, sir.  But we have plenty on our staff who can
rock your world.   We have a new member.  She’s twenty-six years old.  Very
long legs.   We also have a very well-endowed Latina by the name of Maria.”


“Maria?  She sounds special.”


“Sir, don’t be shy.  If you’ve called us, you’re more
than half way to a wonderful evening.  Remember, we’re the most reasonably
priced service.  We’re in the feel good business.  We’re not here to gouge you
with thousand dollar an hour prices.”


“Well, I must say that you are a good salesperson.  It’s
like this:  I personally knew the two I mentioned.  I would be a lot more
comfortable with one of them.”


“Sir, how about we set up a very affordable
evening with two members of our staff?”


“No, I’m sorry.  I just called about those two. 
Goodnight and you have a happy holiday.”


“Wait a minute, sir.  We can make your holiday
even happier!”


He hung up, thinking, “I wonder what her
commission is?”


He actually felt better now that he had made the
call.  At least he could feel that he had exhausted what he thought were all
his possibilities.  He turned on the television.  The phone rang.   The voice
was abrupt. “Is this Roberto?”


“Roberto? What?”  Only a few people knew this
name.  “Roberta, is this you?”


“Is this Roberto?”


“Yes! Is this Roberta?”


“Forget that bitch, Roberto.   She gone, fool.  Her and
Kiko.  Good riddance.  This be Luanne.  Heard you called.”


“How did you know?”


“Who else would ask for Roberta and Kiko and talk like
you be best friends?  So, Roberto, you must not have a girlfriend for the
holidays if you called us.”  Ruben couldn’t believe that his personal feelings
were a subject for a Madame slash pimp.  “Don’t hang up on me, Roberto.  I know
where you live.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?  Are you threatening me? 
I know where you live, too.”


“Okay, I be fucking with you, Roberto.  I got a business
proposition for you.  I can rock your world for cheap.”


He knew listening further could take him to dangerous
waters; still, he was intrigued.  “I don’t think I would be interested.  You
see, I met Roberta like I might meet anyone casually.”


“Roberto, you didn’t know shit about Roberta.  Forget
her.  I got better than her.  How would you like a trophy wife?”


“A trophy wife?” he laughed.  “I don’t want any wife.”


“No, no.  Just listen to me.  She be so hot, she ain’t
worth a damn other than making dudes look good.  She be  married to a big shot,
got fucked over, and she got a kid. She can’t get work that pays enough or is
easy enough, so someone hooked her up with us.    I can let you have her for a
steal—five hundred bucks for four hours.”


“I’m just curious.  If she’s so hot, why the bargain
price?”


“Because she be in bitch mode.  Don’t know the ropes. 
Got a stick up her ass.  The girls be  working on her, but she thinks a foreign
oil prince is going to pick her off the street.”


“I’m just curious, Luanne.  Why bother with her?”


“She got potential.  She sticks around, I can squeeze a
few pennies more out of her.”


“And you’re telling me this because…”


“Because of all the good shit I heard about you.”


“Roberta said good stuff about me?”


“All I know is that you helped her out of some shitty
situations.  The main thing is that I heard you are one thousand percent safe. 
You didn’t fuck her up on booze or drugs.  The only thing is, you got to get
down to business a little faster, big guy.  This is an hourly trade.”


“I don’t know, Luanne.  You’re flattering me, but this is
not my life-style.”  Despite the edginess of speaking to someone who must
surely be a criminal, Ruben couldn’t detach his fascination.


“Fuck, this be a business proposition!  You get hot stuff
for half off.  All I want you to do is tell me what you think needs improving.”


“You want me to break in a girl?”


“Take it or leave it!”


 


And so it came to pass that Ruben was sitting in a booth
in a Denny’s coffee shop in Hollywood around eight p.m. two days after Christmas. 
Denny’s was bustling.  Waitresses rushed out bacon burgers and milk shakes. 
Ruben was intermittently perusing the menu and a book he brought to appear
intellectual.  He purposely positioned himself facing away from the door so he
wouldn’t look out of place rubber-necking to see if a dressed-up blonde
entered.  He did, however, notice the hush in the restaurant that proceeded a
finely feminine voice asking, “Are you Roberto?”


He slowly turned to see what had been placed on his
doorstep.  The woman was definitely the trophy-wife type:  Blonde, statuesque,
polished skin, toned arms, immaculate fingernail polish.  She wore a clingy,
low-cut, revealing green dress with a scalloped hem.  Matching green
stilettos.    


After taking all this in, Ruben gestured for her to sit
down. “What shall I call you?” was the first thing he said.


“Roberta.  Call me Roberta.”  Her eyes darted around the
establishment.


“Roberta, huh?  Then you can call me…”


“Yeah, I know.  Roberto.  We’re Roberta and Roberto.  Are
we going to be staying here long?  Where will we be going after this?”


“Would you like something to eat?  Coffee?”


“Here?  We’re going to eat here?”


Roberto closed his eyes.  A stupid feeling reddened his
face.


She bent in and whispered,
“I’m supposed to ask for the money up front?  You got the seven hundred?”


“Seven hundred?  I have
a deal with Luanne.”


“You do?  I thought she
told me seven hundred for two hours.”


“That’s not the deal.  I
wouldn’t make a deal for just two hours.”


She clenched her fists.  She
looked worried.  She twitched in her seat as if ready to launch herself up and
run for the exit.


“That’s not the deal, so
if you want to leave, now would be the opportunity.”


“What are you going to
tell Luanne?”


“I won’t have to tell
her much.  She’ll figure it out.”


The woman pushed back into the booth opposite Ruben.  Her
chest heaved nervously.


Ruben let her sit without saying a word. He picked up his
book as a pretense to show disinterest. This was also his opportunity to
walk out the door and be done with ever considering for one moment that hanging
out with an escort for the holidays would be anything remotely happy.


She exhaled.  “Can you cut me some slack?  Can we start
over?”


“Sure, my name is Roberto.  You look beautiful.  And your
name is...”


She smiled glumly, “Roberta.  I’m fucking Roberta.”
He raised an eyebrow.  She rushed back, “Oh, that’s right, you don’t like the
f-word.  Sorry.  I’m Roberta.”


“Roberta, can I get you something?  A soda?  Coffee?”


“I was thinking more along the lines of a big drink.”


He exhaled.  “This is how I do it, Roberta.  You’re on a
first date with me.  Maybe I don’t want to spend another five minutes with
you.”


“What?  Why not?  Don’t you think I’m attractive?”


“You’re way too attractive for a place like this.  I
admit it.  But this is where I would start a first date.  This is where I would
get to know a little bit more about you.  I don’t date women just so I can
spend money.”


“You’re not supposed to get to know me.  You’re just
supposed to want to get to know what’s under this cheap dress they gave me to
wear.”


Ruben turned away and muttered, “This isn’t working.”


“Well, I’m here to rock your world.  You don’t need to
know about my personal life.  I’m not telling you anything about the real me.”


“I don’t want to know about your personal life.  I just
want to know what kind of person you are.”


“Well, how am I supposed to do that?”


“Just talk about what interests you.  Make it up if you
want.”


She looked distraught, frustrated that she was not
allowed to control the situation.  “I’ll have a Diet Coke.”


He ordered.  He asked the blond, “Do you like the beach?”


She took her time formulating an answer. “Sometimes, like
at night.  Don’t like it during the day because it dries my skin.”


“You use sunblock, don’t you?”


“Of course.  Put it on my kid…. It’s just nicer at
night.”


“Do you like to walk?”


She stared at him as if the questions were inane.   “I
used to like to walk.”


“Do you like pancakes?”


“Pancakes?  Pancakes are just a way to clean syrup off
the plate.  No, thank you.”


“I watch a lot of fantasy and science-fiction movies.”


“I do like fantasy, but hate science-fiction.”  Ruben
could see in her face that she was now watching his reactions.  He frowned
deeply.  She returned, “Give me a break.  I’m always up for a chick flick.  I
suppose if the science-fiction film had a good romantic storyline, then I could
watch it.”


“There are a lot like that.”


“There are?  Love stories in outer space?”


“Sure.  All the time.”


“Well, that I would have to see.”


They had a guarded conversation like this for about
forty-five minutes.  At one point the woman interrupted, “Are we going to go to
a hotel around here?”


“I’m not sure yet, though I did pick out a place.”


She couldn’t contain herself. “Around here?”


Ruben sighed. “Not exactly.  At the Sheraton near
Universal Studios.”


“Hmm, that’s not a bad place.  Probably adds about two
hundred to your bill for the night.”


“That’s why I’m not sure.  I think I would just rather walk
around.”


“Here?  In Hollywood?  Haven’t you seen enough?”


“I’m not sure I could have a good time with you…if you
know what I mean.  I’ve never dated anyone like you before.”


She was about to say something, but now with
about sixty minutes of experience invested in the game, she stopped.  “I will
tell you this.  I have dated a lot.  A lot.   Once I got this,”  she
gestured toward the extent of her body.  “I always have a boyfriend, always
have a date.  I was told that you’re a one hundred percent certified
safe date.  You will have a good time with me.  I’ve got decades  of
experience.”


“I was thinking, hoping, that you would come back
to my place and we can watch a tape of one of those movies I was telling you
about.”  She looked troubled.  Ruben added, “I’ll give you an extra hundred,
just for you.”


      


“This is your place?” she said unable to conceal a
deprecating tone.  Ruben shot her a slight glare.  She fixed it by saying, “I
had a place just like this.”


“Would you like a beer?”


“Do you have wine?”


“Actually, I do.  It’s cheap stuff.  I paid about four
dollars a bottle.”


She shook her head.  “Well, if I’ve gone this far, cheap
wine would probably just be the next step down.  Do you want to watch me
strip?”


Ruben was maneuvering his cork screw into the wine
bottle.  “Oh, I thought we’d watch a little of the movie first, if that’s okay
with you?”


She blanked, “You’re the customer.”


He started a VHS tape and poured two glasses of wine in
crystal goblets which he kept for special occasions.  He placed the goblets on
his round, marble coffee table and beckoned her to sit down.  “Take off your
shoes before your heels rip a hole in my carpet.”


She polished off two
glasses before Ruben finished one.  She peered at him as if he were an idiot.
“Are you going to attack me or what’s the story here?  How we going to start
this?  Do you want me to do a strip tease—I’m good at that.  Do you want me to
just jump in your bed?  Do you want me to go down on you first?”


On the one hand this was very titillating; on the other
hand, she was too cold.  Ruben just stared at her, not answering.


“I’m not used to a dude like you.  What should I
do?  I really need to get this right.  I need the money.”  Ruben did know what
he wanted, but couldn’t bring himself to say anything.  Roberta pulled up her
dress.  “Look, I shaved my pussy and put on pretty pink panties.”  Ruben’s jaw
dropped.  She noted this.  She fondled herself to see if his reaction
intensified.  It did.  She pulled her thong aside and fingered herself.  Ruben
was transfixed, detached from his brain.  She continued, moaning, “You want to
see me get off by myself?  I can get into that.  I know guys like that.” 


Ruben slowly extended his hand toward her
crotch.  She gently took his hand and guided it inside her, see-sawing his
fingers to reach the length and breadth of her opening.  “Pull off my panties,”
she cooed.  Ruben did as he was told.  She pulled his face into her crotch. 
“Use your tongue on me.  Get me wet.” As Ruben’s breathing intensified, she
grabbed his crotch.  She pulled off his pants and swallowed his penis.  “Let’s
go in the bedroom,” she gasped.


“No, here!” Ruben insisted, releasing her breasts from
the refinement of the dress.  She was good at this.  The maneuvering on the
couch lasted about fifty minutes.  She finished her wine and asked for her
money, including the promise of the extra hundred.  She asked to borrow the
phone to call a cab.  He insisted on driving her back to the Denny’s.  When she
stepped out of the car, he ran around to open the door.  He impulsively moved
in to kiss her.  She turned her face, saying, “You can have another gentle
grope, but not a kiss.”






Chapter 3
“Roberta needs dough
 and she begged me to call you.”

December 1986             


Ruben had a fulfilling career, money in the bank (plenty
to keep himself occupied), hobbies, interests,  many friends, but no real plans
for the upcoming holiday break. However, that morning he listened to a message
that provided something to look forward to:  


 


“Ruben,
my old squeeze from college, sorry I missed you, so I’m going to leave you a
long message.  You’ll need something to take notes with, so get paper and
pencil.  [pause]  Okay, I hope you’re ready to take notes.  Party at my place
on New Year’s Eve.  My husband and I were bored.  He talked to a lot of people
who had nothing but the New Year’s blahs, so what the hell--party, man.  Maybe
this will be the start of an annual tradition!  Yeah, going to be marrieds, but
I promise you there will also be lots of single folks.  Hey, we want to see if
we can get wild.  Starts around eight at my house.  Bring a bag of chips, some
dip, and whatever you want to drink.  Those pre-made cocktails would be just
fine.  If you get fucked-up,  you can have the couch, but you might have to
share.  See ya!  [pause]  You better come!”




“Hmm,” mused Ruben.  “At least that’s taken care of.”  He
went out shopping for something that would look professional and party-like.


On December 30, Ruben was already checking what time the
Rose Parade would start and would there be a “Twilight Zone” marathon on one of
the local TV stations.  He was puttering around with a stack of his comic books
when the phone rang.  He answered it unassumingly.


“This be Roberto?”


“Oh, shit,” he thought. He was abrupt.  “Who is this?”


“You know who this be!  Roberto, I thought we made
a business deal.  Why did you have to go and fuck up another of my bitches?   
And don’t you hang up!”


She sounded angry.  He hedged, “What are you talking
about?”


“You know what I’m talking about!  You made one of my
best girls wait around!”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I didn’t hurt
her.  I paid her all the money.  I drove her back.  That was the end of it! 
Luanne, I’m hanging up!”


He hung up.  His heart pounded.  He knew the phone would
ring.  If he didn’t answer it, would it antagonize her?  It rang.  As he was
putting it to his ear, he could hear Luanne screaming, “You don’t hang up on me
again!”


“What’s going on here, Luanne?  Are you coming after me?”


“What the fuck?  Roberto, I be fucking with you, man! 
C’mon, we love you down here.  Hey, you got a date for New Year’s?”


Roberto chuckled, “What is this, a cold call? You’re
soliciting over the phone?  Are you selling life insurance too?”


“I don’t know what the fuck you be talking about, but
here the deal.  Roberta needs dough, and she begged me to call you.”


“I don’t think so, Luanne.”


“What?  Why not?”


“Well, she wasn’t my type, and she was…well…”


“Well? What the fuck what, Roberto?”


“Snobby.  She put me down.  When I met her at Denny’s,
she acted like she was sitting in an outhouse.   The sex was exciting, but I
don’t think I’d want to hang around with her again.”


“That explains everything.”


“Explains what?  I didn’t hit her or abuse her or
anything!”


“Well, somebody did.”


“I didn’t see her again, I swear!”


“Shut up and listen, Roberto!  Why didn’t you call and
tell me this shit?  I sent her out a couple days ago—after you-- and she came
back with bruises on her arm where she’d be shoved around.”


“Oh, my God, is she all right?”


“Yeah, she be all right.  I got the feeling she mouthed
off a bit too much.  The guy was one of my regulars.  Never had trouble from
him before.”


Ruben’s feelings raced.  Was he on the verge of becoming
a regular customer?


“Miss Stick-Up-Her-Ass says she needs money but scared to
go out.  She asked me to check up on you when I told her all of my staff be 
booked for New Year’s.”


“Well, thanks for thinking of me, Luanne, but I can’t
afford it.”


“C’mon, Roberto, it be New Year’s!”


“Don’t high pressure me, Luanne.  I’ll hang up.”


“And I’ll just call you right back.  If you be serious,
you’d change your phone number, so I know I got you hooked.  I’m good drugs,
brother.”


“I’ve got something going for New Year’s.”


“You do not!  What you going to?  Some chips and dip
party and falling asleep by eleven-fifteen?  You got a date?”


“Luanne, I can’t afford it.”


“You can’t afford eight hundred bucks?”


“Eight hundred bucks!?”  He choked in the phone.


“What the fuck?  Roberto, I be giving you a great deal
for New Year’s.  We charge a lot more for New Year’s.”


“Forget it, Luanne, but thanks for thinking of me.  I’ll
just go to the party by myself.  Bye.”


He hung up, chuckling to
himself.  Luanne was right.  If he was that concerned about consorting with an
escort agency and cavorting with an escort, he should just change his phone
number.  Tomorrow was New Year’s.  He’ll change the number next week when he
has time.  He sat down on his couch, picked up a magazine, and then lie back 
to read.  He couldn’t get past the first paragraph.  He envisioned himself
grasping a bag from Ralph’s grocery store with one hand and a bottle of wine
with the other hand, then gingerly approaching the front door of his college
girlfriend’s  small house.  The door would be open.  He’d let himself in and
thread his way to the kitchen to set down his packages, saying ‘Hi’ as he
passed guests;  he would be introduced to some other guests, whose names he
would soon forget.  Maybe there would be someone there that would be
interesting to talk to, but probably not.


His vision was
interrupted when the phone began ringing.  After ten rings, it stopped.


Ruben turned on the television.  A good movie had already
started.  He grunted disappointment at having missed the beginning.  He sat
down to watch.  The movie put him in a different frame of mind.  The phone
rang, he grabbed it quickly.  “I told you I’m not interested, Luanne!”


She guffawed, “Think of me as a match-maker.  You don’t
have a date.  Roberta doesn’t have a date.  You two should get together.”


“This is getting to be ridiculous, Luanne.”


“I know you be lovin’ me.”


“Luanne, I was just thinking.  I’m going to bring a
bottle of wine and some chips and dip for a total cost of no more than twenty
bucks.  Do the math.  That’s a little cheaper than eight hundred.”


“No,  you do the math!  What you gonna get for
your twenty bucks?  Probably a big zero.  You gonna go home to a cold bed that
couldn’t give you a hand job even if you drilled a hole in the mattress.”


“Okay, Luanne, like I said, I appreciate your call.  Maybe
I can afford it next month.  You know, it’s the holidays.  I spent my budget on
Roberta for the month.”


“Fuck, Roberto, why  you beating my ass?”  Her voice
became muffled as if she were whispering in the phone to avoid being
overheard.  “Please, take this bitch off my hands.  Four hundred and you go
cheap on the gratuity to pay her back for being a bitch the last time.  Plus, I
gonna tell her she’d better mind her mouth.  Take her to the party.  She’ll
make you feel great.  C’mon, remember how Roberta used to make you feel?”


That nailed him.  He arranged to pick up
Roberta-the-Second at eight-thirty on New Year’s Eve.  He told Luanne it was a
house party with married couples and sporadic singles.






Chapter 4
“Is she really a flight attendant?”





December 31, 1986


When Ruben approached a corner on a side street in
Hollywood, not far from the famous Chinese Theater, he looked about
cautiously.  This was crazy.  Roberta-the-First had always met him in the
underground parking garage in his building.  Picking up Roberta-the-Second was
a heart palpitating experience. He resolved:  This was to be the last time.  


As he slowly cruised the area, he didn’t see her on the
corner where they had agreed to meet.  Maybe this was a set-up.  If she didn’t
show up in thirty seconds, he intended to drive off.  Then she stepped out of a
nearby car and waved her hand below her waist as a low-key gesture to him.  He
stopped his car, checking in all directions for any sign of trouble.  She
discretely jumped into his car. “C’mon, let’s get out of here before anyone
sees us.”


She seemed more stressed than he did.  She jerked her
head over her shoulder to see if they were being followed.   She didn’t speak
until she finally calmed down.  She took a deep breath.  “I’m so glad to see
you, sweetie.”


“Is that so?”


“How have you been?  I hope you like the way I’m
dressed.”


“I can’t really tell.  It’s dark in the car.”


Suddenly she exclaimed, “Oh, shit! Oh, fuck!”


That jolted Ruben, “What’s the matter?”


“I left my coat in the car.  I’m going to freeze.  This
blouse is tissue-paper thin.”  Ruben pulled over to the side of the street. 
“What’s the matter?  Why are you pulling over?”  Her voice reflected increasing
terror, thinking about her experience with her last date as an escort.


Ruben turned on the interior lights and peered at her
top.  “Oh, that’s actually quite nice.  Uh,  very attractive.”


“What, the blouse?”


“I was a little concerned that you might wear some kind
of see-through hooker-thing.  We’re going to a friend’s party.”


“This blouse was a hundred fifty dollars.  It’s mine.”


“It’s very nice.  In fact, probably too nice.”


“I’m here to make you look good.”


“Thank you,” said Ruben.


“C’mon, let’s party!”  She reached over and kissed him on
the cheek.  “Happy New Year, Roberto, and thanks for dating me  tonight.”


He wanted to ask her who was taking care of her kid.  He
was dying to inquire how she was doing after being roughed up.  He decided it
was inappropriate to inquire.


He ran around the car to open the door for her.  She
stepped out,  putting a hand on his shoulder for support.  He breathed a sigh
of relief.  She looked like a “normal” person.  She wasn’t wearing jeans.  She
wasn’t dressed to kill, nor showing off like a trophy wife.  She was a
statuesque blond, a little taller than he was,  with lips painted deep red.


Ruben took her arm and pulled her to him, startling her. 
“Here’s the cover story.  You live in Florida.  You’re a jaded flight
attendant.  Everyone knows I like to hang out at the airport.  We met at LAX. 
I was reading a comic book.  You asked about it.”


Low-key party sounds, voices, and occasional laughter
emanated from behind the slightly ajar front door.  When Ruben walked in with
Roberta, the cozy living room hushed.  Ruben jumped into the breach.  “Hi,
everyone.  I told our distinguished hostess on the phone that my friend Roberta
was in town.  She’s a flight attendant…”


Roberta broke in, “Yeah, hi, y’ all.  I’m out of Florida,
mostly out of Orlando.  I take people to Disneyworld, day in and day out.  When
I saw this boyish face reading comic books, I just had to know more about him.”


One of the men practically whistled at her.  “A real
flight attendant?”


“Yes, sweetie, but not tonight. I just want to relax with
my Roberto.”


“Roberto?  Who’s Roberto?”


“I’m Roberto,” laughed Ruben.


Roberta cooed, “I think it’s so cute.  We wanted to be
twins, so we call ourselves Roberta and Roberto.  Isn’t that cute?  Now, if
someone can show me a glass of wine, I’d be mighty appreciative.  Sweetie, you
mingle with your friends.” She kissed Ruben on the cheek and went off with the
host to the kitchen.  The wives turned to their husbands, who were predictably
head twisting.


Ruben sat down on the couch next to an old friend, also a
teacher.  Ruben wanted to talk about accreditation and education research, but
the friend stared at Ruben, shaking his head.  “Really, Ruben?  You picked her
up at the airport?”


“I didn’t pick her up.  She picked me up. “


“Nice.  If I didn’t know you for years, I’d call your
bluff.”


Ruben grimaced, “Whatever.   Did your school ever
get around to doing that workshop on second language learners?  The evidence
they gave in their accreditation report was not entirely accurate…”


Margo,  the hostess and college girlfriend of ages ago,
came by to offer Ruben a glass of wine and an hors d’oeuvre.  “I made these
myself, Ruben.  Nice chick.  Yours?” 


An animated shop talk conversation took over the room. 
Roberta was lingering in the kitchen.  The front door pushed open, and a
striking woman dressed in black with black boots entered tentatively.  She also
got the stare from the married and single men.  She had the aura of someone who
had been a hippie in the sixties, morphed into something provocative in the
eighties.  Margo ran over and hugged her.  “Jill!  Glad you made it!  Happy New
Year!  Let me introduce you around.”


Jill landed on the couch next to Ruben.  She dispensed a
perfunctory “Hello.”  Margo announced, “Jill is one of our freelance artists
where I work.  She’s created some amazing posters and inter-office
communications.  Jill, you sit tight.  I’ll get you a glass of wine.  Ninety
minutes to countdown everyone.”


“Artist… hmm,” thought Ruben.  He made eye-contact with
her intending to start up a conversation, but she politely indicated that she
was conversing with the women across from her.  Ruben resumed talking about
school politics with his teacher friend.  Roberta approached, nonchalantly
taking note of the new woman. 


Roberta sat on Ruben’s lap, flinging her arms around him
and putting her head on his head.  “I was telling your friends about the
Florida cicadas.  Folks say they’re harmless, but to me, boys, a bug is a bug
is a bug.”


Someone called out, “What’s your favorite part of
Florida?”


Roberta mugged as if a camera were focused on her. “Why,
the Bahamas, of course!  I have practically gotten down on my hands and knees
to beg Ruben to sit with me on the beach, go snorkeling, or buy me some
jewelry.  He doesn’t know what he’s missing!”


“I heard that women wear practically nothing on the
beaches,” someone laughed.


“Well, if you call wearing two feet of string nothing!” 
She got catcalls for that.  Ruben remembered the catcalls Roberta-the-First
elicited.  Roberta-the-Second smiled broadly, then whispered in Ruben’s ear,
“I’m enjoying this, boss.”  She turned to their audience.  “Does anyone know
where the little girls’ room is?”    One of the women pointed out the
direction.  Roberta rejoined, “Ok, now that we’ve got that settled, does anyone
know where the ladies’ room is?”  She jumped off Ruben’s lap, kissed his cheek,
and flounced to the restroom.


One of the guys whispered to Ruben, “Have you done her
yet?”


Ruben put on an ambiguous smile, remaining a
gentleman.    He picked up his glass of wine.  The woman in black nudged him,
“Is she really a flight attendant?”


“Huh?  Yes, for those short commuter runs from Orlando to
Miami.”


“She doesn’t really look like a flight attendant.”


“Oh, really?  What do flight attendants look like?”


“Not that sexy.  She could be a pole dancer.  Women like
that are the type that end up marrying a guy sitting in first class.”


Ruben decided to update the cover story.  “Well, she did
marry a guy from first class.  In fact, she married two guys from first class. 
Then she found out that they were third class husbands.”


“Couldn’t see it coming?  Dumb blond type?”


“No, the trusting type.”


Jill practically guffawed, “That’s a pile of bullshit. 
The way she’s working this room, I’d say she knows her way around.”


Ruben was intrigued, but wary.  This woman was
perceptive, but he had met these pseudo-intellectual types before.  Though
usually attracted to them,  he had come to the conclusion that they were often
full of bravado…and bullshit.   He provided Jill with some made-up teenage
history of Roberta.  “She has looked that way since she was fifteen years-old. 
She didn’t hide in her room.  She has never been without a date in her life. 
Getting married was easy.  Divorce was just another break-up.”


“And she picked you out of the crowd?”


“I must have ‘safe haven’ written all over my face,”
thinking that this Jill was a bitch in black.


When the New Year struck,  Ruben caught this Jill aiming
a penetrating stare toward Roberta who only planted a kiss on his cheek. 
Twenty minutes later,  Roberto and Roberta were back in the car.  Ruben asked,
“You must be tired.  Do you still want to go back and do the …”


“Sure, we’ll do the sex stuff, but I want to ask you
something?”


“What?”


“Luanne told me that if I fucked up one more time, she’d
throw me out or turn me over to a pimp.”


“What does that have to do with me?  I’m sticking to the
four hundred dollar deal.”


“Well, I was wondering if you’d let me stay the whole
night for two hundred extra.  I can’t go home tonight, and I don’t want to hang
around Luanne’s dormitory.  I’ll sex you real good and then I’ll act like I’m
your girlfriend.  I’ll leave before breakfast.  I just don’t want to be out in
the middle of the night.”


“If you’re pulling something here, Roberta, Luanne will
find out.”


“I’m scared of her.  And that guy she hooked me up with
scared the shit out of me.  He wanted to…”


“You don’t have to tell me…”


“I don’t want to fuck up my brain, so I’m just going to
let it out.  He wanted to fist me.  And I don’t do anal.  And, yes, I told all
this to Luanne.”


“Why are you telling me?  You shouldn’t reveal any
personal details if you’re going to be in this business.”


“You’re right.  Let’s get to your place and do the sex,
so I can get some sleep.”


Ruben mused that Roberta-the-First never referred to the
climax of her appointments as sex.  It was a fuck.  That Roberta would
have said, “Let’s do the fuck so I can get some sleep.”’


Roberta-the-Second took pride in her artistry of sex. 
She brought his head between her firm breasts made for attracting attention,
saying, “Just talk.  I’ll listen.”


Ruben said, “You’re getting good at this.  Much better
than last time.”


In the morning, he drove her back to  Hollywood, where,
out of discretion, she would take a short cab ride to the final destination. 
When the cab approached, she asked, “What are we doing next week, sweetie?”


He whispered in her ear, “Can’t afford you.  You take
care.”  He closed the cab door and watched the car drive off. 






Chapter 5
“I can’t make up my mind about you, Ruben.”

January 1987


The two-week holiday break was over; school back in
session.  Three weeks until the end of the first high school semester.  Half
the school year would be over.


By the middle of the first week following New Year’s,
Ruben had received at least three phone calls from people who had been at the
party.  Margo asked a lot of anticipated questions about Roberta.  Ruben stuck
to the Florida flight attendant scenario.  “She’s in L.A. every other month or
so.”  


“Did you have sex with her?”  


“Why do you want to know?”


“Well, she looks like she’d be real good at it.”


“She is.  She’s also a great person to snuggle with and
watch romantic sci-fi movies with.  I’m her quiet-scene boyfriend.”


“How often do you talk to her?”


“About once a week on the phone.  She does most of the
talking about crazed passengers on her flights, about flirting in first class. 
That was a great party.  Thanks for thinking of me.”


“Your  Roberta made some of the unmarried women
uncomfortable.  I think the married women were pissed.”


Ruben sighed.  “Roberta has been married twice.”


“Is she that good in bed?”


“Your husband asked me the same question.  Ask him.”


“My friend Jill, you know, the one dressed in all black,
thought your Roberta was a phony.”


Ruben chuckled into the phone, “Yes, I can imagine
someone dressed in all black calling someone else a phony.  Was your friend
Jill born in those gothic clothes?”


“She’s the artistic type, Ruben.  She does some work for
us.  I think she knows someone at my office.”


“Think I could call her?”


“Jill?  You want to call her?”


“I have a weakness for women dressed in black.”


“What about Roberta?”


“How many times do I have to repeat that Roberta lives in
Florida!  She comes here, we hang out.  We watch movies.”


“I never thought you were a player, Ruben.”


“I’m not.  Roberta started talking to me first.  Let me
know if I can get Jill’s number.”


 


Ruben was only supposed to go over the outline of another
school’s accreditation document.  The school called him and begged him to edit
the entire document and move it along to publication.  The school’s accreditation
chairperson had flaked.  After finishing at his school,  he would rush to the
other school, sometimes meeting at five p.m. and staying until seven.  He
lugged home boxes of materials to peruse.  His coffee table was once again
piled high with accreditation papers.  For the next two weekends, he drank a
lot of coffee while barricaded in apartment 201.  The principal of the other
school called him several times over the weekend checking up on the progress.


Working late on a Monday night, the phone rang.  He
grimaced and spoke aloud, “Better not be Luanne.”


“Hello, is this Ruben?”


“Yes, to whom am I speaking ?”


“Jill.  I’m sure you’ll remember me from the New Year’s
party—the born in all black garb.”


“You’re calling me?”


“That’s the way I work the system, my friend.  When Margo
gave me the heads-up about you,  I thought I’d ring your chain.   You do have
some intriguing qualities. “


“As do you.”


“Well, here’s the deal, Ruben, or do you prefer to be
called Roberto, like your Florida friend calls you?”


“I prefer Ruben.”


“I’m going to an art gallery opening this weekend.  It’s
casual with wine and crackers for carbs.  Would you be interested in allowing
me to escort you?”


Ruben thought, but did not say, “Really?  Go to an
art gallery opening?  People really do that?”  He did say, “I like wine
and love carbs.  What’s the subject of the opening?”  


“The artist has a theme of painting on triangular shaped
canvases that he makes himself.  So there is enhanced symbolism in addition to
the art itself. It’s all in the framing and angular hanging.  Sound good so
far?”


“Sounds intriguing.  Are you picking me up or should I
collect you?”


“Collect me?  Oh, that’s so British.  I thought
you were Latino.”


“Half Latino.  My mother was Latina, my father, Jewish.”


She laughed, “Really?  A Catholic Jew?  That has to make
you special.  Let’s just meet there.  I know the neighborhood.” After she had
provided the address, she said cheerily, “See you there, amigo.”


Already setting up boundaries mused  Ruben.   He knew
this drill, too:  short initial first call and the “I’ll meet you there”
routine.


He strolled into the gallery in his casual intellectual
attire—belted blue jeans, white dress shirt, black shoes,  sports coat, and the
gold watch his mother had given him.  Jill was already mingling, apparently
familiar with other guests.  Scores of triangle shaped canvasses hung on the
freshly painted white walls.  Most of the canvasses were aligned along a
straight line, except in the corners of the gallery where triangles made up a
larger triangle.  Ruben had seen a similar theme years earlier, but when Jill
approached he said, “Wow, this is amazing!  A whole triangulated universe.”


Jill smiled broadly.  “I know.  Mark is so creative. 
Come, let’s go through each one.  Some are oils, some are textiles.  You’ll
see.”  As they picked their way to each piece, Jill continued with a non-stop
narrative about the technique, styling, and her interpretation of the symbolism
embodied in the work.  “Did you observe how the precise placement of the piece
is dependent on the position of the points and flat sides in relation to the
previous piece?”


Ruben finally broke his polite smile.  “Yes, I did sort
of notice that.  Picked it out when I first walked in.  I know that there are
all kinds of relative meanings to the angles of a triangle.  It’s kind of like
Tarot cards where the interpretation of the card is dependent on the reverse
positioning of the card.”


“Hmm, I didn’t know that.”


“Have you ever had your cards read?”


“Oh, a very long time ago.”


“I used to dabble in card reading.  Haven’t read for
anyone in years.”

      “I didn’t think you would be into something like card reading.”


“Neither did I.  Many years ago I took a personality
inventory.  I’ve taken a few.  I always come up leaning heavily to
right-brained activity, especially in intuition.  I had read somewhere—Oh,
here’s the wine bar.  Can I get you something?”


She looked about.  “If they have a good Cab, I’ll have a
glass.”


“And how will I know if it’s a good Cab.  I’m sure I
won’t recognize the label.”


“Ask the guy.”


So Ruben left her side and bellied up to the wine bar. 
He asked the barely twenty-one-year-old bartender, “Is that a good Cabernet?”


“Must be, Sir.  Otherwise, I wouldn’t be serving it.”


“But do you know?  Do you recognize the label?”


The young man looked about to see if anyone was observing
him, then shook his head.


Ruben returned to Jill’s side with a glass of water and a
glass of wine.  He handed her the water.  “What’s this?” she asked.


Ruben smiled, “I checked with the wine guy.  The Cab is
toilet water with a little food coloring.”


She blinked at Ruben.  “So if the wine is toilet water,
what’s in the water?”


“Don’t know.  I thought I’d let you be the judge of
that.”  He sipped the wine.  “Man, this is the best Cab I have ever slurped. 
Now, let’s get back to our discourse on triangulated canvasses.”


“Can I just take a sip of your wine?”


He raised the glass toward her.  She put her nose to the
rim.  “Smells fine; has a nice fragrance.  I think I just might have to
confiscate this from you.”


“Be my guest.”  He felt her heavy stare as they walked by
more pieces.


“I must say that when Margo called to see if I’d be
interested in having you call, I was very surprised.”


“Why?”


“Well, I didn’t think I’d be your type.  Roberta is
blond, big-boobed, wears lots of make-up, and appears to be a first-class
flirt.”


“That she is.  She is also not around that much.  She has
lots of men in her life.”


“She was all over you with the affection stuff at the
party.  Except I noticed that she didn’t really plant one on you when the clock
struck twelve.  Just sort of nuzzled you.    If I were with a guy on New
Year’s, I would be giving mouth to mouth.”


“She’s actually very shy about public displays of affection. 
But I’m with you now.  Why weren’t you with someone on New Year’s?”


“I always break up with a guy before the holidays,
actually before Thanksgiving.  If I do the holidays with someone, that someone
is very special.  I’m not like your Roberta.  I’m very picky.”


Ruben let that one go.


“So, she’s in Florida now?”


“Haven’t seen her since New Year’s.  Probably won’t see
her, if ever again, for several months.  Tell me about your art.”


A forty-ish man walked up and put his arm around Jill. 
“Thanks for coming, Jill.  Who is this interesting young man, your latest
beau?”


Jill rendered a playful slap.  “Mark, this is Ruben. 
Ruben is a high school English teacher and a connoisseur of triangular art.”


“Excellent!” Mark said.  “So maybe you could offer up
some highly refined, literate words about my installation here.”


“Refined words and blessings.  I do go to these kinds of
things from time to time, though my real fetish is comic book shows.  I’d say
your work is inspiring, intriguing, and creative.”


“Ah, he said the ‘C’ word.  Jill, he said the ‘C’ word.”


Jill explained, “You complimented by saying ‘creative.’ 
We artists would actually rather hear, ‘I’ll buy it!’”


 


Later at a nearby cocktail bar, they continued their
conversation about the creative life.  “It’s such a high to be working on
something that no one has ever seen or imagined before.   For a long time, I
did the craft fairs.”


“You did?  I love craft fairs.”


“So do I, but it’s not a living.  At least it wasn’t for
me.”  Ruben had been listening intently.  “Do you do crafts, Rafe?”


“Crafts?  Not like you.  My craft is my teaching.  I
sometimes work for days or weeks on a new lesson plan.  It’s stimulating,
creative work.”


“I did a gallery opening myself.  How does teaching give
you feedback?  When I sell a piece or people are intrigued by my work, it fans
a fire in me.”


“I get feedback all the time.  I create a lesson, like
having the students keep a spy journal of the activities of a brother or
sister.  I present it to my students. I tell them to examine a sibling’s
trash.  I explain how to do it.  I show them how to do it.  I watch over them
as they do it.  The reaction—like your audience reaction—takes the form of
their finished product.”


Jill nodded.  “I can’t make up my mind about you, Ruben. 
I think it’s going to take a second date, which is a very high compliment for
me to pay.  If I had the hots for you, we’d be heading to my place.  Something
tells me that your Roberta wanted something from you that I can’t see in this
light.”


She did kiss him on the lips when they parted and
lingered with her arms around him.  She whispered in his ear, “Call me.”


      






Chapter 6
“A woman wants to know how her man will behave in marriage.”


January 1987


When Ruben awoke the next morning around nine-thirty, he
tumbled out of bed and stumbled into the kitchen.  He managed to dislodge a
coffee filter from the rippled stack in the drawer, spoon in ten tablespoons of
coffee, and fill the carafe with the appropriate amount of water.  Flicking the
on switch was like crossing the finishing line.  The warm aroma of the coffee
was brightening.  Still in the groggy “just got up” state of mind, the living
room seemed a long way off.    He fondled his coffee cup as he made his way to
the couch behind the pile of documents that covered the coffee table in front
of the television    In his past, if he liked a woman, he would call her up the
next morning to emphasize what a great evening he had with her.  Sometimes the
gesture was happily received; sometimes he could feel that he was putting the
woman on the spot as she maneuvered to cut the conversation short.  He had no
burning desire to call Jill but felt that he should.


Still, he put it off.  Later that day he planned to see
his mother.


 


Late February 1987


The new semester was well underway, and Ruben was still
putting off calling Jill, even after a gentle reminder from Margo. Ruben
acknowledged that he had put off the call indefinitely.  Why?  She was an
artist.  He was attracted to that.  She dressed in black.  Sexy.  She was a
little full of herself--not so attractive.  She seemed smart and witty.  Maybe
too smart.  


He went out with friends and spent most of his spare time
occupied by accreditation deadlines.  One afternoon, Mrs. Thornwall approached
him in the faculty dining room.  She chatted about school issues, but Ruben
suspected she was probing for something else.  The conversation ended when the
bell rang to start the next class.  


 


       


Mrs. Thornwall approached the next day again, during the
morning break.    She seemed hesitant.  Ruben acted on an educated guess. “Is
there something about your daughter you want to talk about?”


“I’m so embarrassed.  I mean, I shouldn’t have to be
involved in my daughter’s affairs at this point in my life.”


Ruben smiled.   “Tell her I’m fine.  Working a lot.  No hard
feelings.”


Mrs. Thornwall’s face fell.  Her mouth twisted.  Finally,
she muttered, “I don’t suppose you’d give her a call.”


“Call her?  I figured she moved on.”


“Do you still have the number?”


“Sure.”


      


Around nine that evening, Ruben flipped a coin:  heads he
calls Jill, tails he calls Diane.  Heads.  He dialed Jill with his list of
reasons for not calling firmly in his mind.  No answer, then the answering
machine.  He hung up without leaving a message.  Fine.  Call Diane.  Diane
answered.


He met Diane at his local haunt, Sitton’s, about
eight-thirty on a Tuesday night.  She explained that she had just come from a
night class.  “I suppose you’re wondering what I’ve been up to?” she
volunteered as they sat down at a booth.  Ruben ordered pancakes.  Diane told
the waitress, “Just decaf.”  She waited for Ruben to question her.  He just
shook his head whimsically as if he wasn’t sure he should proceed into what
might be dangerous water.  She waded in. “Been very busy.  First, I have been
studying a lot.  I have credentialing classes about three nights a week.  Need
time to look after my kids and see to myself.  Do you know anything about
research in remedial reading—not about remedial reading, but to what degree the
topic has been researched?”


“Sure, lots.  I have a whole pile that I refer to when
I’m helping schools write plans for their school.”


“Hmm, I don’t suppose you could help me out with a paper
I’m writing.”


“Sure. When do you want me to get the information to
you?”


“Well, there’s no rush, maybe in a week or two, but
that’s not the reason I wanted you to call me.  I hope my mother’s intervention
wasn’t too weird.”


“No.   Do you need anything else from me?   Always glad
to help someone venturing into the trade.”  He smiled at her.


Diane sat back in the booth.  She seemed frustrated.  The
waitress brought her decaf and Ruben’s glass of water.  Finally, she spoke. 
“You know, you’re different.”


“Different from what?”


“You know, as a guy.”


“What are you trying to say?  You think I’m gay?”


She giggled, “No, not at all.  Hardly.  Remember, my
mother told me about your friend Roberta.”


Ruben was trying to forget Roberta-the-Second.  If he
ever dared to call for her again, he risked his career, his self-respect, and
possible legal problems.  Still, her lush features and thong panties were hard
to scrub from his memories.  “So, what are you trying to say, Diane?”


“Well, how come you never married?”


“Never found the right girl.  Can’t find the female
version of myself.”


“Have you ever been close?  Did you ever have someone you
wanted to marry?”


Ruben smiled and sat back.  “Diane, do you like comic
books?  Science-fiction?  Do you like old movies?  Do you like playing with
vintage toys?  Do you like assembling toy models?  Do you like renting a
minuscule cabin in  the mountains?”


Diane just stared at him.  “Well, sometimes, but some of
that stuff…well, isn’t that stuff kids would normally do?”  She seemed
frustrated again.


Ruben smiled inwardly.  Diane seemed exasperated   He let
her simmer for a few minutes, saying nothing.  “I’ve had this conversation
before.  Would you have rather I said something like I watch football all
weekend long, which I sometimes do.  Would you have rather I said I play tennis
or putter around in the garage?  What exactly is manly behavior?  Do you want
me to take up Scotch drinking every night?  How about smoking cigars in bed?”


“A woman wants to know how her man will behave in
marriage.”


Ruben grinned. “Oh, the big item on the checklist.  Okay,
Diane, if we get married, I promise you now that I will always put down the
toilet seat, replace the toilet paper roll, take out the trash, come home on
time for dinner, pick up my dirty underwear… uh, what else?  Oh, maintain a
social life with you, don’t embarrass you, respect your feelings, and help you
with your kids.  I further solemnly swear, that I will keep my comic books,
vintage toys, and my collections in a place that will not conflict with your
life style.”


“Ruben, I didn’t mean…”


“I will let you know that you are the number one person
in my life.  I will think of you first when making any decisions…”


“Okay, I get it.”  Ruben gently dipped a forkful of
pancake into the cup of syrup beside his plate.  He ate his pancakes
gracefully.  She watched him.  “Why is this always so hard?  I hate dating.”


Without looking up, but ceasing to chew, Ruben said,
“I’ve had this conversation too.  Would you like another cup of decaf?”  Diane
nodded.  Ruben signaled the waitress.  “Uh, I’m going to a comic book
convention this weekend.  Would you like to see how the other side lives?  Be
there about two hours, just going to look, not buying anything.  Afterward,
I’ll take you to dinner.”


Diane turned out to be good company at the comic book
convention.  She read comic books, asked questions, talked to the various
vendors.  She was straight out, confessing that she was not a fan.  By the end
of their time there, she was grasping Ruben’s arm.  The following week, he took
Diane and her kids to the zoo.  Afterward, the kids were dropped off at Grandma
Thornwall’s small house.  Diane returned to apartment 201 where Ruben made
dinner, showed her an old movie, and his bedroom.


 


Late March 1987


Weeks passed.  Ruben worked on reports during the weekend
days.  Weekend evenings rotated between having a date with just Diane one week
and having a kid-friendly outing the next.  Ruben went with her flow.  


 


April 1987


More weeks flew by, but some were devoid of Diane.  Some
weeks she said she couldn’t leave her kids to stay over at his house.  Ruben
shared an idea he believed would solve this glitch.  He told her of a hotel in
Palm Springs that had suites, two separate rooms.  Her kids could stay in one
room; they would have the other.  She was uncomfortable with that idea.


So Ruben told her, “Diane, I do like you a lot, but it
really seems that we can’t move on.  You seem to have unfinished business. 
It’s all right with me if you want to go take care of it.”


She became weepy-eyed.  “I guess I already used up all my
love.  You are great, but I know I come off emotionally detached.”


“Not all the time, but yeah, you do,” said Ruben.


She brought his face close to hers.  “Do you have
feelings for me?”


Ruben could easily and freely peer into her eyes.  “Yes,
I do, and it’s in an extremely comfortable arrangement with you.”


“Just comfortable?”


He sighed and moved his face back a few inches.  “I guess
I’ve already used up the intensity of love.  That happened long ago.  Let’s
take some time off from this, whatever it is we are up to our elbows in.  I’m
alright.  Been here many times before.”


      


The next morning was a Sunday.  Ruben rose early and
needed to walk.  He knew he should have said something more intense to Diane,
something like, “Of all the feelings I have, most are for you.”  Though he
couldn’t confirm if that were true or not.  He considered the concept of
feelings.  He pondered that the context of feelings in last night’s
conversation was really about connection, some unspoken, perhaps, magical bond
that grows entwining branches, thorns, leaves, and fruit without the trouble of
cultivation.  Two trees just grow together to a  connection or nexus.  As it is
rare in nature, so is it between two human beings.  To force the connection is
to force nature.


Diane would have been good enough or close enough to
force nature, but Ruben was convinced she was looking to replace something that
he didn’t have.  She wanted to return to her former life with the father of her
children or some reasonable facsimile.  Despite Ruben’s efforts, she would not
be happy until she felt those feelings again. 






Chapter 7
“A blow job?  Shakespeare  never 

would have said it quite that way.”


April 1987

The craft fair was a forty-five-minute drive to a
municipal park in a small city that Ruben had heard of but never passed
through.  It occurred to him that Jill lived closer to him than to the park;
they could have driven the miles together.  However, when he saw her booth,
shared with another woman, he realized that she probably woke very early and
traveled with a car stuffed with creative inventory.  Jill was chatting with
her stall partner when he found her amid dozens of canvas canopies.


“Ruben!  You made it!  Teresa, this is my friend Ruben. 
I managed to pull him away from his document analysis to see how we work in the
field.  Ruben, what’s the backpack for?”


“Well, you said you were
working all day.  I brought along some papers I have to look over so I can
spend more time here.”


“Student papers?”


“Yes, and other things.”


Teresa spoke up, “Oh,
I’ve got to take a look at those.  I thought about being a teacher.”


He was there for hours.  Strangely, Jill showed him a lot
of attention, especially after he helped her pack up at the end of the art
festival.  He noted that she did sell some items, but Teresa’s
work--handcrafted soaps and body washes--sold more.


He took Jill to dinner that week, and they shared
popcorn at a  movie the following week.  She insisted that they meet at the
theater.  She expressed interest in “inspecting” his apartment--wanted to see
his style of decor.  She never proposed an invitation to her place.  


When she showed up for “dinner” at his place the next
week with a bottle of wine and an all black outfit, the evening did pare down
to revealing that her underwear was also black, except for a teasing red trim
on her bra.  


As she sat before him in bed, holding her breasts as
delicate objects de art, she tilted her head to one side and subtly shifted her
eyebrows to a contrived aura of allure.  “How many books about sex have you
read?”


Ruben pursed his lips in embarrassment.  “About as many
as the next guy.  Probably just from magazines.”


“I believe sex should be an on-going work of art, like an
art installation.   Like a gallery with a new exhibit.  Of course, I believe
our bodies are canvases to paint on.  We can mold our bodies, don’t you think?”


Ruben smiled, saying nothing.  Despite his odd
collection of experiences, sex clearly was not the primary satisfaction he
sought in his relationships.


“Well, don’t you think the whole mystique of sex
is similar to the mystique of creativity and the spark of genius?  To do it
well, it’s cosmic.  Our bodies are tools of creativity.”


“Our bodies are our gardens, to which our wills
are gardeners,” whispered Ruben, taking her nipples into his mouth.


“Gardens?”  she pulled back.


“Shakespeare.  Othello.  I’ve read it to
my students.  They don’t get it at first, but when they do--the metaphor--they
are quite taken.”


“I can see ‘garden’ but what about the
gardeners?”


Ruben related what he had many times read in
class,


 


 “The gardener may plant nettles
or sow lettuce, set hyssop and weed up thyme, supply it with one gender of
herbs or distract it with many—either to have it sterile with idleness, or manured
with industry.”  That’s just one of many references to what Shakespeare also
refers to as ‘the lust of the blood.’” (Othello, Act I, Scene III)


 


“Shakespeare said all that?  I don’t remember from my
school days.  What was the ‘sterile’ part?”


“Ah, the ‘sterile’ part!  If you don’t ‘manure with
industry’ your garden becomes sterile, won’t produce.   The audience in the
Globe theater must have fallen over laughing.  And the lines are spoken by one
of the greatest villains in literature.”


“How about I just give you a blow job?” Jill said,
pushing Ruben back into the pillows.


“A blow job?  Shakespeare would never have
said it quite that way.”


“And Shakespeare would never have gone down on
you quite this way.”  Her eyes widened. “Hmm, this is quite a thing you have
here.”


“It has lent itself to many a metaphor.”


Jill confessed, “I’m kinda small down there.  I
hope we can get it in.”


Ruben waxed on, “My poor fifth appendage, nexus
of sex, purveyor of sex oil, and capable of expanding like a garden hose under
pressure, but is often just plain ‘it.’  It will go anywhere.”


 


Ruben was more balanced when there was a woman in his
life.  One just had to be in his life, not be his life.  Since
Jill had alluded to numerous men in her life--artists she worked with--Ruben
called her only sporadically.  Occasionally, he called Diane.  Asking her for a
date was on the tip of his tongue, but he told her, by way of keeping himself
in the mix, that he was interested in how things were with her children.


All things considered, he had nothing to
complain about.






Chapter 8
“I was born just plain Jill.”

June 1987

The annual Senior
Prom prioritized the month.  Once again the students in the school leadership
committee approached Ruben about his assumed role as chaperone and master of
ceremonies for the crowning of prom king, queen, and court.  The students were
excited to announce this year’s theme:  “Dressed in Black and White.”   At
first, Ruben grimaced, “Isn’t that an avenue for people to dress up gothic and
morbid?  Is the prom going to look like Halloween?”  The students reassured him
that the theme had been vetted by school administrators, especially when they
had gone to the trouble of showing off a logo with a female dressed in white or
gray and the guy dressed in a black tuxedo.  


“We want to make
sure that the guys really do go formal.  We heard that some guys planned to
wear orange or pink tuxedos and basically make a mockery of a formal evening. 
So will you do it, Mr. Renteria?  And will you be in the prom fashion show?  We
heard you have a whole speech about how to dress for prom.”


Of course, they
had him hooked, but he begged off to buy time.


One of the
students exclaimed, “We heard you brought a really hot looking date last year. 
Are you going to bring her again?”


Ruben put on
his award-winning engaging smile.  “No, she moved back to Florida.  I’m not
sure I’ll have a date this year.”


“Aw!  We
heard that she made things happen.  We heard that she danced like a
professional!”


A fleeting
image of Roberta-the-First.  She was flexing her moves earned from her years as
a pole dancer on a bar stage but had perceptively toned it way down when she
caught a glimpse of Ruben’s shocked face. No one ever quite made the
connection.  Where was she now?





“Dressed in
Black?”  This should be a natural for Jill.  He called her.  She demurred at
first, claiming she had nothing to wear.  She hung up the phone so she could
check her closet.  A few minutes later she called back.  “Ok, I’ve got a few
possibilities, plus I have this friend who specializes in little black
dresses.  I don’t normally wear things like that.”


Ruben joked,
“Well, I don’t normally wear a tux.”


“You’re
wearing a tuxedo?”


“Yes,
ma’am.”


There was a
long pause on the phone.  “Okay, I’ll go.  Should be interesting.”


“Better than
a movie, I guarantee you.  Plenty of drama at proms.”





It was the
first time he had been to Jill’s apartment.  When he knocked on her door, a
ditzy-looking woman with multi-colored curled hair answered.  “I’m Sherese,
Jillian’s makeup artist.”  Sherese led Ruben into a small, crowded living
room.  Art supplies, magazines, textile swatches, clothes strewn everywhere. 


Sherese
ambled down a short hallway from where Jill’s voice called out, “I’m in the
bathroom.  Don’t come back here.  I’m not sure I like the effect Sherese has
drawn on my eyes.”


Sherese’s
voice was exasperated.  “You said you wanted ‘smokey.’”


“Smokey,
yes.  Zombie, no.  And could you not put so much glitter in my hair?”


A male’s
voice sounded.  “But you said, ‘glamorous.’  You said ‘red carpet glamorous!’”


Ruben
approached the short hallway, but did not venture toward the bathroom, “What
have you got back there, a whole make-up crew?”


He heard
Jill cough.  “No perfume!  I can’t stand it.  And no hairspray!  No, and well,
yes, I do have my own stylist team back here.  When I told George I was going
to a prom, he looked up prom hair styles in a magazine at his salon.  Then
Sherese got in the act.”


“Sit still,
Jillian!” barked Sherese.  


Ruben
listened to back and forth fine-tuning.  He called,  “You know, I’m supposed to
be there early.”


“Oh, Ruben,
I’m rushing, but my team here...”


“How much
longer?”


George sang
out, “It all depends on how she cooperates when we put her into the gown.”


Sherese
joined, “And shoes and stockings.”


“You find a
seat, Ruben,” said George poking his head around the corner for his first
appearance.  “Imagine this little hallway, all two feet of it, as the red
carpet at the Academy Awards.  Now, go sit down and be prepared to be blown
away.  We’re turning this thirty-four-year-old bitch into a queen of the night.”


Ruben pushed
aside some clothes and sat on the couch facing the portal that was to be the
red carpet.  His imagination worked to conjure an image of Jill as the queen of
the night, but his mind took him to the underground parking garage of his
apartment building as Roberta-the-First stepped from behind a parked car.  He
remembered his great anxiety that she would come dressed too sexy, but totally
surprised and pleased him with a classy gown and hair style.  She had told him,
“I’m getting paid to make sure you have a million dollar time.”  Everything she
did that night--though fraught with anxiety that she might slip up--had,
indeed, pleased him.


George
called out, “Here she comes!  Queen Jillian!”


Jill simply
walked out, rather than paraded out.   All glistening black.  Professional
looking smoky eyes.  Mid-calf length gown, showing black stockings.  She
pointed at her shoes.  “I don’t usually wear heels this high, but for you guys,
I’ll do it to show off your work.”  Jill did strike a pose.  She would
be making quite an impression.


Ruben smiled
warmly at her.  He expressed satisfaction with his eyes, believing that a pure
compliment would be denigrated as just words.  He did say, “Jillian?  I didn’t
know that was your full name.  It’s nice.”


“It’s not my
full name.  I was born just plain Jill.”


George
interrupted, “You cannot be just plain Jill.  I will not have it.  I cannot
style the hair of a Jill.”


Sherese
included, “We have had this conversation many times.  True, you were born Jill,
plainest of all plain names.  We’ve told her she needs to stylize her name so
that her artistry is given the class it deserves.”


The
following conversation debated the merits of art and the appearance of art and
the machinations that make art, art.  Ruben didn’t contribute much, just
listened.  He kept his thoughts private. “I never know what world I will have
to enter into with each passing potential consort.”





They
self-parked at the prom site, which was once again at the Long Beach
Hyatt-Regency.  They entered the hotel from the underground garage elevator,
passed through the lobby toward the escalator to the prom floor.  They were
very late, resulting from the combination of a fine touch on Jill’s blush and
the usual unpredictable traffic.   Not many students were milling around the
lobby.  They stepped onto the escalator.  When they approached the prom
portals, students pointed at him and stared intently at Jill.  They didn’t
approach.


“Hi, Mr.
Renteria.  You and your date look hot!”


They entered
the main ballroom.  Some students approached and shook Ruben’s hand.  He
introduced Jill as Jillian.  She seemed to like that but said little.  Either
the teenage environment was intimidating to her, or she intentionally
positioned herself aloof.  When introducing her to other teachers and the
school principal, she was to the point, nodding her head in a manner
reminiscent of the Queen of England.  When the topic of conversation turned to
the annual rundown of the gowns worn by the students, Jill did contribute along
the lines of pointing out artistic nuances--color schemes, the styling of black
and white, the symmetry of the table centerpieces.


Jill and
Ruben danced two slow dances on the perimeter of the dance floor.  When Ruben
was called upon to assist in the annual crowning of the king and queen, he saw
Jill standing against a wall at the rear of the ballroom.  When he hammed it up
for “YMCA,” he searched for her in the crowd, finding her clapping along for a
moment, then drifting outward toward the lobby.


Then the annual
call from the principal:  the chaperone portrait.  It took a while to gather up
the faculty who had donated their time to supervise the event.  The principal
ordered Ruben to include Jillian in the image.  When Ruben proffered an excuse,
that Jill was just a very good friend, the principal told him, “That’s not the
point.  I enjoy looking at these pictures year after year as a historical
record.  Jillian will probably skew the photo--she looks like she was dressed
by a team of high-fashion stylists--but I still want her in the picture.  Now,
go and get her.  We all want to get this picture over with.”


Jill
protested vociferously.  “You don’t need me in that picture.  It’s corny.  It’s
not like I’ve been with you for years and it’s a milestone for us.  Please,
tell them I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to be pictured with
hard-working teachers.”


“I’ve
already served up that excuse, Jill.  The principal disregarded it.  She
insists that you be in the picture.”


Jill exhaled
strongly.  She surveyed the ballroom, the dance floor with teenage girls
wearing cleavage revealing formal gowns for the first time, and cringed at the
very loud music and pulsating lights. “Ruben, I don’t feel comfortable.”


A student
couple approached.  “Mr. Renteria, the principal is looking for you.  She said
to tell you that everyone is waiting for you to get in  the  picture.”


Jill turned
to peer into Ruben’s eyes.  Ruben rubbed his brow.  He made a quarter turn in
the direction of the photographer’s set-up outside the ballroom.  Jill took his
hand and pulled him. “You heard them, they’re waiting for us.”


The other
chaperones were already positioned and posed.  The women were seated on white
chairs, the men stood over them.  The last chair on the photographer’s right
was vacant.  The other teachers waved for Jill to quickly take that seat.  She
paused for a moment to glare at Ruben, then sat.  Ruben positioned himself
behind her.  He bent down and whispered, “It’ll be over in less than four
minutes.”


The
photographer approached the women in the front row, placing his index finger on
their chins to swivel their heads into position. When he came to Jill’s chin,
her eyes fixed on his finger as if he could scratch the paint on her face.  The
photographer nodded at Ruben. “Sir, you should know the drill by now.”  He
walked behind Ruben to pivot his head toward the camera.  The photographer
whispered, “This one is smokin’, but what happened to that blond from last
year?”


Three
high-intensity flashes later, the portrait was captured for posterity.  The
principal told everyone to remain seated.  “Once again, thank you for being
good sports about this.  I hope you enjoyed the dinner.  I always like to say
that we don’t get paid for this, the school doesn’t profit from this, and, let’s
face it, it’s a grind.  Still, for those teens in there bouncing off the walls,
this is a great step in their social development.  Many of those kids have
never worn a suit or a gown before.  Probably never sat down to a formal
dinner.  So, remember that this night is very special, and that’s why I like to
hang this portrait in my office.  Finally, I’d like to say, we’re approaching
the witching hour--two more hours to go.  Let’s all keep circulating and
maintain vigilance.”


For the next
two hours, Ruben along with Jill and the other chaperones plowed a circular
track on the outskirts of the entire prom.  They circled the dance floor, wove
in and out of the banquet tables, passed the soda bar, the lobby, the various
portrait booths, and Ruben inspected the men’s room on each pass.  On their
third round trip, Ruben pointed to a heavy-set teenage female sitting alone at
one of the banquet tables.  Jill asked, “What’s wrong?”


“I think
she’s crying.  I’ve seen this before.”


“Why do you
think she’s crying?”


“Can’t tell
for sure, but obviously she’s sitting alone.  Let’s keep an eye on this.”  They
walked along the outer wall of the ballroom.  Ruben never took his eyes off the
isolated teen.  He told Jill, “She’s been sitting there for two songs. No
friends have returned to sit with her.”


“What are we
supposed to do about it?  Do you have a crisis counselor here?”


“No, Jill. 
I hate these situations.  The kid bought a gown, dressed up, probably came with
a date and some friends, and now she sits alone.  This is supposed to be a
night to remember; not a nightmare.”


“Well, who
takes care of her?”


“I guess it
will be me.”  Ruben released Jill’s arm.


“What am I
supposed to do now?”


“Just hang,”
he told her over his shoulder.


She watched
Ruben walk toward the table where the teen sat. He walked past the table, stood
in front of it as if surveying the dancers.   He pointed to some dancers as if
they were pressed too close for decorum.  He put his hand on his chin as if
very upset about something he was investigating.   He backed up to the target
table and sat down about four chairs away from the teen.  Jill observed that he
hadn’t yet engaged the teen.  She watched him turn around and looked surprised
to see the lone student.  He pointed to the dance floor, gesticulating as if he
was upset about something.  After a few minutes, the young lady stood up and
was led to the dance floor.  Ruben twirled her about and within minutes, they
were the center of attention simply because Ruben danced like a ping pong
ball.  


            


      


As Ruben walked Jill
to her apartment door, Jill abruptly said, “You are coming in.  I’m
craving a glass of wine, and I’m not going to drink alone.  What time is it?”


“Two a.m.  You sure
you want me to come in?”


“No bullshit, Ruben. 
I want you to come in.  I want you to drink wine with me.  And I probably want
a lot of other stuff too.”


Once inside she kicked
off the heels.  She stood in the middle of the crowded room.  “It’s probably
going to take me twenty minutes to get out of this gut squeezer, but if I do,
I’ll have to wait twenty minutes before I get a glass of wine.”


“Keep it on. Drink
wine now is my vote.”


“I’ve been wearing
this costume for five hours.”


“Well, I like staring
at you.  Actually, I’ve been wanting to gawk at you all night, but between your
friends and thousands of teenage eyes and my boss, there wasn’t an appropriate
juncture.  You reek of sexiness.”


“Well, how can a woman
resist that?”  Jill grabbed a bottle of wine, the corkscrew, and pushed Ruben
into the one uncluttered plush chair.  She sat on his lap. “I’ll hold the
bottle, and you screw that thing in.”


He took the corkscrew
from her hand.  He unfurled the wings such that the screw point was fully
extended. “Hold the bottle tight.”  


“Aye, aye, sir!”  Her
face tightened as she tightened her grip.


Ruben aimed the point
at the cork.  “Hmm, sort of resembles me.”


Jill broke up,
“Actually, it doesn’t.  If we used your screw, we’d never get this bottle
open.”


They talked about
Ruben’s handling of the situation with the abandoned teen.  He explained the
professional art to handling teenagers.   She laughed in his arms as she sipped
her wine.  Ruben maneuvered to kiss her.  She returned a peck.  It was nearly
three a.m.


“Can I take this gown
off now?” she pouted.


“Sure, but do it
here.”


“You’re awfully
forward, sir!  Do you think you deserve such an exhibition?”


Ruben looked away from
her.  “It’s three a.m. Maybe I should go?”


“Is that what you
want?”


“What I want is to not
have a  teasing conversation like this.”


“Hmmm, that’s an
interesting comeback.  I will interpret that to mean that at this point and
time--three a.m.--we should be wordless, let actions speak.”


“Very perceptive,
Jillian.”


She pushed herself off
his lap and stood over him smiling her best seductive smile.  She turned her
back to him while she hiked the front of her gown and squirmed out of her
pantyhose.   She held them out and threw them over her shoulder.  Her back
still toward him, she seemed to put her hands under the gown.  Then she turned around
and knelt between his legs.  She rubbed one of her fingers under his nose.  The
fingered glistened with intimate fragrance.  Ruben looked surprised, but Jill
shushed him as she removed his shoes, unbuckled his belt, pulled his pants
off, and threw them aside.  She rubbed the bulge in his underwear.  “I’ve got
another bottle of wine that needs a corkscrew.”  She rested her face on his
bulge.  Jill whispered, “Let’s go to my bed.”


Jill needed help
peeling out of the rest of the gown.  It was great excitement for Ruben, but as
soon as their naked bodies got under the sheets, they fell asleep--four a.m. 


Jill’s ringing
phone woke him.  Since Jill answered the phone immediately, Ruben surmised she
was already up--ten a.m.  Six hours of sleep.  He listened to her.  “Oh my
God!  I totally forgot.  I thought I’d be home from the prom thing by eleven at
the latest.  We didn’t get back until two.  Yes.  It was very interesting.” 
She turned to look down at Ruben.  “Ruben is a man of many talents.  We, I should
say he, had to handle an overweight girl who appeared to have been dumped. 
Well, we danced a little. …  Yes, I think I did fully achieve the queen of the
night.  I had quite a few stares from teenage boys as well as the male adults. 
And you know what I had to do?  Ruben made me sit for a portrait with all the
other adult chaperones, the teachers.  Yes, I can meet you guys for lunch.  Two
hours?  That’ll be making me rush like hell… Ruben’s still here.  Okay, see
ya.”


Jill rolled over on
top of Ruben and pressed her breasts against his face.  She exhaled warm
breath.  Her breathing increased as her groin undulated against his.  She
kissed him on the neck, her hands grabbed his ass.  She moaned like he had seen
in the movies. Then she rolled him over her.  He saw her glance at his penis,
her eyes wide and concerned.  He would have preferred a lubricant, but she knew
how to coat his penis with her heavily flowing juices.  She giggled, moaned,
stretched her neck with each spasm.  She kissed his neck.  Done in twenty
minutes.


An hour later he was
back in his apartment.  Read a news magazine, some documents he was working on,
then fell asleep on his couch.  He took his mother out to dinner.  


      


      







Chapter 9
“Why couldn’t he bring himself

 to call Jill?”

Late June 1987


Ruben racked his brain.  Why couldn’t he bring himself to
call Jill?  They had a good time at the prom.  About a week and a half later,
he did call her for a movie.  She said she was going out of town for the
weekend, but please call back soon.  She claimed she missed him and had a
wonderful time with him.


It was coming to the end of another school year.  Ruben
was making copies of study notes and preparing final examinations.  Around five
he put some papers in the funky, leather satchel he carried and headed to the
main office to sign out for the day.  As he was signing out, the principal came
out of her office and asked him to come in.  He had a moment of anxiety, but
all she wanted was to show him the chaperone portrait from the prom.  The
principal told him, “Everyone wants to know who is the mystery woman dressed in
black.”


Jill had struck a glamorous pose, her head tilted
coquettishly, but it was a distant, uncomfortable expression on her face. 
Ruben couldn’t focus on any other region of the photograph.  Jill, a haunting
dichotomy in black.  She was at once complex, but also very simple in her
engagement with the world around her.  Her dwelling on creativity was
self-absorbed, uninspiring.        She had said she would go to a comic book
convention “just for a laugh.”  She didn’t see his engagement in his collection
of vintage toys, nor did she find his work with education research to be a
creative endeavor.


 


      


Jill called Ruben a week later.  He said, “I’m going out
of town to a comic book convention.  Would you like to accompany me?”  She
politely declined in a tone that reflected they had reached the end of the
line.


      


Ruben went to the annual All Night Party at Disneyland
without a date.  He attended the year-end faculty party at a local restaurant
without a date, which wasn’t a date thing anyway, but it would have been
strengthening.  He settled in for a long, lonely summer break, two and a half
months of hanging around the apartment, going to the library, perhaps a few
parties, preparing for the next school year, some comic book art shows, and long,
deeply contemplative hikes.


After the students had left joyously for their summer
break, Ruben continued to wake up early and go to school.  He killed a week
going through his files, dusting the collection of toys he kept on all the
shelves, throwing out piles of abandoned student work, and looking under desks
for gum.  He went to lunch with other teachers also spending a week
straightening their “offices” for the next school year, which wouldn’t start
for eight weeks.  Occasionally, a student, usually one who had just graduated,
came by to chat and ask for advice on how to tackle the rest of his or her
life.  He would chat with the school secretaries in the office, the summer
clean-up crews, and school administrators.


Then came the last week of June.  All non-essential
employees had to turn in their keys and vacate the premises.  Crews would be
coming in to remove all classroom furniture—the desks, chairs, tables, file
cabinets—and pile it indiscriminately in darkened hallways.  Then heavy duty
floor strippers and waxing machines would careen through the classrooms and
later the hallways.  During this wave of activity, school district insurance
regulations prohibited non-essential personnel near classrooms.


Ruben would face the next Monday sitting at his desk in
apartment 201.  He brought home boxes of files and papers to look through, more
work than he could possibly pick through over the summer, more work than he
would look at.


Some days the phone didn’t ring.  Still, he was invited to
parties, backyard barbecues, usually thrown by a married friend or member of
his family.  He met a woman at one of the parties, but as was often the case,
she was not inspiring enough to warrant a third date.


      


August 1987


Ruben turned thirty-five.  Other than that, the summer
had passed without something to cause a spike on his timeline.  Two weeks
before the end of summer, the phone rang.  A detached voice asked if he had
ever been on a cruise to Ensenada, Mexico, a resort town about two hours south
of  California’s border.  “No, I’ve never been on a cruise, never even
considered it.”


“Well, sir, if you let us ask you about twenty minutes of
marketing questions, maybe you’ll reconsider.”


“No, thank you, I’m not going to buy a cruise off the
phone.  Thanks for calling.”


“Please, sir, I’m not going to sell you anything.  Sir,
my records show that you’re a teacher.”


“How did you know that?”


“It’s all public information.  I am also looking at your
annual salary.  Are you married, sir?”


Ruben stopped to consider the last question.  The vendor
should have that information along with whatever else was publicly available. 
Ruben answered, “Yes, I’m married.  I also have two kids, ages six and eight.” 
He was thinking of Diane.


The caller remarked, “Oh, that’s excellent.  Ensenada
cruises are great for kids. Does your wife work?”


“She’s also a teacher.  We’re off for the summer.”


“I know, sir!  Teachers work really hard all year, then
have a well-deserved rest as they prepare to care for our children.”  It
sounded like a rehearsed speech.  “Have you and your family vacation plans? 
Camping?  Going to the beach?  Any trips to nearby lakes?”


Ruben had nothing else to do.  He played along.  “We can
only afford one big trip a year.  We haven’t invested our money yet, but we are
fairly certain we will be going back East at Christmas to visit family.  We
fly, go to the theater.  We’ve never considered a cruise.”


“How much do you think you’ll spend on your Christmas
trip?”


Ruben was about to tip a number but decided to be a
little more creative.  “Well, you know, we’re looking at having to put braces
on my oldest and new bikes for the kids.  If we really do go back East, we’ll
probably have to put it all on our credit cards.  Although the idea of a cruise
sounds great, we probably won’t be going anytime soon.  In fact, I’ll probably
not even mention this phone call to my wife.”


“Well, sir…”


“I’m a little upset now.  You’ve reminded me of my
financial situation.  There should be special prices for teachers.  You know
teachers always talk about their trips with their students…”


“Yes, sir.  We know that, sir.  Could I just squeeze a
little info in here?”


“Yeah, you just want to squeeze in a sales pitch.  Well,
thank you for calling.  It was interesting…”


“Wait, sir.  How does the number nine hundred sound to
you?”


“Nine hundred what?”


“Nine hundred dollars for a three-night cruise for
a family of four.”


“Sounds crazy.  Not interested.”


“Okay, sir.  I was just testing the waters with you. 
What if I told you, you could have a cruise for your whole family for just
seven hundred dollars.”


“And what are the add-on fees?  Don’t you charge taxes
and foreign port fees?”


“Yes, there are add-on fees.”


“And when were you going to tell me about that?  Just
another scam! Are you really from Ensenada Cruises?  How much are the add-on
fees?”


“Uh, I’d have to look it up, sir.”


“Let me tell you, it’s at least another two
hundred dollars.”


“Well, I’m not sure…”


“So the cruise line, or whomever you work for, wasn’t
going to tell me, were they?”


“Sir, we’re a reputable company.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah…”


“Tell you what I’m going to do.  Ask one of your
supervisors if they’ll take $200 total for everything, all inclusive, all
taxes, the three nights, everything.”


“My supervisor….”


“Okay, I’m hanging up now.  If anyone is listening in on
this phone call, I will be telling all my teacher friends about this scam….”


“Sir, this is not a scam.”


“Good-bye, it was fun talking to you.”


“Sir, a moment of your time.” It was a different,
authoritative voice.


“Who’s this?”  asked Ruben.


“Sir, I’m one of the supervisors.  Sir, I would like to
tell you that you were picked because you’re a teacher.  We do have a teacher
promotion.”


“And what is that?”


“Seven hundred dollars, plus portage.”


“Absolutely not interested.  Good bye.  Just another rip
off in the name of teachers…”


“Sir, when could you and your family travel?”


“You mean go on a cruise?”


“Sir, if you could travel within the next two weeks, I
can give you a price fairly close to what you wanted.”


“A cruise for one hundred dollars?”


“Sir, you said three hundred, plus portage…”


“No, I didn’t.  You’re scamming me again.   I said two
hundred.”


“Ok, sir, if you can travel within the next two weeks,
I’ll book you right now for five hundred, including portage, everything.”


“That’s nice of you, but I know I can get this a lot
cheaper from a last minute travel agent.”


“Sir?   I thought you said you never considered a
cruise.”


“I haven’t, but that’s irrelevant.  Thanks for calling.
My wife and kids need me.  They’ve been listening in.  I’ll have to tell them
to forget about the cruise.”


“Just one
last thought, sir.”


“Yes, I
forgot to say goodbye to you.”


“Sir, we’ll
send you and your family, three nights, two hundred dollars, plus an extra
fifty dollars for part of the portage fees.  We’ll pay everything else.”


“Out the
door for two-fifty?”


“Yes, sir.”


“No added
fees?”


“Two-fifty,
out the door, sir, because you’re a teacher and a family man.”


Ruben
found himself saying, “It’s a deal.”  He gave them his credit card considering
he would just cancel if the documents didn’t seem kosher.  He had to travel
within the next two weeks.






Chapter 10
“Roberta says she  been on lots of cruises.”


The documents came three days later:  An inside cabin, no
windows, four beds, two of which could be slid together for a double bed.  The
envelope contained fully paid vouchers plus an additional one hundred fifty
dollars in vouchers for gambling and four alcoholic drinks.  Ruben smiled,
thinking to himself, “A good day’s work.”  He threw the envelope on his coffee
table and went out for the day.


When he sat down to watch television that night, the
envelope was still there. “Oh, shit, I did pay two-fifty for this.  Now, what
am I going to do with this?”  He called one of his married friends, Margo, the
woman whose party he had met Jill.


Margo answered.  “Ruben, it’s so great to hear from you. 
Shit, we haven’t seen you since New Year’s.  I did hear you were going out with
Jill, but I haven’t seen or heard from her in a couple of months.  How are you
guys?”


Ruben interrupted her.  “I’ll get to that in a moment,
but what I want to ask you guys is what are you doing next weekend?”


“Why?  Are you and Jill having a party?”


“No, ….”


“I would just love to see Jill…”


“Margo, give me a moment to explain.”


“What?”


“I won a cruise!  The three-night thing to Ensenada…”


“Really!  Oh, my God, Ruben, that’s fabulous!  When do
you guys leave?”


“Well, that’s just the thing, I can’t use it.  I want to
give it to you guys.”


“You want to give it to us?  No, really, how much do you
want for it?”


“Nothing!  Just take it.”


“I can’t believe this!  This is so nice of you.  When is
it for?”


“Not this weekend, but the weekend afterward.  It leaves
five p.m. on a Friday.”


“The last weekend in August?”


“Yes.”


“Shit, Ruben, we have plans!  We’re meeting some friends
in Vegas.  Why aren’t you going with Jill?”


Ruben paused, “Margo, I haven’t seen Jill in months,
since June.”


“Oh, sorry about that.  That’s really too bad.”


“That’s okay, what’s really too bad is that this cruise
may go down the drain.”


“C’mon, that’s not going to happen.  I’m sure you know
lots of people who can take it.  What about the blond bombshell you brought to
our party?”


“Why do people keep asking me that?  I told you, she
lives in Florida.  I haven’t seen her since your party--what is that, almost
nine months ago.”


“Well, Rube, she was cute and funny.  My husband likes to
talk about her.”


“Look, I called to give away something that’s worth over
a thousand bucks.”


“Sorry, Ruben, we can’t use it.  Can you postpone it?”


“I don’t think so.  The deal was to travel this weekend. 
I think it’s a last minute deal.”


Two hours later, Ruben still possessed the cruise
package.  Couldn’t give it to his mother or brother or cousin.  He slept on it.


The next night, he called an old friend who was very
happy to hear from him.  They had chatted for about an hour before he got
around to asking.  “Karen, what are you doing next week, Friday, the
twenty-ninth?”


“Why do you ask?”


“Well, are you busy that weekend?”


“The entire weekend?”


“Yes, the entire weekend.”


“Why, what’s happening for an entire weekend?”


“I won a weekend Ensenada cruise with four beds in the
room.”


“No, shit?!  Who else is going?”


“Right now, it would be you and me.”


“Oh.”


“You don’t have to pay for a thing.”


“Well, I’ll have to think about it.  Let me check my
calendar and get back to you.  I may have clients that weekend.”


She didn’t call back.  Ruben began to think about
offering the tickets to his principal who might really appreciate it and he
might derive some benefit in return.  Then he reconsidered that it might be
grossly inappropriate. 


Margo called.  “Hey, I talked to Jill today.  You should
call her.  She said she thought you were a very interesting person.”


“She did?  Did you tell her about the cruise?”


“No, but maybe you should.”


Jill seemed very happy to hear from him.  “I still tell
the story about our adventures at the prom.  Did you ever get a copy of the
portrait?  I would love to see it.”


“Actually, I did get a copy.  I guess I could mail you a
copy.”  [email was not available at this time.]


“That would be great.  Do you have a pencil?  Let me give
you my address.”


After some catching up, Ruben asked, “So, have you been
seeing anyone these days?”


Jill emitted a thoughtful, “Uh….” 


“Jillian, you can be straight with me.”


“Well, why do you need to know?”


“It’s a normal question, Jill.  It’s not like I’m performing
a grand inquisition.  If you’re seeing someone, I can totally believe you’re in
demand.  If you’re not seeing someone, then I have something to ask you.”


“What do you want to ask me?”


“First, Jill, are you…”


“No, you first.  What do you want to ask me?”


“Okay, here’s the thing.  I won a weekend cruise.  It’s a
big room for four.  It’s not a window cabin, but …”


“Anyone else going?”


“Uh, no.  It would be just you and me.”


“And you want us to try all four beds?”


“Well, the beds push together.”


“Is it one of those Ensenada party cruises?”


“Uh, yes. ”


“Those are so corny and middle-class.”


“I kinda thought you’d say that, but the reality is that
it’s free.  You won’t have to pay anything.”


“But it would be just you and me?”


“I guess so?”


“And this would include sex?”


Ruben’s anxiety about calling Jill in the first place
just ratcheted up.  “Jill, I’m asking you because I thought I would have the
most fun with you.  We could drink, hang out on the fantail or whatever they
call it, eat, dance if you want.”


“Aren’t those cruises for fat people?”


“You can eat a boatload of salad and veggies if you
want.”


“I hear the veggies come from Brazil, not what we’re used
to.”


Ruben receded into silence.


“The entertainment is middle-America, probably
nauseating.  And I hear Ensenada is one big gift shop with beer.”


“Okay, Jill, I get it.”


The last thing Jill said was, “Call me when you get
back.  Let’s hang.”

 

“Hello, Diane?  Just called to see how you and the kids
are getting along.”


Diane seemed happy to hear from him. “We’re fine, but
stressed.  This is my last term coming up before I start doing my student
teaching.  If it weren’t for my mom, I’d be totally strung out.  How have you
been?  Actually, it’s great hearing from you.  The kids were talking about you
last week.”


“Hmm, that’s interesting.  Look, I won a free cruise. 
I’m not going to be able to go that week, so I just thought I’d give it to you,
the kids, maybe you want to take your mother.”


“Really?  A free cruise? That’s fantastic, Ruben.  Why
can’t you go?”


“I have a previous engagement.”


“Well, if it were me, I’d skip the engagement.  I
love cruises.  My kids have never been.”


“Well, let me give it to you, the only catch is that it’s
next week.”


“Next week, huh?”


“Yeah.  That’s the catch.  The cabin has four beds.”


“Tell me again why you can’t go.”


“Uh, I have meetings to attend.”


“And you can’t cut the meetings?  Ruben, I don’t think
you’re telling me the truth.  I don’t know a guy on planet Earth who would skip
a cruise for meetings.”


Ruben fell silent.


Diane pursued.  “If I were to go, would you go?”


Ruben didn’t answer.  He was embarrassed.  He would have
to lie, lie more than he already had.


Diane filled in the gap.  “Ruben, I’m not stupid.  You
could give this cruise away to anyone, but you’re calling me.  I’d go with you
Ruben, but I can’t leave my kids behind.”


“But I told you, it’s a four-bed cabin.  You can take
your kids with you.”


“I can’t just do that.  I don’t want to be a single mom
on a cruise.”


“Okay, Diane, I’ll be honest.  If you could go, I would
consider going with you.”


“I thought so.  And I would go with you, but the kids
would spoil everything.  I know you would want sex and stuff.  How would we do
it with the kids around?”


“We just wouldn’t do that.”


“You’re an idiot, Ruben.  I would, and I haven’t seen you
in a while.  I just know that I would be safe with you.  What would we do with
the kids?”


“We—you—could put them in a day camp.  They have these
free camps for kids on cruises, so parents can have some fun.  They’ll even
watch kids at night.”


“And so while they’re in one of those camps, we sneak
back to the cabin?  Is that your plan?”


Ruben receded into silence.


“You don’t know much about kids, do you?”


He challenged her.  “What would you do if you were
married?”


“I’m not sure.  When they were babies, we waited until
they fell asleep and then my husband and I could fuck as long as we didn’t make
any noise.  It’s not fun having kids around on a cruise.”


“I see pictures of kids on cruises all the time.  You
mean that behind all the images of smiling parents, is really raging
horniness?”


“Let me give it some thought, Ruben.  It was wonderful of
you to think of my kids and me.”


 


Four days before the cruise, Ruben had decided to just go
by himself.  He might meet someone.  If not, he could just relax on the deck or
in the cabin.  When the phone rang, he hoped it was Jill or Diane, or maybe
even Karen.  It was Luanne.


Ruben hung up immediately.  He hadn’t heard from Luanne
for several months.  He had never changed his phone number, so he knew the
phone was about to ring again.


“Don’t you dare fuckin’ hang up on me!  How many times I
got to tell you don’t fuckin’ hang up on me.  I know where you live, lover
boy,” Luanne screamed.


Ruben dared to retort, “I know where you live,
Luanne.”


“No fuckin’ way.  I moved.”


“No, you didn’t.”


“Yes, the fuck  I did. Got me a place in Beverly Hills
now.”


“No, you don’t.  I know how you operate.  Luanne, why
can’t you just leave me alone?”


“Because you be a legend among my girls.  I got four
girls that want me to call you.  We got a picture of a big dick hanging on the
wall down here, and I wrote your name on it.”


“It’s not that big, Luanne.”


“Then why don’t you take a picture of your pink ass dick
and send it to me, so I can hang it up on the wall?”


“What do you want, Luanne?  I can’t afford your girls.”


“Escorts, you mean.  I provide a legitimate
service.  Escorts.”


“Whatever, Luanne.”


“Okay, Roberto, here be the scoop.  Your Roberta went and
got herself beat up again.”


“What?  Is she alright?”


“Yeah, I got her back in the stable, but she be fucked
up.  She  were  getting’ to be one of my best escorts, but she can’t handle the
rough stuff.”


“May I ask what happened?”


“I let her talk me into dating a high roller.  You know,
I don’t do high rollers.  Want to stay safe.  So she pimped herself.  But, same
old shit. She put on her high and mighty act. Dressed to kill for a dude who
wanted a big-boobed sexpot for a fancy party at a mansion in Beverly Hills. 
Ordered her to wear something with her tits overflowing—got the picture?  We
call it ‘fancy with a side order of slut.’  Said he gonna pay extra.  You know,
I love the extras.”


Ruben interrupted, “Luanne, what happened?”


“The way she told it be that he pulled her tits out in
front of everybody and told her to suck on her tits.  You know Roberta got
those big colored nips on her big bags.”


“How did she get beat up?”


“Well, he grabbed one tit out, then she cuss him out and
called him a low life, skinny ass, pencil dick in front of everyone.   He makes
to smack her, but she runs out.  He chased her down, said he wanted his two
grand back.  She said gonna give it to him, but she be freakin’ and kept
running.  He ran her down, tore off the dress, took her purse, and left her
freakin’ in her undies in front of the house.  She run around to the back of
the house, broke in to where the maids hang, and used maid’s phone to call me. 
Melvin picked her up.  We got the two grand back cause I sent my brother to pay
him a visit.  It be bad for business not to follow up, and just between you and
me, that be why I don’t like those fuckin’ showy high rollers.  I keep my
bitches safe by going for the under a grand guy.”


“That’s horrible about Roberta.”


“Sure, that be too bad, but what are we going to do about
it?”


“We?”


“The bitch needs work.  She got to get back on her feet. 
She begged me to call you.”


“You know I can’t pay two grand a night.  Besides, I’m
not interested.”


“Not interested?  Tell that to your dick!    Just take
the bitch to Denny’s like you did that first time, then take her back to your
place.  Get her  back on the horse’s dick.”


“Naw, I’m through with that.  Can’t afford her nightly
rate.   Goodbye, Luanne.  May I have your permission to hang up?  I do enjoy
these conversations, but you caught me at a bad time.”  He hung up.


The phone rang.  Ruben chuckled.  He answered the phone,
“You have the wrong number.”


“Shut the fuck up, Roberto!  I got a hysterical bitch
here.  You got to help me out.  I can’t let her pussy dry up.”


Ruben felt guilty about laughing.  Then, as has happened
so many times before, his compassionate mouth started talking without getting
permission from his brain.  “How much would it be for three nights?”


“You mean for three days and nights?  Does she get to
come back here in between?”


“No.  I need her from four p.m. Friday until ten a.m.
Monday morning.”


“Roberto, you the man!  I don’t know nobody who can fuck
that many days straight.  What do you put on your dick?”


“Could she do that?”


“Sure, that be nine hundred a night, if you don’t fuck
her during the day and let her call her kid.  See, I don’t charge nothin’ over
a grand.”


“She won’t need to call her kid.  She can bring him
along.”


“Roberto? Quit fuckin’ with me.  You a perv-o?”


Roberto banged down the phone, knowing that minutes later
Luanne would call back.  He was ready to call her a ‘perv-o.’


The phone rang.  Roberto screamed, “Who do you think you
are...”


Luanne launched into a tirade, “Here, I be thinkin’ all this time that you’re safe, and I
can trust you with my inventory  I can’t believe that you gone pedalphile (sic)
on me.  And you a teacher?  Now, I got real dirt on you, fat dick.  You
don’t call me anymore.  I’m putting you on the no fuckin’ way list.” 
This time, she hung up.


Ruben pushed aside a tear.  His insides were shaking. 
What if Luanne blackmailed him?  She could ruin his career in less than a day.


The phone rang.  He answered in fear, but said nothing.
“Roberto,  I want to know how you come up with a perverted idea to include her
kid?  I pissed at myself for thinkin’ you a good guy.”’


Ruben sniffled.  “I was just doing what I thought was the
natural thing to do?”


“That’s natural?  What the fuck be the matter with you?  I
hangin’ up on you for good.”


“Wait,
Luanne, don’t hang up on me.  You see, I got a cruise for two hundred bucks
with four beds in the room.”


“Cruise?   Cruise?! 
Like one of them Mexico Cruises with all that food and shit?”


“Yeah, it’s
all paid for. Unbelievable deal.   I was planning to go alone; then you
called.  Of course, I don’t want to take her kid, but I just got turned
down from a divorced girlfriend because she has kids.  I offered to take her
kids, but she said no.  That’s what I meant by I was just naturally inviting
kids.  You see parents with kids on the cruise ads on TV.”


There was a long silence from Luanne.  “Well, how you
gonna fuck with a kid?”


“You find a way.  And if that didn’t work out, at least I
would have the company of someone I sort of know.  Go to shows, hang-out, maybe
even go dancing.”


Luanne cut him off, “Almost all my clean bitches got
kids.  Some days I be runnin’ a fuckin’ nursery school.  You be the first to
say you want to take a kid on a fuck...”


“I don’t want to take her kid, but kids are reality.”


“I hear ya.  Kids fuckup fuckin’. Crazy how kids and
fuckin’ share the same hole.” 


“Anyway, I can’t afford nine hundred a day, cause that’s
gonna be over three grand with her tip.”  Struck with Luanne’s paradox, Ruben
hung up.”


Then the
phone rang, “Is this you, Luanne?”


“Who  the
fuck you think it be?”


“How you
gonna fuck with the kid around?”


Ruben
paused.  He was talking before thinking.  “You know what, Luanne, you’re
right.  Just forget it.”  He hung up.  He breathed a sigh of relief.  He
averted a disaster.


 


Two days
before the cruise, Ruben was throwing clothes around his bedroom, trying to get
the most efficient wardrobe arrangement.  He wanted something dressy for the
evenings, casual at breakfast, an afternoon outfit after his nap and before
five p.m., and a different shirt for sitting in the bar where he would force
himself to pick up any possibilities, or even much older women.  The phone
rang.  He didn’t expect it to be Luanne.


“Okay, here
be the deal, Roberto.  The deal be, we’re taking your deal.  You pay her two
grand from Friday to Monday.  She does you twice a day when the kid not
around.  She gonna tell the kid you be her boyfriend, and you be taking them
all on a little vacation.  You treat her like a girlfriend—no grabbin’ her tits
or ass in front of the kid—cause if you do, my brother be packin’ you in a tuna
can.”


“Can she be
packed by Friday?”


“Honey, she
already be packed.”


“I don’t
want her walking around like a slut.”


“Then what
you want an escort for?  You go out and get your own amateur slut, you big
dick.”


“Luanne,
don’t fuck with me.  Deal’s off.”


Luanne
screamed into his ear.  “No, it ain’t!  What the fuck’s the matter with you,
Roberto?  Roberta says she been on lots of cruises.  She knows what you gonna
want.  She’ll deliver.  You know that.”






“Get your son and get the fuck off the ship”


Ruben slowly drove down the street where he had picked up
Roberta-the-Second on New Year’s Eve.  He tried to clearly remember what she
looked like other than her long, curled blond hair and ample chest and that she
almost didn’t look real, not a great beauty, but overwhelmingly alluring.  He
saw two women and a boy about nine-years-old standing between two cars.  As he approached,
one of the women, Roberta, stepped forward and gestured for him to pull over. 
He stopped the car, got out, and opened the trunk for luggage.


Roberta strode over and pulled him aside.  She spoke
clandestinely, “Have you got the money?”


Ruben produced an envelope.


“Just the two thousand, right?  No tip?”


“I know the drill, Roberta.”


“Good.  I’ve got to tell you something.  That’s my kid;
he’s nine.  I told him you were an old boyfriend who lives in Florida.  I told
him you were very special to me because you always treated me right.  My son
has seen me with other men, and you aren’t the usual type.  I told him that we
might get married so we might be hugging and kissing a lot.  You fuck with my
kid, Roberto, and it’ll go down real bad for you, for the rest of your life.”


“Why would I mess with your kid?”


“Shut up, and let me finish.  I’ve never done this—bring
my kid on a date.  My mom thinks it’s just me and my son on this cruise. “


“Your mom?”


“Shut up!  That’s Luanne’s snitch over there watching my
son.  I have to give her the money before we can go.”


Roberta snatched the envelope from Ruben’s hand and
stuffed it into the hands of the other woman who took off practically running. 
Roberta dragged two huge cases to the car.  Ruben immediately stepped over to
help.  “Neal, this is mommy’s best friend from Florida.  His name is Roberto. 
He’s going to show us a great time.”


Neal eyed Ruben.  “Is he your boyfriend?”


“Yes, honey.  He’s very special to me.  Maybe we’re going
to get married.”


Neal immediately looked suspicious.  “That’s what you
said about that man with the big black mustache.  He was boring.  Why can’t
grandma come with us?”


Roberta didn’t answer but turned to Ruben.  “Put our
cases in the car.  I’m going to talk to Neal for a minute over there.  I’ll
make him understand and be good.”


Ruben interceded, “What are you going to say or do to
him?”


“It’s none of your business.  Uh…  It’s none of your
business, sweetie.  Just put our cases in the trunk of your car.” 


They were on their way to a fun time, but there was
silence in the car.  Ruben was growing anxious.  He didn’t like the way they
were starting off.  He tried to break the silence, “Can I ask you guys a
question?”


Roberta answered, “Not right now.  We’re a little mad. 
Isn’t that right, Neal?”


Neal pouted in the back seat.


“You guys understand we’re on our way to have fun, don’t
you?  Neal, did you know on a cruise you can get a dessert or something you
love to eat anytime?”


“Grandma said not to eat too much dessert cause I might
come back fat.”


“Your grandma is right.   Even I don’t like to eat
dessert, except for one thing.  We’re on vacation, young man, and that means
sodas, cookies, and tons of pancakes for breakfast!”


Neal leaned forward, “Do they have strawberry syrup?  Do
they have root beer?”


Ruben answered, “I would say definitely on the root beer,
but we’ll have to check on the syrup.  Personally, I don’t like strawberry
syrup on my pancakes.”  Roberta was looking straight ahead, her jaw tightening.
“Young man, the only way to eat pancakes is with real maple syrup.  Don’t tell
anyone, but I intend to smuggle my own special maple syrup on the ship.”


Roberta broke in hostilely.   “Roberto, what are you
doing?  Just drive and get us there.”


A deep silence discarded any levity that Ruben had
mustered.  He was getting angry.  Was she going to be an unholy bitch the whole
trip?  He looked at the glum boy in the back seat.  Suddenly, he pulled over.


“What the f…. are you doing, Roberto?” she practically
screamed.


“I forgot something.  Neal, I have to find a pay phone
and call my boss.  I forgot to give her some information.”


Roberta was pissed, “Why do you have to call your boss
now?  You’re a teacher!”


“I’ve got to tell my principal, Mrs. Luanne, about
some information she’ll need for the budget.”


Roberta’s face was predictably shocked.  “Why are you
calling her?  What did I do?”


Ruben got out of the car and walked toward a pay phone. 
Roberta got out and ran after him.  “What are you doing?  Fuck you, Roberto. 
Fuck you and your fat dick.”


Ruben put some coins in the pay phone and began dialing. 
Roberta slapped his hands away from the phone before he finished dialing.  Some
coins he was still holding went flying.  Ruben glared at her.  She tensed as if
she were ready for hand to hand combat.  “Fuck you, Ruben.     She’ll call her
brother to scare the fuck out of me, then she’ll throw me in the street.”


“So let me get this straight, you want me to call
Luanne?”


“Fuck no!”


“The thought of going on a three-day cruise with a guy
like me is so repulsive that you’ think you can spend the whole time treating
me like dog shit?”


She was silent.


“Well, if I looked like you and you looked like me, I
might be thinking that I was on my way to a bummer time.  The difference here
is that this is a business arrangement.  Anyway, you look at it, I’m the
customer, and when Luanne calls me, which she most definitely will, you will
probably have to find another line of work, a nine to fiver.  Can you waitress
or anything?”


“Give me another chance, at least for my son’s sake.”  In
the scant hours she had known Ruben, she knew she would get another chance.


When they finally boarded the ship--after Ruben’s genuine
maple syrup was confiscated--they walked around the decks.  Roberta was civil
but quiet.  They came upon a miniature golf course near the bow of the ship. 
Kids were playing while parents looked on.  Neal gazed intently.  Ruben was
pointing at the course and counting.  “It’s only nine holes.  Supposed to be
eighteen.  Anyway, you up for a game, Neal?”


Neal was startled and looked up at Roberta who said,
“Maybe later.  We’ve got to find our luggage and get to our room.  I want to
see what the room looks like.”


Ruben turned to Neal, “Neal, go over there and get us
some golf clubs and two balls. Then, do you think you could get in line while I
talk to your mom?  She’ll get the luggage while we play.”


Neal looked suspicious but took Ruben at face value.  He
trotted off, looking over his shoulder.


She glared at him, “Now, what the fuck are you doing?”


Ruben exhaled and launched into her, mind-full that they
were surrounded by families.  He whispered fiercely, “You can get the fuck off
this ship right now.  You have thirty minutes.  I’ll give you a hundred bucks
for a taxi.  You can take your porno brain and your big tits and your lost kid
right now!”


“Why are you so mad?  Are you going to call Luanne?”


“As soon as you get your ass off this ship!”


“And what if I scream, fat dick?”


“Then you’ll scream.  The way I’m feeling right now, it
won’t matter.  We’ll both get thrown off the ship.  I’ll just drive home.  You
will have to call Luanne unless you’ve got taxi money on you.  What a bitch you
are, and with your son,” he pointed, “just over there.”


Roberta glanced over at her son.  When she turned to
muster a fuck you face, a tear welled in one eye, smearing her face make-up. 
She quickly wiped it away.  Her head jerked around as if searching for a
getaway plan.


“What did I ask you to do, Roberta?  All I said was go
get the luggage while Neal and I play miniature golf.”


“You ordered me to do it!”


“Do what?  Get the luggage?  Did I scream at you? 
Whip you?  Squeeze you like your other boyfriends?”


Her face tightened. “You were telling me what to do.”


Ruben was familiar with this line of reasoning.  He had
heard it before.  “Roberta, when I picked you up, you ordered me to stick to
the story you had told your son.  You ordered me to put your bags in the trunk 
of my car.  You ordered me to stop talking to your son about root beer.  This
is classic control freaking, except I don’t have to spend two grand on it, let
alone your tip which just went down.  I was going to give you five hundred
bucks on the side.”


Roberta was not a crier, but the proximity of her son
changed her level.  “Will you give me another chance?”


“You had your chance.  Get your son and get the fuck off
the ship.”


The kid called over, “Roberto, are we playing or not?”  


Roberta trotted over to her son.  She took the club
intended for Ruben and pointed to the first hole.  They teed off. Ruben held
back, then found another golf club and ball and joined them.  Her long hair
waved lustily in the wind, her cheeks were red from crying.  The three of them
played on.  At the ninth hole, Roberta who had barely hit the ball at all,
called for Ruben to put his arms around her and show her how to putt.  He did
so for her next three swings which resulted in a hole-in-three.  She turned
around and hugged him, then a group hug with her son Neal.


Later in the room, Roberta pushed two beds together to
make a queen-sized bed, and she showed Neal how to get into the upper berth. 
Ruben climbed up to join Neal.  They pretended the pillows were bombs, 
dropping them from the berth.  Roberta stood in a corner for several minutes. 
She watched how Neal and Ruben were playing.   Roberta called from the
bathroom, “Roberto, can you come here?  I can’t figure out how this shower
works.”


Ruben entered the bathroom.  Roberta was behind the
shower curtain.  She said in a husky voice, “I’m ordering you to shut that
door.  Do it now!”


Ruben stared at the shower curtain.


She repeated, “Do it now!”  Her tone of voice changed,
“Please, Roberto.”


When he closed the accordion type door, the shower
curtain parted.  Roberta stood there in a sheer panty and bra with nipple
cut-outs.   She turned on the shower and aimed the stream of water high on the
wall, so the sound roared.  She pulled Ruben toward her.  “Do you think you can
do me in two minutes?  One hundred twenty seconds?”  She breathed all over
him.  She drew his head to one of her deeply contrasted nipples.


Ruben was losing consciousness but stepped back to face a
well-practiced come hither smile.  He managed to say, “I… I don’t think
I can meet those time constraints...  Your son…”


She winked at him, “I know, so here’s what I propose.  I
stop acting like a married bitch and enjoy this break.  As for you, young man,
I would like to make a repeat performance of this at about two-thirty a.m.  Can
I count on you for some audience participation?”


When the entire ship population reported for the
mandatory emergency lifeboat drill, Roberta perked up because her son thought
it was the real thing, until Ruben said it was just play-acting.  Ruben, an
experienced classroom actor,  volunteered to play the role of a heart attack
victim being carried to a lifeboat.  Roberta insisted on playing the distraught
wife screaming, “My husband!  My husband!  It must have been the food!  Too
much cheesecake!  It went straight to his good heart!”  She covered him with
kisses in front of a hundred on-looking passengers lined up in stateroom
order.  “You’ll make it, honey, even if I have to row the boat to shore
myself!”  When she bent over, her rear toward the grouped passengers,  some whistles
and catcalls were heard.  Roberta turned toward the crowd and whimpered loudly,
“My husband is dying, and your husbands are staring at my ass!”  When
the drill was over, the stewards enjoined the crowd to applaud Roberto’s and
Roberta’s performance.  Roberta took her stage bow, then found Neal, who like
any kid, was embarrassed by his mother’s antics.


After they had all changed into suitable clothing, 
Roberto, Roberta, and Neal entered the formal dining room.  As they were guided
to their seats, passing dozens of tables, people pointed at them.  An elderly
man, eighty-ish, grabbed Ruben’s hand as they passed.  “How does a guy get a
girl like that?”


Ruben smiled broadly.  He realized they were being
observed. “Just offer her a good time!  And if that doesn’t work, pay her!” 
The crowd at the table roared with laughter.


Three waiters fumbled over their table.  Neal got
anything he wanted within seconds.  He restrained himself from ordering
dessert, especially when his mother declined.   Ruben explained, “Your mother
has worked hard to get and keep her figure.  It’s a girls’ thing.  But we’re
guys.  What kind of ice cream are we having?”


After dinner, they went to a family friendly comedy show,
danced on the lido deck, and had another dessert.  Neal was dragging his feet
by ten p.m.  Ruben and Roberta took him back to the stateroom.  Roberta
supervised his pajama routine.  She told Ruben that she wanted to fall asleep
with her son on the double bed arrangement.   Ruben, a little drunk, climbed up
to the berth and fell asleep in his clothes.


He awoke to weight pressing on his thighs.  He stared up
at the ceiling, just two feet above his head.  He realized he was still in the
upper berth and the room was dimly lit from the bathroom light.  Roberta astride
him.  She was unbuckling his pants.  He looked at his watch.  “It’s not
two-thirty yet.”


“I know, not for another hour.  I just want to help you
get out of your pants.  I’ve got your pajamas.”  They giggled and hushed each
other as both of them slipped out of their clothes into modest pajamas.  She
squeezed next to him, pulling his head to her breast.  They drifted off to
sleep.


      


Ruben felt a hand snake beneath his pajama bottoms. 
Startled, he sat up, bumping his head on the low ceiling.  Roberta, giggling,
pushed him down.  “It’s two-thirty, fat dick,” she said in a cute tone.  She
contorted her body so she could put his penis in her mouth.  Her head bobbed up
and down two cycles then she moved her face very close to his so she could
whisper.  “I know you don’t like blow jobs, but I can’t get over your dick.  I
just love it.  The other Roberta drew a picture of it.  I heard she drew
pictures of all the dicks she ever sucked.  Can you believe that?”


Ruben stifled a chuckle.  “Can you believe that we’re
fooling around in a two-foot wide upper berth meant for a child?  Have you ever
done this?”


“I’ve been fucked in a lot of back seats.  I’ve fucked in
restrooms in fancy restaurants, and a lot of other places, but this is the most
romantic.  My tits are being squeezed through my back.”


“Well, what do you think you’re doing to my nuts?”


“Are you getting a hard-on yet?”


Ruben peeked over the side of the berth toward her
sleeping son.  He whispered, “Neal, want some more ice cream?”  The boy did not
move.  


Roberta squeezed Ruben’s dick.  “Don’t wake him!  We’ve
got business to attend to here.”


“I’m not sure I can get off in this position.”


Roberta bumped her head on the ceiling.  Her face
crashed down near Ruben’s face.  “I’m not sure I can get off in this
position.”

“Well, we can’t be the first people to ever try this up here.”


Roberta glanced around. “Maybe someone pinned up
detailed instructions somewhere.  They think of everything else on these cruise
ships.”


Ruben stifled a laugh.


“Finally!  I got you to laugh!  Roberto, I’m a
woman of my word.  We’re going to try again.  If you can’t cum, I can give you
a four-thirty a.m. appointment.”  She unbuttoned her pajama top.  She was
wearing the bra from the shower scene.  She pushed off her pajama pants and
pushed aside her panties with her fingers.  “I’m getting wet, fat dick.  I
guess I’ll be doing the job from the top.  I like that, you know.”  She began
rocking back and forth on his penis.  When it was hard enough,  from out of
thin air the mandatory foil-wrapped protection appeared.  She ripped it with
her teeth and expertly pushed the contents into her mouth.  Her head dove on
his penis like a snake lunging at prey.  Now protected, she began to moan. 
Ruben reached to put a hand over her mouth to stifle the sound.  At first, she
was mad, then realized what he was doing, and began to giggle.  She used her
own hands to shut her mouth.


She gasped, “I’m going to cum.  I’m going to cum.  I
hardly ever cum.”


Ruben started to giggle, “Yeah, you must tell that to all
your big boys.”


She put his hand over his mouth to shush him.  She
pointed over the edge of the berth. Then her eyes opened widely, and her body
shook.  “I don’t fuckin’ believe it.  You better cum quick.”  They finished
with stifled giggles and fell asleep.


Ruben woke around seven a.m., the time he was accustomed
to waking.  He had his pajamas in his hands.  He quickly jumped from the berth
and hopped naked over luggage to the bathroom. When he emerged pajama-clad, he
checked to see if Neal was sound asleep.  Then he poked Roberta, who, by then,
had taken over the entire berth.  A vigilant sleeper, she opened her eyes when
poked.  He told her, “I’m getting dressed.”


“What?”


“I like the morning.  Should be great out at sea.  I’m
going to be on the Lido deck sipping coffee.”


“Are you ordering me to go with you, boss?”  She started
to get off the berth, then realized she was still totally nude with her son
five feet away.  Ruben was helping her jump from the berth.  “Okay, Roberto,
I’ll get dressed and join you.”


“No, I’m not ordering you to do that.  But I do think you
should get your pajamas on before your son wakes.”   She stood before him while
he shielded her from her son.  His body turned in heat as she leaned on him
while putting her pajama bottoms back on.


“What am I supposed to do now, boss?”


“Just go back to sleep.”


“Up there?”


“There’s plenty of room on that bed,” he replied pointing
to the double with her son.  He dressed, picked up his book, then left.


 


Three hours later, around ten a.m., Ruben was sunning
himself on a chaise, his book over his eyes, when he heard the clicking of high
heels and a boy cry, “There he is, mom!”  Ruben pushed the book aside, and his
eyes focused on Neal’s face near his.  Neal stepped away, and there stood
Roberta, red lipstick, sun bonnet, red silk blouse, black mini-dress,  movie
star sunglasses, and high heels.  Not exactly appropriate deck-sunning wear,
but successfully eliciting stares.  Ruben figured she must enjoy the stares,
even the gawking.


“Have you guys had breakfast yet?”


“Mom said we had to find you first.  Can I have ice
cream?”


“No, you may not, but they do have loads of pancakes. 
I’ll show you where to get them.”


At breakfast, they sat amid other family tables.  A
couple in their thirties, surrounded by elementary school age children, 
festooned the table next to them with plates of bacon, waffles, sugary cereals,
toast, half-eaten eggs, and short plastic glasses of apple juice.  The wife
seemed uncomfortable, Ruben judged, because of the rubber-necking Roberta
elicited.  Ruben began a conversation with the wife.  “How old are your
children?   I hope you have a nine-year-old.”


“We do!” sang out the woman’s husband.  He introduced his
brood.  Ruben introduced Neal.  After thirty minutes of chit-chat, Neal ran off
with the other kids.  The husband and wife expressed that they would be happy
to look after Neal.


Roberta looked relieved and fearful.  “Now what are we
going to do?”


Ruben smiled lustily, “Let’s go back to the room.”


“Now?  Are you ordering me, boss?”


“Yep, that’s what I’m doing.  Ordering you back for a
full-scale sex thing.”


“Didn’t we just do it?”


“It?  Are you referring to that squashed thing we
did at two-thirty?  That was over seven hours ago.”


“Seven hours?” she mused.  “Do you know how much I could
get for two times in twelve hours?”


“None of my business.  You have a deal with me.”


“And a deal’s a deal.”


He wanted to pat her cheek and hug her, but that
familiarity would be crossing a line. “That’s right!”


She got up, gulped the rest of her coffee, then whispered
in his ear.  “Give me a half hour to put on my morning turn-on, Mr. Fat Dick.”


 


They were finished by noon.  Roberta said, “Okay, that’s
twice so far.  When are we going again?”


“Not sure.  Maybe we can get Neal to sleep in the berth
tonight, and you and I can go at it again in this bed.”


“You mean at two-thirty?”


“That’s the deal.  Do you have a problem with that?”


She sighed gruffly but turned it into a smile.  “Yep,
that’s the deal.  We may run out of condoms.  Now, what do you want me to do
now?”


“You’re on a break until dinner.  We’ll meet here to
change around five-thirty.”


“Then what?”


      ‘We go to dinner, that’s what.”


“What are you going to do while I’m on a break?”


“Well, first, I’m going to find Neal.  They may want me
to reciprocate, you know, give them some time off while they go back to
their room and fuck.”


He left her sprawled spread-eagle on the bed scratching
her pubic hair.


 


He was reading by the ship pool when Roberta, back in her
Lolita look from breakfast, strode up.  “I’ve been looking for you for over an
hour.  What are you doing?”


“I’m watching all these kids.  Mr. and Mrs. Masters went
back to their room.”


Roberta sat down next to him.  “Why don’t they just do it
at two-thirty a.m. like normal people?”


Ruben genuinely laughed, “Yeah, like normal people.  How
much do you suppose he pays her?  Think she gets more than I’m paying you?”


Roberta mused, “Got to read her whole job description.”


Neal ran up.  “Hi, mom.  Watch me jump in the pool!”


Roberta waved and smiled.  “You’re good with kids.”


“That’s my business.  I am a professional kid person.”


“I’ll bet she doesn’t have  tits and a pussy like mine,
so I’m guessing she gets way less than I do.”


Ruben nodded at her.  “Good comeback, girl.  I’m guessing
she has to pay him.”


“What?  For sex?  She has to pay him?”


“Well, when you were married, did you have sex on your
terms or your husband’s?”


Roberta looked away.  She rose to her heeled legs.  “Do
you want to gamble or something?”


Ruben drove on.  “If your husband came home in a bad mood
and you wanted sex, was it for you or for him?”


Roberta sat down and moved closer so no one would hear. 
“Look, Fat Dick, I was never married.”


Ruben winced at being called that name, but shrugged it
off, like many other things he had to shrug off. “Wait a minute.  I thought you
were married.  You were a trophy wife.  I figured maybe he kicked you out when
he caught you fuckin’ the pool man.”


“Don’t I wish.”


“Really?  You were never married?”


She shook her head.


“Well, that actually
explains a lot.  A girl like you should have walked away with millions.”


“Yep, that was the
plan.  I was just a mistress.  Never really worked any other job.  I’ve been a
mistress three times.  Couldn’t hook up after the last one, so I do what I’ve
always been best at.”


“And Neal?”


“My mom looks after
him.  I tried to keep Mr. Number Two by doing the get pregnant bit.  He threw
me out the minute I showed.  Well, he did give me some hush money.”


“Hold on, you’re giving

me too much personal info.  We’re crossing the line here.”


“You’re right.  No
personal info.  I just want to say that I was so pissed after you threatened to
throw me off the ship…”


Neal ran up.  “Mom, can
I go with them to play shuffleboard?”


“Sure, honey.”


“I’ll be along in a few
minutes, Neal,” Ruben added.  “Why were you so mad?  Deal’s a deal.”


“I thought I could
control this weekend.  I wouldn’t welch on the sex, but I didn’t want to play
your girlfriend or wife the whole time.  I thought maybe I could hang in the
bar and pick up like I used to do.”


“Nope, that’s not the
deal.”


Roberta appeared to have
lost control of the situation.  “I’m sorta having a good time with you, but
you’re not my type of guy.”


“Duh! You think I
would ever have a girlfriend like you?  I’m just gawking like the rest of the
men.  There’s a guy, sitting on the opposite side of the pool,  who hasn’t
taken his eyes off of you.  They’re all imagining us having sex.”


Roberta glanced at him.  “I’ve fucked guys like him. 
Actually, I’ve probably fucked every type of guy from millionaire to truck
driver.”


“You did a truck driver?”


“How do you think I started?  All you need is a set of
big tits, a figure, and a little bit of a face.  If you’ve got nothing else
going, it’s a slam dunk.  Started when I was sixteen.”


“Too much information, Roberta.”


“Okay, let me see if I understand our deal.  I’m sorta your
mistress, but now I have absolutely no responsibilities.  If I can’t make an
appointment with you, I don’t take the job.  If you order me around or make
demands on me, that’s what I’m paid for.  If I don’t like the way you treat me,
I can walk.  You wanted to throw me off the ship.  I could have walked.  I
could have told Luanne that you tried to bust my face.”


“Look, Roberta, all I want to say is that this is sorta
working out for me too.  I get the company of a drop-dead gorgeous,
over-the-top sexy chick, with low maintenance, and under budget.  This is an
interesting conversation, but I promised Neal I’d join him for shuffleboard.” 
He got up to find Neal.


“Roberto, I just want to say that my sexiness…  Well, 
I’ve fucked a lot of different kinds of men.  The girls and I at Luanne’s we
talk and… and…”


“And?” chided Ruben.


“And I don’t know what the fuck I’m talking about. 
C’mon, I’ll go with you and watch Neal.”


“You sure?  You’re on break, you know.  Go check out
who’s sitting in the bars.  That’s what I’d be doing if you hadn’t
come.”


“Nope, I’m your girlfriend.  And Neal is my son.”


As they walked amid the mass of deck chairs toward the
shuffleboard area, again there were head-twisters staring at Roberta’s long
high-heeled legs and bounding blond hair.   She grabbed Ruben and kissed him,
then took his hand.


After a bumpy first act, she played her part well.  When
she unpacked at her mother’s apartment, she would find  five hundred dollars
and a souvenir for Neal.


 




Chapter 12
 “I got more Robertas

 where that one came from.”

One year later, August 1988


Summer vacation would be over in two weeks.  A
school--not his--had hired him to ghostwrite and edit their accreditation
documents over the summer.    Often, Ruben, even during summer, would be on the
phone until ten p.m. speaking with a school administrator or faculty
coordinator.  To Ruben, the document was something that could be duplicated on
any ream of paper.  Still, the staff at the school dealt with the preparations
as if they were propounding a biblical testament.


At nine at night, Ruben figured it was the principal
calling.  It was Luanne. “How the fuck are you, Luanne?”


“Who wants to know?  Ain’t nobody carin’ ‘bout poor
little me.”


“I care about you; otherwise, I would have changed my
fuckin’ phone number.”  He had cultivated a manner of speaking to Luanne.


“Fuck you, Roberto.  I know where you live!  I gonna come
get you.”


“Yeah, Luanne?  I heard your brother had a little
accident.”


“You know about my bro?  That bitch of yours spill her
guts?”


“No, Luanne.  I read about your bro in the papers.  He
was in the Sports section.”


“Fuck you, Roberto. “


“Luanne, do I ever say to your face, ‘Fuck you,
Luanne’?”


“You wouldn’t fuckin’ dare!”


“I’ve got respect for you.  I appreciate you.  I even
look forward to our conversations as fucked up as they are.”


“You know, Roberto, that be the most fucked up thing
anyone ever said to me.”


“I try, Luanne.  God knows, I try.  Now, what can I do
for you tonight?  I can’t afford Roberta for another month.  I had a lot of
repairs on my car.  She won’t be in the budget for a while.”


“You be a cold dick, Roberto.  You practically fucked her
for free every two fuckin’ months.  But I got some bad news or good news,
depending on how you want it.”


“What’s the bad news?”


“Roberta be gone.”


“Gone?  My Roberta?  Roberta number two?


“Yep, and the good news be that Roberta be gone. 
I hated how she walked around here like her pussy smelled better than
anyone’s.”


Ruben hung up.  He didn’t know what to think.  She had
been a stabilizing factor in his life. He was still dating occasionally.  He
had even seen Jill a couple of times over the last year, but every two to three
months he had saved up the money to keep Roberta over a weekend, sometimes with
her son.  Luanne always gave him a discount because Roberta returned in a
better mood.


The phone rang.  “Luanne, I’m messed up right now.  I had
a thing with Roberta.”


“Oh, fuck, don’t give me that.  My girls all be
cold-hearted bitches that ain’t got a drop of love in them except for money. 
If I smell booze or drugs on them, they ain’t mine.  I give them to my bro. 
Whoops, I shouldn’t have told you that.”


“Do you know where she went?”


“I ain’t tellin’ you, but she  give me something to tell
you.”


“She did?”


“Yeah, but I didn’t write it down, so there.   Oh, she said
some bullshit like she would never forget you and that you straightened her
head so she could figure out something for her and her son.  Ah, what the fuck,
I think she found some nerdy, rich cowboy in Oklahoma or Nebraska.  Actually, I
found the dude.”


Ruben was silent.


“You there, Roberto?  Don’t be gettin’ weepy-eyed on me. 
Roberto, say something, you damn fool!”


“I lost another Roberta.  I may not have loved them, but
I will miss her.  I miss the first one, too.”


“I hear ya, boy.  When you ready, just call me.  I got
more Robertas where that one came from. I always heard how you took good care
of her.  You take care, Roberto.  Remember, Luanne has a picture of your dick
on her wall of fame.”


Over the past year, Roberta had freely cooperated with
whatever Ruben wanted to do. Roberta had held his hand at a prom, a New Year’s
party, she danced at four weddings, wore a thong bikini in a Jacuzzi with him
on two vacations, and cuddled with him on rainy nights watching fantasy
movies.  She, along with Neal, went to two comic book conventions, at one of
which Ruben had ordered her to wear a Wonder Woman costume.


And there were other benefits for Ruben.  Roberta
accompanied him shopping at malls, where she showed off a skill for picking out
clothing that suited his style while advancing his atractiveness, including,
but not limited to, his underwear.  She supervised his haircuts and other
personal grooming.  When Ruben had a date with a “conventional” prospect,
Roberta sometimes made reservations or commented on his choices. 


Though he was intensely curious, she never revealed
anything about the other men she dated—were they better lovers, better-looking,
better paying?                There had been one incident she had been candid
about.  It happened at a New Year’s party.  One of the guests, an acquaintance
of Ruben’s, asked Roberta what she saw in Ruben.  What power did Ruben have
over her?  She shared with Ruben that she told the man that she had dated a lot
since she blossomed as a teenager.  All the faces were blurred to her; what
mattered was if she felt safe with the man.  What also mattered was that Ruben
gave her some space to occasionally be a controlling bitch, but she had learned
effective boundaries.  (This had also helped her stay safe with other unknown men.)


She had broken Luanne’s rules only once when she called
Ruben herself, having overheard him give his phone number to someone.  She
asked if he were busy that weekend; she wanted some “under the table” cash. 
Ruben knew not to take any chances with Luanne and made up an excuse.  However,
when he told her he was chaperoning a football game, Roberta said she loved
watching football games and asked if she could bring her son.  Neal sat on one
side of Ruben and Roberta leaned tightly against him on his other side.     It
had been so easy.  Just put a little money aside every week to feel the
adventure and high drama of having frosted blond Roberta accompany him.  He
steeled himself against the mere thought of falling in love with her or her
falling for him.  To allow the thought would be a descent into madness. 
Besides, she was often subdued and didn’t get his humor.  He lived a double
life.  He lived in constant fear that a fellow teacher or even a student would
discover the truth behind how he was able to charm and keep such sexy, if not
completely beautiful, girlfriends.


He vowed to change his phone number and
never speak to Luanne again.









Chapter 1
“We just want to talk to you.  Don’t be scared...”

May 1989


Ruben
had successfully avoided any contact with Luanne for nine months, resulting in
significant savings.  He prepared to go to the prom solo.  He would not be
accompanied by one of Luanne’s escorts, nor would he answer any more calls from
Luanne.  He had finally changed his phone number.  He would have a lot of
explaining to do by way of making excuses for Roberta-the-Second’s absence.   


Ruben-Roberto
had carefully constructed an aura of a private person to ward off constant
inquiries of Roberta’s whereabouts.   Part of the persona included being open
about everything else.  He would reveal his car payments and income details,
but nothing about whom he dated.  This aura was do-able at school, where he was
often a go-to member of the staff, but more difficult to maintain with his
mother, who plied him with personal questions.  On a number of occasions, she
begged him to “come out of the closet.”


`He
adjusted the bowtie on his rented tuxedo, thinking it was probably time for him
to invest in his own suit of formal wear, even buy a pair of the shiny black
formal shoes.  Ruben added a touch of cologne and mugged in the mirror a few
moments.  As he was passing through his bedroom, he paused to open a bottom
drawer.  He extracted a large envelope and took out four professional
photographs.  Roberta-the-First with a broad, sexy smile.  Jill with an
uncomfortable, detached pose (that she believed was artful and classy). 
Roberta-the-Second with a quirky posed smile.  The Robertas were the only
blondes in the pictures.Ruben surmised that both were natural blondes… with some enhancements.


He
volunteered to help at the year-end graduation ceremony, but he didn’t go to
the Disneyland graduation event that year.  School let out for the summer
break.  Ruben had about a week and a half between the last day of school and
the end of the Fourth of July holiday before he reported to teach summer
school, a six-week, four hours a day gig.  


Summer
plodded along.  He took papers home to grade, read, watched television,
traveled to comic book trading events, and flirted at an occasional backyard
barbecue.  He loved fantasy, science-fiction, and even an occasional romantic
film.  He would smile dreamily in a darkened theater,but never lost touch that
movies had nary a slender thread of reality--nothing anyone could learn to live
by. 


 


September 1989


When
summer school ran down the six weeks, Ruben waited around briefly for something
to happen, such as an old friend calling out of the blue.  When nothing dropped
out of the sky to change the direction of his life, he packed up for a solo
road trip to the Grand Canyon, some nine hours away.  He stayed at a motel
outside the South Rim.  In the morning, he awoke at four-thirty a.m. and drove
to the most awesome canyon vistas to watch the sun rise.   Pressed against the
railing, it was his spiritual renewal.  


Two
weeks later, three days before the students would arrive for the new fall
semester, Ruben gained access to his classroom.  He was always one of the first
to show up in this pre-student span, usually without pay.  He would make sure
his whiteboards were spotless—he would not have time to check their condition
again for at least another year—and to place his thirty-two desks in perfect
alignment.  He labored over a welcome back message to be hand-printed on both
whiteboards.  Then he went to lunch with the few other dedicated colleagues who
showed up sans pay.  At lunch, usually Mexican food, the discussion groused
about inane administrative directives, the lunacy of summer school (where
students could pass a six-week course after they had failed the regular
twenty-week course), the expected misplaced students in their advanced classes,
or the date of the first three-day weekend.


The
day before students were to pour into the halls, the principal called everyone
into the school library for the first faculty meeting of the year, a tedious
four hour sit down.  The principal spent the first hour welcoming back the
staff, introducing new staff members and new teachers, and outlining the school
district’s top-down directives for the year.  In the second hour, the entire
staff, including clerical, viewed a thirty-minute videotape on the subject of
airborne pathogens, hand washing, and what to do with a bleeding student.  A
clipboard was passed around where everyone had to sign that they had seen the
video.  After a short coffee break, the faculty sat for a fifty-minute
presentation on pedagogical techniques useful when a significant number of
students in the classroom were new to the English language.  The yawning in the
library became obvious and even distracting.


Around
noon, the principal announced that the administrative staff was hosting a
luncheon in the faculty dining room, barely large enough to accommodate faculty
and staff.  A long line formed at an outside grill specially set up that day
for serving carnitas, beef, and chicken tacos.  Everyone received a paper plate
with an assortment of tacos, a hefty portion of rice and beans, and
complimented with sliced radishes, chopped onions, and cilantro.  Bottles of
water or sodas were served from a plastic-lined trash can filled with ice. 
With Ruben’s plate wobbly, heavy with his lunch, he glanced around for a place
to sit.  He saw colleagues from the English department and threaded his way
between crowded tables and teachers leaning back in their chairs.  A hand
grabbed his wrist.  It was Mrs. Thornwall, Diane’s mother.


“Diane
reminded me about a thousand times to make sure I said hello to you.  She’s
starting her first semester teaching at Mulholland Junior High!”


Ruben
exuded his broad, warm smile.  “That’s great, Mrs. Thornwall.  We do important
work for society.  I’m sure she’ll do great things.  You be sure to tell her I
said so.”


He
pulled his hand back and panned the room to find a seat with his department. 
Mrs. Thornwall’s grasp yanked him back.  She pulled his head down to whisper in
his ear.  “I just wish she would have given you another chance.”


Ruben
smiled and patted Mrs. Thornwall on her shoulder.  Later that day he mulled
over her last comment, particularly the nuance of the word chance.  A
crap shoot?


 


October 1989  


The
first month of school flew by, as always.  Then October breezed in with swirling
leaves and excitement about Halloween.  For Ruben, it meant finding a new
costume; he never wore the same costume, though his selection always had a
comic book fantasy theme.  He had a reputation to uphold.  He had already
graced the hallways of his department as Darth Vader.  He was considering
something like an evil comic book clown or a hobo; his students wouldn’t be
expecting that.   He was in apartment 201 looking through costume catalogs when
an unexpected pounding resonated from his front door around nine-thirty p.m. 
It was a booming, demanding pound, a little reminiscent of Roberta-the-First.


Ruben
approached the door tentatively, trying not to make a sound as he pressed his
eye to the peephole.  All he could see was a dark blue t-shirt with some logo
design on it.  With the next pounding, the door shook.  A deep voice emanated
from the edge of the door as if to ensure that only Ruben heard the message. 
“C’mon, Mr. Roberto, open the door.  I got a message for you.”  Ruben reached
for the phone. He started dialing 911.  The deep voice teased him.  “I got a
message from Roberta.”  Still, Ruben remained quiet. “Open this damn door.  I
ain’t here to hurt you.  Roberta said she has some more shit for you to clean
up.”


Ruben
was trembling, but lured.


The
voice ratcheted up.  “I know you be in there.  I seen your car.  We know your
license plate.  C’mon, Ruben, open up!”


Ruben? 
Whoever it was, knew his name.  Roberta?  Which one?  Wait, could it be
Luanne?


“Don’t
you be callin’ the police, Ruben.  We just wanna to talk to you.  Don’t be
scared.”


“Who
wants to talk to me?”


“Luanne! 
Now please get your ass out here.”


Making
sure the chain lock was on, Ruben opened the door a crack, keeping his foot on
the door, ready to kick it shut.  The man was African-American, over six feet
tall, his head level with the top of the door.  He was almost as wide.  The
man’s face was not menacing.  He bent down to stare into Ruben’s eyes.  “Luanne
be out in the car.  She just wanna to talk to you.  But she did say that if you
don’t come, I gonna bust down the door and drag you out.  Please, come out.  I
don’t wanna bust the door, and I ain’t gonna do nothin’ to you.  Luanne said
don’t lay a finger on you.”  Then he pressed his hand against the door where it
strained from the chain lock.  Ruben saw that the giant could easily push
through.


Ruben
could have called the police, should have called the police, but his curiosity
got the best of him.  For all Luanne’s sassy talk, she had never seriously
threatened him.  He opened the door.  The huge man said, “She be out inna car. 
Follow me, Sir.”


An
ominous looking black car, but not an overtly looking pimp mobile, was parked
with the motor running outside his apartment building.  Ruben ducked his head
so he would not be recognized,should anyone be watching from a window.  The rear car door opened, allowing
frigid air to escape, and the man gestured for Ruben to get in.  When Ruben
balked, the arm of a large African-American woman grabbed him and pulled him
in.  The man got in the front seat and they drove off.


Ruben
thought he was going to pee in his pants.  The large woman smiled a toothy
smile while shaking his hand.  “Roberto, why the fuck did you change your phone
number on me?  I told you I know where you live.   What you gonna do now?  Move
to North Dakota?”


Trembling
as if his life was about to end—and feeling that he was going to get what he
deserved—his voice trembled as he asked, “Luanne, what are you going to do to
me?  I never did anything to you.”


“What
the fuck, Roberto?  Can’t I just miss you?  Can’t I just miss our
conversations?  Do you think I can talk like I do with you to just
anyone?  Stop that fuckin’ shaking.  Ain’t nobody going to hurt you.  Stop
shaking, you fool.”


“I’m
scared,” was all Ruben could say.


“Scared?  
Fuck, Roberto, I got nothin’ against you.  Just miss you, that be all.”


“I’m
a teacher.  I don’t have that much money.”


“Now,
you be pissin’ me off.  Did I ask you for money?”


The
car turned onto a business street.  Luanne barked to the driver, “Stop at that
restaurant.  Is that the shit hole where you get your pancakes?  Roberto and I
gonna get pancakes.  If you boys want some, make sure the car be locked, and
I’ll buy, but you sit your asses at a different table.”


Luanne
was practically a stereotype, so large that she drew stares.  She wore
open-toed shoes so her feet could breathe.  Her fingernails were painted gold
to match her dangling gold jewelry.   She walked right past the hostess and
picked her own table.  She began, “I wasn’t always a fat mama, so get over
it.”  The waitress came.  Luanne ordered.  “Two large stacks, one for him and
one for me.  A glass of milk for me, and water for him.”  The waitress left
with the order.  “I got heartburn.  Milk helps.”


She
didn’t say anything for about a minute, allowing Ruben to get comfortable with
the situation.  His trembling subsided.  The server brought the drinks.  Luanne
guffawed at Ruben’s demeanor. “Look at you, still shakin’ like a leaf.  Cut
that out.  You gonna embarrass me.”


“What
do you want, Luanne?  I don’t have money for…”


“Yes, you do.”


Ruben’s
face blanked as he considered that she might know about his finances.  Was her
operation so big that she had spies everywhere?


“Calm
down, fat dick,” she whispered.  “How you been?  Who did you take to the prom
this year?”


“I didn’t take a date this year.”


“You
lyin’ to me?  Did you go to my competition?”


Ruben
could not shake the thought that he was about to be beaten up.  He looked for
an exit strategy.  He prayed some cops would walk in.  At that moment, the huge
man approached their table.  He looked hard and mean at Ruben, then turned to
Luanne.  “Porky and me want to know if we can get ham, eggs, and two stacks.”


“Just
two stacks for the both of you?”


“Hell
no.  We both want two stacks, so wouldn’t that be you payin’ for four
stacks, plus the ham and eggs, and coffee and shit?”


Luanne
sighed, turned to Ruben while tilting her head toward her henchman.  “You boys
gonna get fat eatin’ that shit at this hour.  What be the time, Roberto?”


Ruben
glanced at his watch.  “A little after ten.”


Luanne
cracked a disgusted look at her boys.  “You boys wanna eat that much shit at
ten at night, I ain’t gonna stop you.  Sure, I’ll pay.”  She turned to Ruben. 
“So after the prom did you jerk yourself off?”


“What?”


“Well,
you didn’t have no pussy like I give you in the past.”


“What
do you want from me, Luanne?”


“Fuck
you, Roberto!” she growled.  “I’m tryin’ to have a normal conversation with you
and you wanna talk business.”  


“Well,
I’m not used to having somebody pound on my door and drag me out to a black car
in the middle of the night.  I’m very nervous.”


“Pretty
good, huh?” she grinned broadly.  “Did… Did it look like a movie, with the thug
comin’ to your door and a black car waitin’ out front?  I was thinkin’ you
gonna shit in your pants.”


“Well,
I almost did.  I’m one clench away from all out pissing in my pants.”


Luanne
recoiled.“I can’t eat if you be sittin’ across from me in a puddle of piss.”


Ruben’s
voice trembled.  “Please, just tell me what you want.”


“Fuck! 
All right, already. Well, here be the thing.   How do you feel about black
bitches?”


“What? 
What kind of a question is that?  Luanne, please, just let me go.  I’ll get
back home from here.”


“I want to know how you feel about black
bitches.”


“Luanne, I’m not having this conversation with
you.  I’m a teacher.  I always have black students in my classroom.  And I have
sent many on to college.”


“You teach black kids?  What you teach them?”


“Mostly what they will need to get in and succeed
in college--like how to write analytical essays, but we read Martin Luther King
on his  birthday. We read ‘Letter from a Birmingham Jail.’ We do Kwanzaa stuff
around Christmas time.   We read I know Why the Caged Bird Sings.”


“What about a ‘caged bird?’”


“It’s a famous book from a black author, a black
female author.”


“Black bitches write books?  So you got nothing
against black chicks?  But you ever do one?”


“That’s none of your business.”


“Whatever, Roberto, but it ain’t no big deal to
me either way.  Still I got to know.”


“Why?  My personal life is none of your
business.”


“Fuck, who been working your personal life more
than me?”


“Okay, Luanne, let me ask about your personal
life.  Did you ever do a white guy?”


“Me?  You got to ask?  After I been tossed
around for years by dicks who barely paid me, I hooked up with a woman, who
said she’d get me real money, but only with white dicks, lots of white dicks. I
wasn’t gonna do it, figuring I’d be fucked and left for dead or someone I knew
would find out and they’d kill me.  But I had a rough start with white dicks,
not knowing the ropes, but when I spoke up, like I was showed, it wasn’t so
bad.  The bonus was I got more money and big gratuities.  Safer money.  I
already had a girlfriend I worked with that got cut up real bad when she asked
for more money when we be thinkin’ it be easier to pick up black business on
our own.”


“Sorry about that.”  Ruben looked down to hide
his shock.


“I seen worse and that’s why I don’t want no
black bitches on my calendar.    Don’t what anybody left beat up, like what
happened to...”


“So, what are you getting at, Luanne?  Why did
you drag me out of my apartment to talk about black chicks?”


“Cuz, I got a black chick that I don’t know what
to do with.”


“You just said you don’t want black chicks on
your calendar.”


“Well, this one might be special.  White guys and
beaners might go crazy for her.”    


“I still don’t get why you’re asking me.  Why did
you have to come all the way out here and drag me out of my apartment?”


“It be  all you fault.”


“My
fault?”


“Because
I use your business model.  Well, I changed it to make it work, but I got the idea from you.  It all be 
about keeping my staff safe.  No fuckin’ around with unknown asshole dudes.  I
don’t want no more beauty queens like Roberta one and two.  I just want them to
be sexy enough for someone to dream of dating them and willing to work for good
money, but not risky amounts that would bring me trouble.  You know
what?  I can sleep most nights nowadays.”


“And
what does this have to do with a black chick?”


“I
don’t schedule black bitches because I don’t want no black customers.”


“What?”


“Yeah,
they see me and Melvin and Porky--those two retards over there lappin’ up
pancakes, and they see my all-black administrative staff and they think like
they gonna get a deal cause we be their black homies.  Plain and simple, it be
trouble, and I don’t want no trouble.”


This
conversation was ratcheting up Ruben’s anxiety.  Was he listening to a
blatantly racist diatribe, a strictly business operation, or was she trying to
trick him into saying something?  He screwed his face into a gesture of
contemplation, sympathizing with her dilemma.  Finally, he muttered, “Go on,
I’m listening.”


“So,
you see my problem.  I be a big, fat racist, but now I think I come across a
piece of ass that I might be able to market to nerdy white guys and maybe
some faggoty black fools.”


“Faggoty?”


“Dudes
like you, ‘cept black.”


“I’m
still listening.”  He obscured his face by looking intently at his pancakes.


“Ok,
she got forty inch tits, bigger than mine, but she ain’t as fat as me.”  Luanne
discreetly squeezed her breasts with her elbows.  Ruben’s eyes widened.  “Oh,
now I see you be listenin’ to me.   She’s big on the top, but has good curves,
you can see her waist, and she got a tight ass and legs, not all fucked up with
wrinkles--like a lot of fat pussy I got to check out.”


“And…”


Luanne
slapped her forehead and covered her eyes with her hands as if fighting off a
headache.  “This bitch be a little different, okay?  She didn’t come from down
south.  She didn’t come from some crack momma.  She didn’t come from the
streets.”


“So
what’s the problem?”


“Well,
that what I need you to figure out.  See, her booty talks before she does. 
Low-lifes would line up to date her, but maybe she be more trouble than she
worth.”


“Luanne,
there’s a saying:  If something might be more trouble than it’s worth, it
probably is more trouble than it’s worth.”


“’Course, I know about that, but it ain’t that
simple.”


“Why?” asked Ruben, increasingly sucked into the
intrigue.


“Cuz if I don’t work with her, she gonna be
competition, or she gonna get fucked up or...”


“So you want to pimp her out?”


Luanne's voice rose to anger. “How many times I got to tell you, I ain’t no
fuckin’ pimp.  I just put on the calendar what it already be.”


“I don’t want any part of this, Luanne.  Can I go
now?”


“No, you can’t.  And you won’t because you got a
good heart.”


“What’s my heart have to do with it?”


“You see, I think this bitch be retarded, you
know, she be stupid, but you got to see her.  Her tits say, ‘I’m only good for
a squeeze.’  That be what I think.”


Ruben rubbed his face.  He was thinking, “How the
hell am I going to get out of here?”  All he repeated was, “What do you want
from me, Luanne?”


“Well,
here be the thing.  Since I got to look out for my bitches’ safety,as well as their brains and
attitude, I be wondering, suppose a dude like you take this  black one out on a
date?  Keep in mind that right off the bat people be starin’  at you cuz of the
party balloons that growed on her chest, and you can’t miss them even if you
be starin’ down from outer space.  We not talkin’ bout fuckin’; we talking
about just being seen dating her without the fuzz following you.”


“I
don’t see where you’re going with this.”


“Ah,
fuck, let me explain it like this.  Suppose everywhere you walked, people could
see a bulge in your pants.  They be thinkin’ that dude has a log for a dick and
suppose you go out on a date and you be in line at the movies with some dorky
chick and everyone in line sees her and your log.  What you think everyone be
thinkin’?”


“I see your point.”


“No,
you don’t.  What you suppose be going on in that dorky chick’s head?  She digs
your dick, but she don’t want to be seen with you, so next time she says let’s
only go to movies that start at midnight because she don’t want to be in line
with you because people would be head-twisting on you.  How do you think you
would feel if people kept you in the shadows because your dick stick out in
public?”


Ruben
exhaled loudly,suppressing a giggle.  “So what about this chick?”


“Well,
she got a big electric sign on her that says 'tits for sale,' but if I can’t get
customers to date her cuz it be obvious that she be a ho, she gonna have a
psychotic breakdown, and I don’t want that on my conscience.”


Ruben
immediately said, “I’ll be right back, just going to the bathroom.”  He ran
cold water on his face.  On the one hand, Luanne scheduled females for all
manner of illicit meetings, but with this “employee,” Luanne appeared to be
looking out for her welfare as if to avoid a staff relations problem.


Back
at the table, Luanne and her drivers had finished their pancakes. Ruben
instinctively said, “I’m listening.  So, what’s wrong with her?  She got a big
mouth that’s going to get her into trouble?”


“She
don’t talk much.  I just know that she be in the business for a long time, but
she might be a retard.  I got to know if she gonna fuck herself up.”


Ruben
defended his involvement.  “I can’t do this.  I was just buying a girlfriend
for special events.  I was buying someone who I knew would do the things that I
want to do.  I’m a little weird, you know.”


“Fuck,
I know! You made Roberta dress up as fuckin’ Wonder Woman?  Did you fuck
her while she had on the costume?”


“Well…”


“Shut
up, Roberto, I know you did.  But I don’t hear no complaints.   She said next
time she was gonna get a Supergirl costume.”


“Luanne,
no way am I going to take out a young woman who might have a mental
disability.  I’m a teacher.  I just couldn’t do that.”


“Oh,
yeah?  I hear that schools have lots of special education students they take
care of.  And it be the law you got to provide services to special needs kids.”


Ruben’s
mouth hung wide open.  “She’s not a kid.  Where do you come up with this
stuff?”


“How
do you know she not a kid?”


Ruben
was in shock.  “Are you saying she’s of high school age?”


“Fuck
no.  She be over twenty-one.  She look over twenty-one.  All I want you to do
be take her out and see  what she understands and tell me if she gonna fuck me
up.”


Ruben
buried his head in his hands before answering flatly, “No.”  Luanne was stilled
in thought.  “Why do you care about her motivations?  Do you do psychological
evaluations on your staff?”


“That
be my business.  Look, Roberto, no one knows how dangerous this business be
better than me.  My pussy earned me a lot of dough back in the day.   My own
brother pimped me, so I seen lots of shit.  This girl be like me.  I
want you to test drive this fat girl for low, low price of three hundred bucks
a night.  Take her to this shit hole, eat pancakes, fuck her, and bring
her back.  And write down any crazy shit she does.  If she does anything weird,
you let me know.”


“Let me think about it.”


“Okay,
you think about it, but you pick her up at the Roberta spot this Friday at
seven.  I don’t care how long or how many times you fuck her, but try to have
her back by eleven so I can tell if I’m gonna send her out the next night.  I
got lots of dudes callin’ and askin’ if I got any inventory with forty-four
inch tits.”


“Forty-four?! 
You sure?”


“No,
I ain’t.  That for you to measure and report back. Now give me your new fuckin’
phone number.”


Ruben
was hesitant.


“Roberto,
I ain’t gonna fuck you up.  I just like talkin’ to the man who cleaned up the
shit of one of my girls.  You be a true good guy, like in the Bible!”


Ruben’s
eyes brightened.  “Have you heard from her?”


Luanne
sneered, “Shut the fuck up, Roberto.  I already told you not to ask.  She gone. 
Don’t ask, cuz I don’t know and don’t give a fuck.”


Ruben’s 
head drooped.  He turned away from Luanne and glanced about the restaurant.


“Roberto,
honey.  Trust me, I know best.  I be protecting you.  Honey, finish your
pancakes.”


By
Friday, Ruben had withdrawn three hundred dollars cash from his bank and put it
in an envelope.  Then he looked into transferring to a school in North Dakota.






Chapter 2
“I saw her, drove by her, but never picked her up.”

Late October 1989


School had been busy that week.  Ruben devised two
twenty-five-question tests, plus two short answer essays. He waited in line
three times to access the copy machine which produced pages that required
stapling.  The pages were distributed to one hundred thirty students who
generated over one hundred fifty pages of exams that he promised to grade and
return to his students within five “business days.”  Tuesday afternoon, he sat
through a contentious faculty meeting.  On Wednesday, the college counselor invited
half of one of his classes to a special presentation.  Finally, the last class
on Friday--just four hours away from meeting Roberta-the-Third.  


Where was he going to take a woman with forty inch
breasts?


He finally decided to take her directly to a movie
theater in Hollywood and to the Hollywood Denny’s, both locations reasonably
far from his apartment and the opposite direction of his school.  If he felt
comfortable with her, he would bring her back to apartment 201, though this
time Luanne had suggested a motel--in North Dakota.  Ruben’s plans included
returning her to “Roberta Street” within an hour of “the fuck”; that is if it
got that far.


So at six-fifty p.m., he found himself cruising the same
street he had usually picked up Roberta-the-Second.  He usually circled the
block twice before slowing down.   This part was always the hardest.  What if
cops were staked out nearby?   No other apparent sex workers loitered about. 
No criminal types hanging about corners.  Nothing seedy.  No liquor store.  No
Seven-Eleven strip mall.  A block of large apartment buildings, any one of
which could house illicit tenants, but not obviously.


Ruben saw a woman’s head bob out of the driver’s window
of a parked car.  It was an African-American woman.  Her eyes had focused on
Ruben’s car, the make and model probably well-known to Luanne’s staff.  The
woman got out of the car’s driver ‘s seat, her huge bustline like a beacon. 
When Ruben saw her ensemble, he gasped and slowed to a stop in the
middle of the street, about fifty yards from the woman.  Clearly, she was an
oddly shaped woman, especially exaggerated as she balanced on four-inch
stilettos.  She exaggerated her figure in a  tight, overtly sexy dress—low cut
in the front to reveal at least five inches of cleavage and the hemline high
enough on her puffy thighs to tease out for a sudden appearance of her full
crotch if she bent over even one inch.  Ruben shuddered.  He wouldn’t be able
to walk from the car to the movie theater line without a thousand people gawking
at so obviously a slut.  She discreetly waved him toward her.  He saw a
driveway before reaching her, pulled in, reversed, and sped away in the
opposite direction.


He watched television in his apartment until two a.m. 
Luanne finally called.  “What the fuck happened?  Roberta just got in.  I told
you to bring her back around eleven, and I was going to send her out again. 
Man, Roberto, how many times did you fuck her for three hundred?”


Ruben said nothing.  He hadn’t expected this.  Luanne
genuinely seemed like she was unaware of what had gone down.


“You the man, Roberto.  I guess that why they call you
Fat Dick.  I thought you might have trouble squeezing into her pussy because
she got the fat lap.  But you must have pounded her good.  C’mon, Roberto, tell
an old lady how many times you came all over her.”


Ruben was silent.


“C’mon, Roberto, give me something juicy to tell the
girls when we have our next meeting.”


“Luanne,” he started slowly, “I never picked up Roberta
tonight.”


“What?”  She seemed genuinely surprised.  “What do you
mean you never picked her up?  Bitch gave me my cut.”


That threw Ruben.  He was trembling.  His anxious
breathing must have been obvious.


“What the fuck?  You shakin’ on me again?  What went
down?  If something fucked up, Roberto, you better tell me.  I ain’t foolin’
around. ”


“I didn’t pick her up.  I’m not paying to take a
slut on a date to the movies.”


“What the fuck  you talkin’ about?  She gave me my
cut!   Wait!  You did not do somethin’ fuckin’ stupid, did you?”  Luanne
raised her voice to a scream.  “Did you give her the cash and drive off, like a
fuckin’ fool?  You ain’t that stupid, are you?”


“I saw her, drove by her, but never picked her up. 
I never even talked to her or got near her.”


“What the fuck be goin’ on?  Don’t be fuckin’ lyin’ to
me, Roberto!  I got the cash, and I got the gash back.  She came back with a
big smile on her face.”


“Did you see what she was wearing?”


“Fuck, I don’t remember.  Some big mama sweat pants or
something.  All my bitches change after a job and put the clothes and shoes
back in the closet.  I gonna send her out again if she been back by eleven.”


“That’s not what she was wearing when I saw her on the
street.”


“Of course not, fool.  I told her to dress up nice and
normal for you.  You ain’t the only one who don’t want to be seen with a
fat-ass slut.”


“What?  Well, she came dressed as a big, fat-ass slut. 
Her boobs were hanging out.  Her dress was so short that she might as well have
had a blinking red light on her crotch.”


“No, she didn’t!”


“Yes, she did!”


“Roberto, you be fuckin’ lyin’.  You ain’t never done me
this way before.”


“Well, you ain’t never done me this way before,”
he shot back, feeling that this might finally end his arrangement with Luanne. 
He might not have to move to North Dakota.


After a few seconds of silence, Luanne calmed down,
almost business-like.  “You say you didn’t give her no fuckin’ money for
nothing.  You didn’t get no hand job in the car, no feel up, no titty-smacking,
no strip-show, no nothing?”


When Ruben remained silent, she hung up.  He waited
anxiously about an hour for one of Luanne’s call backs.  When she didn’t call,
he put on his sweat pants and crawled into bed with a comic book, reading until
he drifted off.


The phone rang.  Ruben was startled awake as if from a
nightmare.  He glanced at the bedside clock.  He took a breath, steeled
himself, then answered.  “Luanne, it’s fucking four a.m.!”


“So?  What the fuck do I care?  Do you care about my
problems?  I got three of my staff not checked in yet.  Anyway, shut the fuck
up and listen.   I got the truth out of the fuckin’ fat ass, fat titty, foamin’
pussy bitch, Mr. Fat Dick.  You didn’t lie.  But she did!  And I ain’t
givin’ her money back. Said the money be her savings.  Said she didn’t want no
trouble from me.  Well, she gettin’ a ton of trouble to match her ton of tit.”


“Trouble?  What are you going to do to her?”


“Fuck her up good.  You see, in my business, people got
to be on board with the program, or they risk fuckin’ up all of us.”


“What are you going to do to her?”


“Shut your brain up, Roberto.  No rough stuff.  I seen
enough violence against women from the fuckin’ johns.  No, I’m just going to
terminate her.”


“You’re going to kill her?!”


Luanne choked.  “Roberto, what the fuck be the matter of
you?  Ain’t you ever heard of someone being terminated?”


“You mean fired?”


“Duh!  We like to call it termination in the
business world.”


“No violent stuff?”


“Nope, but I did give her a tongue lashing that she
probably wishes one of my boys fucked her up.”


“Why didn’t she dress the way I wanted?”  Roberto
implored.


“How the fuck should I know?  You were supposed to find
out if she be retarded.  She probably saw all the other bitches sluttin’ up,
and she did the same.  She tried to tell me that I had you all wrong,
that all white boys want a big tit, black slut, that they can fuck and throw
the slut out.  She told me she be cool with that because then she gets to get
off her back in less than thirty minutes with probably no swallowing. 
Girlfriend think she can make a million bucks an hour by doing it that way.”


“To tell you the truth, Luanne, a lot of that is probably
right.  I hear guys I know talk about black chicks that way.  Wait, I don’t
want you to think I’m racist.”


“Do you think I give a fuck what you be?  All the time we
get white guys wantin’ a black chick so they can treat her like fuckin’ 
trash.  We don’t give a shit as long as they give us the bacon and nobody get
busted bones or blood.”


“You have quite a business model there, Luanne.  I’m
impressed.  Can I go back to sleep now?”


“Fuck no, you’re waitin’ up with me until all my bitches
accounted for.  You be damn right I got a good business model.  Low pressure,
good value on my prices, quality merchandise, and a good variety of
merchandise.  All merchandise tested and guaranteed to be in good, safe working
order.”


“I’m impressed.  You have any financing deals?”


“What?”


“Well, can a client give you money up front in advance
and get a discount?”


“Discount?  What the fuck be the matter with you,
Roberto?”


“You get money up front.  The client gets more access,
but you make even more money on add-ons…”


Luanne seemed to have put her hand over the phone to
muffle her voice.  When she got back on she said, “Ok, two just walked in.  One
more, then we call it a night.”  She went back to the first subject.  “Now,
your idea to pay for a fuck before the fuck is fucked up, but I do have
some clients who might go for it, cept’ do you see me going to a bank to help
them get a loan?  They ain’t never gonna pay off.  You can’t trust nobody in
this trade.  I don’t even trust you.”


“But it does give me an idea,” Ruben mused partly
serious.


“You and your big ideas…”


“This wouldn’t involve you directly.  Okay, I could only
afford Roberta-the-Second four-five times a year.  What if I offer to give you
a lump sum to have one of your escorts once a month.  I go out and get my own
loan, and pay off the bank.  I tell them I have to pay off another credit card,
or I want to buy something from a friend, but you have to give me the same
price once a month.”


Luanne seemed genuinely shocked. “You be fuckin’ with me,
right?”


“I’m just sayin’.  Suppose I give you twelve thousand
bucks up front.  That’s a thousand a month, and I get to have Roberta for a
whole weekend once a month.”


“No can do, partner.  A thousand’s not enough.  Not
enough for my cut.”


“What would be enough?”


“I got to think about it.  We just playin’, right?”


“I’m just thinking about it.  I’m not sure I’d even want
to pay you a thousand.  That’s a lot for a date once a month.”


“Yeah, you think about it.”  Luanne changed the subject.
“What should I do with Roberta?”  


“Roberta?  Huh? Are you talkin’ about the one you just
terminated?”


“Yeah.  Poor fucked-up slut.  After I told her she be
worthless in this business, she cried herself to sleep on the couch
downstairs.”


“She’s not worthless.  She has potential,  She must have
some experience.”


“Every woman got some experience, but that don’t mean she
can sell it in business.  I be trying to run a good business.  I be reading
business books.  The bitch got to understand how she be a product.”


After a considered pause, Ruben told Luanne, “How about I
give her another try?”


“After she fucked you over?  Customer  always be right,
that be what I tell them.  Your Roberta-the-Second had to learn the hard way,
didn’t she?”


“Well, you tell her to meet me next Friday.  Put this in writing.”


“You mean like a waitress do in a restaurant?  Like you
want your eggs over easy?”


“Something like that.”


“What kind of toast you gonna want on the side? 
Wait--you like pancakes.”


“Tell her, first, to calm down and just go with my flow. 
Tell her to wear jeans, a nice top…”


“You want her to wear a bra or leave her nips poking
through?”


“No, I want her to wear a normal top, nothing too tight
so that her boobs look like they’re going to explode through the fabric.”


“What color shoes?”


“Luanne, tell her just to wear tennis shoes or Nikes or
Converse, any one of those.”


“No stilettoes?  You be kinky, Roberto.  What kind
of panties?”


“Whatever.  She needs to be comfortable.”


“We gonna take care of the make-up.”


“Well, she better not look like a slut.  I won’t be seen
with a slut.”


“Yes, Sir.  No, slut!   But you be a fool.  We specialize
in slut.  We do slut super good.”


“I don’t care.  Still the same deal—three hundred?”


“One night?”


“Twenty-four hours.”


“Oh, fuck no!  I got to get nine hundred for that!”


“Yeah, but I got to feed her three-four times.”


“You keep her that long, be more like eight
times.”


“Still, do you know what it’s going to cost me to feed
her?”


“Roberto, are you a cheapskate?  Suppose she be your real
girlfriend?  Who pays then?”


“But she’s not!”


“My bitches be professional girlfriends!”


“Okay, here’s the bottom line.  I’m not going to pay nine
hundred bucks for twenty-four hours.  Remember, she may still be a pig in a
poke.”


“Yeah, in more ways than one.”


“Six hundred for twenty-four hours, Luanne.”


Luanne countered, “Seven hundred.”


“Okay, sold in America.”


Luanne cried, “That be it? You takin’ my first fuckin’
offer?”


“Done.  Same place.  Same time.  This next Friday.  And she
better not stick out in the crowd.”


“That be fucked up, Roberto.  That bitch gonna stick out
if she be dropped in the ocean.”


Ruben looked at the clock on his nightstand.  He had been
gabbing with Luanne for over an hour.   Finally, he said, “You wrote down
everything, didn’t you?”


“Don’t tell me what to do, Roberto.  I got this. 
Customer  always be right.”


“Good night, Luanne.  Sleep tight.”


There was a long breathy pause.  “Yeah… you too,
Roberto.  Sleep tight.”






Chapter 3
“You look like the kind of guy that women beat on.

  Did she bust you one?”

November 1989


Halloween, one of Ruben’s favorite holidays,  came and
went.  He rushed home from school to physically and mentally prepare himself
for a potentially scarier apparition,  Roberta-the-Third.


 


Before Roberta-the-Third approached Ruben’s car, she
twirled, using the middle of the street like a catwalk to show off what she was
wearing:  tight jeans that accented an hour-glass figure, with her large chest
ballooned over something of a defined waist. Though the white silky top she
wore was demure--not an inch of cleavage showing--her enormous chest pulled and
poked the fabric.  Her feet were stuffed into black heels, not the Converse as
ordered.  Gold jewelry dangled from every appendage:  both wrists, both ears,
one eyebrow, and both ankles.   Ruben quickly got out and opened the passenger
door, motioning for her to walk faster.  Roberta’s first words were sarcastic. 
“You don’t mind if I carry a purse, do you?  It wasn’t on your list of demands.”


She backed into the seat, plopping her ass down first,
then swining in her heels.  Ruben returned to the driver’s seat and glanced
quickly at her before driving off.   Over the white silk-ish top, she was
wearing a high-waisted purple jacket, which she immediately took off.  Her
enormous breasts barely concealed a pearl necklace choker.  She turned to him. 
He swerved at the sight of two rockets pointed at him.  “First, I want to know
where the fuck you’re taking me.”


Ruben was crestfallen.  She looked presentable, but maybe
still a pig in a poke.  “I was taking you out to dinner.”


“Some bar around here?”


“No.  At the beach.  I like steak and lobster sometimes.”


“Lobster?  Ain’t that some kind of ocean food?”


They were only about four blocks from the pick-up point. 
Ruben pulled over to the side of the street.  He stared at her intensely with a
sickened stomach.


She tensed.  “What did I do wrong?”  


Ruben focused on her face, not dropping his eyes to her
distracting breasts.  She stared back.  “Are you gonna take me back?  I don’t
know why I have to  be givin’ you special treatment.”


“You want me to take you back?”


“What did I do wrong?”


“You know the drill, don’t you?”  She turned away from
him.  “Roberta, if you don’t want to go, you can bail out now.”


“Roberta  not my name.”


“You’re not supposed to use your real name.”


“Oh, yeah.  I forgot.  I got other names.”


“How come you look so upset, Roberta?  I can’t do this if
you look uncomfortable.”              


.     Roberta glared at him.  She refused to speak.


Ruben looked away.  “What do you think is going to happen
here?  You think I’m going to smack you around?  You think I’m going to rip
your clothes off in public?  C’mon, what’s the worst thing that’s going to happen
to you tonight?”


She scowled at him.  “I’m not sure I’m going to like
lobster.  And I’m not sure I can talk unless dirty talk being the whole
subject.”


“Is that what you’re used to?”


“What the fuck do you think?”


Ruben looked away from her to conceal disappointment.  He
looked out the car window. Luanne had said that she had some smarts.  “Do… do
you like comic books?”


“Huh?  What?  Comic books?  I used to when I be a kid.”


“Did you like X-Men, Batman, Wolverine?”


“Yeah, I used to read those.  Actually, I’m more into
Star Wars and science fiction.  I still buy comic books once in a while.”


“Well, I got a whole collection of them back at my
apartment.”


“You do?  Are we going to go there now?”


“Nope.  Now, we’re going to eat steak and lobster
at the beach.”


The restaurant overlooked a marina.  As the host guided
them to their table, Ruben noted that many patrons’ heads twisted as they
passed.  When they reached the table, Roberta just stood there.  Ruben firmly
motioned for her to take the seat on the left.  Roberta looked daggers at him. 
“How come I can’t sit where I want?”


“You can. Roberta, you should have spoken up.”


“When you put it that way, it sounds stupid.”


“Yes, it does.  Now, watch this.  I’m going to order for
you.”  The waiter came.  Ruben said, “We’re ready to order.  I’m having the
steak and lobster and she’ll be having the same.”  


When the waiter turned to Roberta, his eyes popped at her
popping chest.  He averted his eyes by turning back to Ruben.  “Will you have
rice or baby potatoes with your dinner?”  


Ruben pointed back to Roberta.  “Honey, will you decide
for both of us?”


Roberta said, “He be having rice, and I be having baby
potatoes.”


The waiter turned back to Ruben.  “Butter on the lobster?” 
Again, Ruben gestured back to Roberta.


Roberta scowled at Ruben.  “I know what you’re expecting
me to say—something like pour on the butter.  We’ll just have the butter
on the side, thank you.  He’s having some kind of wine, and I’m having iced
tea.”


The waiter left, but before he got far, he turned to
glance at Roberta’s chest.  Roberta caught this, as well as some stares from
other tables.  “I don’t know why we had to come here.  Everyone be lookin’ at
my titties.”


Ruben’s face turned to shock.  “I didn’t mean to expose
you to…”


“Aw, don’t fuckin’ worry about it.  I be getting’ the
gawk since I be twelve.  I see you tryin’ to hide your gawkin’.  You know, we
could have just gone to a hotel, and you’d have your face stuffed between these
right now.”  She pointed to the cleft between her breasts.


Ruben shook his head in disappointment.


“What be the matter?  What’d I say wrong now?”


His headed nodded in frustration.  “Everything.  This is
not what I want to be involved with.”


“What the fuck?”


“It’s too late to cancel dinner, so we’ll eat and then
we’ll call it a night.”


“I say we just leave.  Fuck the bill.  Just walk out.”


“I don’t do that.”


They sat in silence.  The meal came.  At first, Roberta
didn’t touch it, but as the silence fell heavier on their table, she picked at
the food, poked at the food, then gobbled the food.  Finally, she said, “This be
really good.”


“No one has ever taken you to eat steak and lobster?”


“What the fuck do you think?  I be the steak and
lobster.  I be the one who get eaten.”


On the return drive to the drop-off point, she muttered,
“This be really fucked up!  This be really, really fucked up!  You be
really fucked up!”


When they got to the street where he had picked up and
dropped off Roberta-the-Second many times, he slowed the car.  He gestured with
his head for her to get out.


“And you ain’t gonna give me no money?”


He shook his head no, staring intently at her to get out
of the car.


“Fuck you!”   She turned away.  “You think Luanne gonna
protect you?”  Ruben said nothing, but kept a practiced, grim, determined
expression.  Suddenly she turned her back to him as if she were going to get
out of the car.  She squirmed in her seat pulling on her jacket.  Then she
turned back to face him—her top unbuttoned to her waist, her bra pulled down to
uncover her massive bosom dangling from her chest for dear life.  Giant
aureoles confronted him like headlights.  Her brown breasts were firm but
sagged from their sheer weight.  She pinched her own nipples and feigned ecstasy. 
One thing was certain, she was burning an image into his cerebral cortex that
would not fade easily.


Still, he said, “Nice try, but too late.   This was a big
mistake. Here.”  He handed her a hundred dollar bill. “Now, would you please,
please get out of the car.  Let’s just forget the whole thing.”  She pulled her
jacket around to cover up, then got out of the car.


“You one fucked up motherfucker.”


“I won’t argue with that.  You won’t have to deal with me
ever again, and good luck with that chest of yours.  I won’t forget them.”  He
drove off. 


After he had parked his car in the underground garage, he
sprinted up the stairs to apartment 201.  He intended to rip the phone wire
away from the wall socket so he wouldn’t be tempted to answer to Luanne when
she rang forty or fifty times.  Too late.  As he keyed his door, the phone was
already ringing and ringing.  He entered his apartment and stared at his phone,
the kind, at the time, that rested in a charging cradle on the answering
machine base.  The answering machine picked up; Ruben waited for Luanne to
leave a searing message.  The caller hung up.  Thirty seconds later the phone
began to ring and ring again.  Again the caller hung up when the out-going
message began.  And again the phone began to ring.  This time Luanne’s voice
came through:  “I know you be there Roberto.  Pick up the fuckin’ phone or…
or.  Just pick up the fuckin’ phone, Roberto.”  There was a pause with patient
breathing.  “Roberto, I know you love me, so please just pick up the fuckin’
phone.  This be business!”


Terrified, but willing to face the music to get past his
guilty indulgence, Ruben answered the phone.  “All right, Luanne, let’s get
this over with.”


The voice screamed at him.  “Did you beat my girl?  Did
you fuck her up?”


“What?  Did she say I hit her?”


“Did you?”


After a considered pause, Ruben asked, “What do you
think?  Do I seem like the kind of guy who beats women?”


“Fuck no!   You seem like the kind of guy that women
beat on.  Did she bust you one?”


“No!  Look, Luanne, I’m done with this.  She was too
scary.”


“So, why this fat bitch be cryin’ all over the place?”


“I don’t know.  She flashed me her tits and I threw a
hundred bucks at her and told her to get out of the car.  I didn’t touch her at
all.”


“So why didn’t you just take her home and fuck her?  Give
her the whole three hundred.”


“Luanne, I don’t get off on that.”


“Sure, you be.  All you dicks be, ‘cept for the ones that
just want dicks.”


“Luanne, you think you know everything?”


“Fuck, yeah.  Honey, I been around the block more than a
hundred times.”  


“And what does that ‘block’ look like, Luanne?  I’m mean,
just out of curiousity.  I don’t mean any disrespect.”


“That block be more than a hundred miles long.  I seen
every kind of person from people who can wipe their ass with a hundred dollar
bill, to nerdy guys like you who can’t admit that they just want pussy like
every other dick.  Back in the day, I did it with three guys, one for each of
my holes.  I been taken to the finest restaurants, and I been pushed out of a
car door into the gutter.”


“Have you had children?”


“Fuck!  I’ve been pregnant about ten times.  Left the
little boogers in a pool of blood.  I got me a regular woman to take care of my
staff.”


“But have you raised children?  Got them through high
school?”


“What?!  I know where you fuckin’ be goin’ with
this.  You think my trip around the block ain’t real because I didn’t have no
damn children of my own?  What  I gonna do with children in my business?”


Ruben tried to imagine where Luanne was seated as she
continued on a rant, revealing realities about herself that although
intriguing, he would rather not know.  Was she nonchalantly seated at a desk in
an office?  Was she seated on a couch, her feet up on an ottoman, in what he
imagined was a waiting room of whores like he had seen in movies?  Was she
alone, feeling free to jabber on?  And why was she telling him all this?


She paused for a moment.  Ruben interrupted.  “Luanne, I
didn’t mean for you to tell me your life story.  I told you I meant no
disrespect.”


“Yeah, well I wouldn’t be wasting my time ranting like a
fool woman if you just fucked her good and we’d been done with it.”


“You never came across a guy like me?    I got to kind-of
believe that I deserved the sex because I took her out to dinner and had a good
time with her.  She kept on acting like she just wanted to have the sex, get
paid, and get out.  If that’s what she’s going to be, I’m thinking she’s going
to scare off your clients.”


“Aye
Yai Yai, Roberto,  what you gonna do, clean up the shit of
every fuckin’ bitch I send you?  Ain’t real, my friend.”


“Hey, what’s real to you and what’s real to me are two
different things.”


“I hear you. She said you shit on her.  You asked her too
many personal questions.”


“What?  All I asked was how she was around her personal
boyfriends just so I can see if she has any experience on how to act on a
date.   All she could do was talk about her chest and how come we just don’t
get it over with.”    


“Well, what did you expect?”


“Luanne, the other Roberta always took care of me, made
me feel good, treated me right, behaved like she was my girlfriend.”


“Not always.  You had to straighten her out in the
beginning.”


“Luanne, I’m not a complete loser.  I can get a woman.  I
can get sex without having to pay for it, but then I have to listen to a lot of
mindless bullshit and puttin’ on.”


“I hear ya.  Why do you think my business be lasting this
long?”


“I wish it weren’t this way, Luanne.  I wished I had
never knocked on Roberta’s door, even if she was screaming bloody--”


Luanne interrupted.  “Aw, fuck, here she come.  I thought
she got out of here.”  Apparently, she muffled the phone, but Ruben could still
make out, “What the fuck you be doin’ here?  I thought you took your fat tits
out of here.  Look, bitch, can’t you see I be conversin’ on the phone?  You
want to talk to me?  You want to talk to me?  Then put that
fat ass of yours on that couch over there, and shut the fuck up!”  The phone
voice unmuffled.  “Roberto, she sittin’ right across from me, blubbering, like
she didn’t know what the fuck she doin’.  What the fuck should I do with her?”


“Are you asking me?”


“Who the fuck I got on the phone?  The fuckin’ CEO of
Pussy Street?”


“Well, why don’t you just send her out on one of your
normal dates?  Some guy will take her to a bar, get her fucked up, then take
her some place to fuck her.  Isn’t that the way it usually goes?”


“Fuck, yeah!  But, see, I’m wondering if her brain be
fucked up more than usual.  Did she say any stupid stuff?”


“Stupid stuff?  Like what?”


“Stuff that maybe tells you she be a retard.  Like maybe
she had trouble walking in a straight line or maybe she talked stupid shit.”


“You think she has below average IQ?”


“Fuck, yeah!  Girl, like this Roberta, probably been
havin’ her boobies squeezed since she was nine.  Probably had some old white
grandpa fuck rip off her top.  Bitch like this probably never had love.  She
probably never went to the movies and held hands, unless the hand be a dick. 
Look at her blubbering over there like she don’t know what be up.  She told me
she number one in the world on the titty squeeze.”


“Well, why do you think she’s crying?” Ruben asked out of
fascination.


“Fuck me!  I told you I seen it all, and I don’t give a
fuck!  I told her, like I tell them all, this what the customer wants, this how
he wants you to be.  Do it, and you probably get a big tip.  You know what,
Roberto, next time I send you a piece of ass, just fuck it, please.  Just fuck
it, hand over the money, and we all gonna be happy.”


“Well, it seems like you can’t deliver the goods the way
I want it.”


“What the fuck?  You terminating me?  Where you
gonna find safe, hospital tested bitches like I got?”


“I don’t want a bitch from you.  I can find that
anywhere,” Ruben chuckled.


“Ain’t that the truth, honey!  Oh, fuck, here she come. 
Hold on.” The phone was muffled for a minute, and then it seemed that Luanne
wanted Ruben to listen in.  “You one fucked up bitch, you know that?  How come
you just couldn’t act like you be some classy real girlfriend?  You leave your
bitch at home when you be workin’ for me.  The customer always right.  You act
like you never put your tits on the line before.  What the fuck be the matter
with you?  Tell me!”


There was a long pause.


“What that you say?  Why didn’t he just fuck you and get
it over with?  Look, bitch, that not what the customer wanted.  You want that,
you can just take your rocket tits and hit the streets, you fuckin’ ungrateful
piece of shit!  I took you in ‘cause you got something my clientele likes, but
you got to get with the program.  Otherwise, I can’t protect your ass.”


Ruben heard a distant voice.  “Why did he have to ask
about my personal life.  It’s none of his business.”  Ruben thought he heard a
slapped face.


“Didn’t you learn nothin’?  Fuckin’ make it up!  Tell
the fucker anything he wants to hear.  We told you about that.  We said do it
our way, and you gonna make some money and be safe.” Ruben heard screaming. 
“Fuckin’ get out my sight before I put my foot up your ass.”


On the one hand, Ruben had a front row seat in a theater
of horrible reality.  On the other hand, he couldn’t tear himself away from the
unfolding drama with no predictable conclusion.  He heard, “Stop that fuckin’
cryin!  Get the hell out!  Take off my clothes and put ‘em back in the closet. 
Get your own rags on and walk the fuckin’ street for all I care!  Roberto, you
hearin’ all this?  No one gonna fuck around with one of my best customers. 
Ain’t gonna happen again.  If this fucked up bitch ain’t out of my sight in the
next two minutes, I swear I’m gonna have her dragged into the street and run
down.”


Ruben broke in.  “C’mon, don’t do that.  Can’t you just
throw her out?”


“Shut up, Roberto.  I know this kind of bitch.  She gonna
run to the cops to get back at me.  She gonna fuck up everything I got here. 
No, Robo, she got to pay.  Shut up, bitch.  Stop cryin’!”


Suddenly, Ruben, ever on tiptoe, said, “Wait a minute,
Luanne.  Are you fuckin’ with me?  Is she even really standin’ there?”


Long pause.  Then a voice, not Luanne’s, continued, “It
be me, Roberta.  See what you started?  All you had to do was fuck me, and none
of this would have happened!  Luanne told you I’m fat with big tits.  I did my
part.”


Ruben burst out, “Your part?  Yeah, you certainly did. 
You grew that chest of yours all by yourself?  No one helped you?”


Roberta spoke to a bystander.  “See, he be makin’ fun of
me.  You were supposed to help me out, not get my ass kicked.”


      


Ruben got back in his car and drove to the pick-up spot
after he got off the phone.  If Luanne were right—that this Roberta might be
mentally challenged, like a special education student--he would have to do
something.  His head pounded.  It was one a.m. when he prowled down the
street.  He saw a woman dressed in a bag, something a woman wears for comfort
and to try to hide a large derriere.  She was carrying a small suitcase.  Before
stopping, he looked in all directions constantly anxious that a cop would jump
out.  He made a mental note to change the pick-up location in the future.  He
stopped.  Roberta, also looking in all directions, approached the car.  Ruben
threw open the door. Roberta jumped in.  He sped off but circled the block in
the event she was really too much to handle.


She sat quietly.  She had taken off her make-up and was
wearing flat shoes.  She whispered, “Thanks for picking me up.  I got to do
something to redeem myself.  I’m very tired.  Are we going to your place?”


“Yep.  Luanne said I can trust you.”


“Yeah.”


“Can I trust you, Roberta?  Do you know what I mean? 
You’re not going to be a problem for me?


“What you talkin’ about?  I ain’t stupid.  I know people
think I’m stupid cause I never went to high school.”


It was past two a.m. when they parked at his building. 
As they walked to apartment 201, he pointed over to apartment 212, where his
relationship with Luanne all began.  Once inside, she stood in the doorway, as
if waiting to be formally invited in.  Ruben took her hand and led her to the
couch.  “You want something to drink or eat?”


“I am hungry.  What you got?”


“I made some tuna this afternoon.”


She screwed up her face.  “Tuna not my favorite.”


Ruben realized that either she simply didn’t have manners
or had no use for them.  “Do you want the sandwich or not?”


“Yes.”


“Yes, what?”


She glared at him. “I got manners.  Yes, thank you for a
tuna sandwich.”


He made her a sandwich and served it to her at the
couch.  She smiled.  “Thank you,  Roberto.  Uh, you said you had comic books?”


He got out some X-man sealed in large plastic bags
and spread them on the coffee table.  She said, “If I wipe my hands off with a
napkin, can I read them?”


“Sure.  It’s way past my bedtime.  I’m going to bed.  You
can sleep wherever.”


As he lie awake in bed, some twenty minutes after he left
Roberta, he could hear the flipping of comic book pages.  He could hear small
exclamations and the turning of pages.  Sometime later he was awakened as
Roberta pulled the covers over her next to him.  In the darkness, it seemed she
plopped into bed with the same clothes she had been wearing.


She appeared to be asleep within minutes.  Ruben listened
to her breathing, regular and calm.  It was at this point that he realized he
knew very little about women like this Roberta.  How could she climb into a
strange bed, not to mention with a strange man, and fall fast asleep?  A
woman who must certainly have encountered some danger in her profession.  What
life changing events?  What differences in childhood development?  How much
different than other women? 







Chapter 4
“Hope I never see you again, you big asshole.”


Ruben awoke to light snoring.  She was not facing him; the
outline of her expansive back loomed before him.  Not an expert on estimating
female size, but if he had to guess, he would put her figure in size fourteen
to sixteen jean, difficult to ascertain because of an unusually
disproportionate small waist  widening as it flowed to her derriere.  Her
streaked, straightened hair was tied back—she must have worked on her nightly
routine after he fell asleep—into a chemically fragrant knot.  Strands of
purple, blond, and light brown must have been carefully applied to elicit allure. 
The thought occurred to him to pull back the sheets to see if she slept nude or
to refresh his memory:  Was she obese or just large enough to support her
mammoth breasts?


Ruben slipped carefully out of bed, went to the bathroom,
brushed his teeth, and put on sweats.  It was Saturday morning, nine a.m.  He
had slept almost seven hours.  As he passed the sleeping woman, he stepped a
little closer to examine her face.  Without make-up, like many women, she was
almost a stranger.  He peered at her.  Though most of their conversation had a
less than friendly tone, she seemed to be sleeping peacefully, one of her hands
resting near her face.


He went to the kitchen to make coffee and toast.  The
thought occurred to him that he could have just rolled her over and realized
anything he could imagine with her.  He wanted to see her mammoth breasts
again.  He wanted to squeeze them, suck on them, put his dick in the cleft
between them, but maintained a carefully constructed code of conduct; after
all, the procurement of these women, no matter how uprightly he dealt with
them, was still risky.  He had resolved that despite his intriguing
conversations with Luanne, he had to be careful, always vigilant, always
stressfully looking over his shoulder.  What if he had rolled this Roberta
over, and she had screamed rape?  He wasn’t going to risk provocation any more
than he already had.


As for her mental faculties, Ruben was unsure but
intrigued.  He was fairly certain she did have average intelligence; otherwise,
how could she have avoided arrest, violence, pregnancy, disease, and all manner
of abuse.  She must have survival instincts.   Ruben considered that even if he
did roll her over and attempt to have his way, and she did scream, what might
amount to a very embarrassing situation for him, might amount to jail time for
her; Roberta would have to possess the faculties to construct the same
consideration.  


As he sat down at his kitchen table, he heard Roberta
from the bedroom.  “Have you got a bathrobe I can borrow?”


“It’s hanging on the back of the bathroom door.  Don’t
worry.  I just washed it.”


It was about twenty minutes before she actually appeared
in his faded blue terry robe. The robe extended below her knees, but the belt
could not restrain her breasts.  About five inches of cleavage captivated him
as she sat down across from him at his kitchen table.  She yawned.  “What the
fuck am I doing here?”


“About to have a cup of coffee.  What do you want in it?”


“Milk and sugar.”


“Want toast with butter and jam?”


“Sure, why not.”


When he had placed the coffee and toast before her, she
stared at the plates almost unbelieving.  As they sat across from each other,
it was like a scene from marriage, neither side speaking.


Finally, she peered into his eyes.  “Did you do me in the
middle of the night?”


“You mean you really wouldn’t know if I had or hadn’t?”


“This is too fuckin’ weird.”


“I’ll take you back to Luanne’s.”


“No, I’m OK just sittin’ here.  Can we turn on the
television?”


“Sure, good idea.  Anything you want to watch?”


“Naw, I don’t care.  Just want to hear somebody talkin’
in the background.  I’m not usually up this early.”  She yawned.


Ruben turned on a news program.  He sat on the floor
behind his coffee table.  He picked up some student papers and began to
casually read and listen to the program while naturally maintaining vigilance. 
Roberta sat wordlessly finishing her coffee and toast.  She got up to make
another serving of toast.  Thirty minutes plodded by.  She carried the coffee
cup and the plate to the sink and rinsed them off, something that Ruben would
have insisted on doing himself, but didn’t want to disturb the peace.  She
stood staring at Ruben then plopped down on the couch next to him.  She peeked
over his shoulder to see what he was reading.


Roberta yawned while asking, “What all that?  What you
reading?”


Ruben answered, “I’m working.”


“Kinda looks like papers I used to get when I was in
school.”


“Yes, I’m grading them.”


“Oh, yeah.  You a teacher, right?”


Ruben didn’t want to get involved in a conversation, so
he just said, “Something like that.”


“What grade you teach?”


Again Ruben answered without looking at her.  “High
school.”


“Yeah?”  She bent forward to peer more closely.  “That
what they do in high school?”


“Uh huh.”


“What is it?”


“I’m reading their essays on Shakespeare.”


“What that?”


Ruben couldn’t help dropping his pen.  He answered
nonchalantly, “Something they do in high school.”


“Ok, maybe that it.  I didn’t go to no high school.”


Ruben’s stomach churned.  “What was the last grade you
finished?”


“Eighth grade.  I already be getting some money.  They
told me you go to high school to get a job, but since I had some money, they
told me there be no point to goin’.  I got these!”  She pulled open the
bathrobe.  Not only were her aureoles over two inches in diameter, but her
nipples extended rigidly nearly three-quarters of an inch.  


Ruben trembled at this vision, but he was also a
contemplative sort, stopping to wonder how and why nature had bestowed these
features on Roberta’s chest and what they had meant to the development of her
life.  He fondled her breasts for twenty minutes before leading her to the
bedroom, where he sat her on the bed while disrobing her. A roll of flesh
obscured her vagina.  Once on her back, he spread her legs and probed a small,
but thickly guarded opening.  He wondered about this also, specifically why
this private part hadn’t maturated into something as spectacular as the mounds
on her chest.  


Roberta said quite matter-of-factly, “You need help down
there; I know how to squeeze you in.”  She did manage to squeeze him and drain
him in less than fifteen minutes.  “Ok, we  done.  Now, what do you want to
do?  Hey, how come a teacher got to pay for pussy?”


Ruben was taken aback, but simply found her point-blank
question an opportunity to dodge the truth creatively.  “Who said I didn’t have
a girlfriend?  I just don’t love her, that’s all.  Besides, she has nothing on
you.  You can probably out-sex any woman.  And how come you don’t have a
boyfriend?  You must have lots of dudes calling for you.”


“Shut the fuck up!  I haven’t had no real boyfriend in
over ten years.”


“Yeah, what happened to him?”


“He the one that got me started.”


“A pimp?”


“Fuck no.  He be just a boy in my grade, a Mexican boy. 
Same age as me.”


“But you said you didn’t go to high school.”


“Yeah, he be an eighth grader like me.   He took me to
the movies and to McDonald’s and stuff and tells me I’m his girl, and he loves
me.  Then he tells me his parents aren’t home and we go to his house.  He begs
me to show him my tits.  I told him, no--my daddy already told me not to show
off to anyone--but then we watch TV and start smoochin’.  Yep, pretty soon he
gets my shirt off.  When he pulls down my bra, and my titties went floppin’, he
goes crazy on me!  He squeezed my tits so hard I thought they were going to
leak out like toothpaste from a tube.  Then he says all lovey dovey that I have
the world’s greatest tits, and I could be famous.  Well, that made me feel
good, and I stood up straight and posed like a model.  All of sudden, he takes
out a camera and snaps off five or six pics before I knowed what goin’ on.”


“What happened?”


“I don’t know who developed the film, but those pictures
were everywhere in school.  Everyone saw them, even girls in my class.”


“Really?  Is this the truth? Or are you finally making up
good stuff to turn me on?”


“A little of both.  ‘Cause what happened next was a big
problem with the law.  My daddy broke the boys’ face, and we had to get out of
town fast.”


“I’m not a tough guy, but that’s what I would have done
if you were my daughter.”


“Well, daughter or not, my daddy takes me to a man who
took more pictures of me.”


Ruben knew the story could be a lie, but he gasped, “That
was against the law.  You were only fourteen.”


“Yeah, well he give my daddy five hundred bucks, but he
tells my daddy, he better give me at least three hundred to keep me in the
mood.  Then he give me a note to come back without my daddy if I want to keep all
the money. That’s when I saw my first rubber dick, but he puts me in all kind
of poses in the shower and with the rubber dick.   I got the taste for the
money.  He said guys would pay just to look at my titties, and I didn’t have to
do nothin else—that came later.”


Ruben clarified, “So you have some genetic trait that
evolved into enormous breasts, and you’ve been making money ever since?”


“What?  Yeah, I got money just for showing my tits. 
Someone told me if that’s all I wanted to do, just go dance in one of those clubs,
but I was only fourteen and no one wanted me for trouble.  After a while, there
weren’t no one wanted to give me money for pictures, especially since they had
to hide my face and becauseI got a fat  rollcovering up my down
there.  Anyway, I don’t like fuckin’ that much, only sometimes.  Someone from
my family told me about Luanne, but she say I don’t really know how to treat a
guy or make him believe I want to be his girlfriend so he’ll give me money just
to go out.”


“Don’t you have any money saved?”


“Naw, just enough to get by.  Every once in awhile, I
have some money.  Luanne told me to learn her way, and I would have steady
money.   Luanne say I must be doin’ something wrong, cause I don’t get many
dates.”


Ruben explained to her, “Luanne wants you to be safe, not
get fucked up by some guy who just wants sex, but I guess that’s how you come
across—just sex.”


“Yeah, my titties been doin’ all the talking since I be
fourteen.  I don’t trust no guys that wants to see them unless they give me
more money.”


“But Luanne wants you to act like you’re their
girlfriend.  That way they come back for more.”


“And what if I don’t do that?”


“Honey, that’s your choice.  Luanne isn’t going to force
you, but she will kick you out.  Just make up some stuff to tell your dates, so
they will take better care of you.”


“I don’t know what to tell them.”


“Well, I imagine every guy wants to know how you started
doing this.  Just tell them the same story you told me about the kid taking
your picture and spreading it all over the school.”


“That’s no story.  That was the truth.  That’s how my
tits got famous. But I think I should have different stories for different
guys, so they’ll treat me good, like a girlfriend.”


“You want them to pity you, so not to take advantage?”


“Something like that.  What can I tell them?  I need some
good shit to tell.”


“How about telling them that a bunch of white guys in
the South gang-raped you, and then a bunch of black guys gang-raped you, and so
you ran away to save your life.”


Roberta’s head jerked back. “I be one very fucked up
bitch, right?”


“Well, yes, so you tell them that an old lady found you
and took good care of you.”


“That be stupid, sounds like you got it out of a book.”  


“Ok, then say the old lady was a lesbian.”


“A lesbian?  What the fuck!”


“Yeah, guys love lesbian stories.”


“Not me, asshole.”


“It’s a story.  Tell it, and some guy will be
totally into you.”


“So what happened to the old lady lesbian?”


“Say that she died.”


Roberta mused for a moment. “Did she leave me any money?”


“A little, just enough to keep your head straight.”


“And you think some nerdy guy gonna believe that I’m a
lezzy?”


“Well, you could say that’s what saved you from your
brain being permanently fucked up.”  Ruben thought for a moment.  “Or you could
say you’re running away from your pimp.”


“Naw, that scare them off cuz maybe the pimp will come
after them.”


“Oh, I got one.  Tell them that you were a bra model.  You
know, you modeled bras for big women.”


“You mean in a factory where they make bras?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, that sounds like a good job for me.  But why did I
quit and end up escorting?”


“You got stuck with a needle when they were fitting the
bras on your boobs.  And old ladies and men were constantly squeezing and
tugging on your boobs to stretch the fabric.”


Roberta stared at Ruben wide-eyed, then glanced down at
her chest as if imagining the scene just described.  “So why I quit that job?”


“You say that one day, you realized that they weren’t
paying you enough and customers were coming in for a free show. You finally
drew the line and told off everyone.”


“Well, that do sound like me.  And how did I end up doing
this shit?”


“You’re no dummy.  You realized that your boobs have
value.  And you plan to return to modeling at some point.”


“Roberto, how do you think up this shit?”


“Oh, here’s another idea.  Just tell them what everyone
probably thinks about you after staring at your chest, that you’re a sex
nympho.”


“Because my boobs are so big I have to have sex all the
time?  Is that true?  Is that why I do this shit?”


“I don’t know if it’s true, but it’s believable.”


“Yeah, but won’t that scare them off?  I just want to get
the  fake girlfriend money.”


“Oh, no, they’ll love it.  Just say you didn’t even know
you were that big.  Lots of guys stare at you, but you’re scared and cry all
the time.  Even your parents accused you of all kinds of shit from the time you
were twelve.  Kids in school bullied you.  Can you fake crying?  Can you look
like you’re looking for someone to take care of you, someplace where you can
rest your head?”


Roberta thought a moment.  She sniffled, trembled, and
did her best to look helpless.  “That good enough?”


“Can you say you’re from another country?  You know, like
you escaped an African country where they would have put you into slavery?”


“Roberto, what the fuck are you making up now?”


“You could say you were in a Christian school until some
military guys saw you one day, and you knew what they would do with you.”


“Wouldn’t I have to have an accent, talk African or
something?”


“You could just fake it a little.”


Roberta looked doubtful.  “I think you’re getting off on
this crap, Roberto.”


“You could tell a customer when you meet them that you’re
multi-racial.”


“What?”


“Yeah, you’re part black, part Arab, part Malaysian, part
Indonesian, part Jewish, and you even have a little Mexican in you.  And you
don’t know which people you belong with.”


“You want me to tell guys I’m a mutt?  Wouldn’t that
scare them off?”


“No, they will be thinking, ‘Poor, poor girl.  She needs
someone to take care of her and show her some kindness.’  You’ve been kicked
around because you were born that way, not just some cheap whore.”


“Can’t I just tell them my parents were assholes?”


Ruben grimaced.  “That’s no good.  No one is going to give you money just because your parents were
assholes.  It’s a stereotype.”


“What that mean?”


“It sounds like you just made up the first shit you
thought of.  Besides, I’ll bet half of Luanne’s employees tell that one.  You
need to be original.”


After he dropped her off on Roberta Street, Ruben
couldn’t help from feeling agitated.  He couldn’t help from consuming himself
with the swirl of doubts about his real motivations.  Because she was
black?  Because he really did want to gorge himself on her breasts?  This
Roberta was just a dumb fuck, he told himself.  He had to stop this fantasy
world before it brought him down.  He would have to change his phone number,
transfer schools, and probably move in the dead of night.






Chapter 5
“Well, you be one of my best boyfriends.”

November 1989


Ruben met his married brother and married sister along
with their small families at his mother’s house for their traditional dinner of
turkey and ham.   Roberta-the-Third had been dropped off on Roberta Street a
week before that.  The annual assault on his solo situation at dinner wound
down about an hour after he arrived.   He told them that he had been seeing a
few women, but no one ready to meet the family.  He insisted that, if and when
he brought someone to Thanksgiving, it would be serious--so serious that a
draft of a wedding invitation would be available for their comments.  He
repeated this stratagem a month later at their annual Christmas gathering.  


 


December 1989


He went to Margo’s annual New Year’s party.  Jill was
there, dressed in artsy black, with a young man with spiky hair, also dressed
in artsy black.  His brief conversation with Jill was light, though Ruben
caught her in a protracted stare in his direction while she was waiting for the
bathroom.  No one of interest at the party.  


Back at apartment 201, his answering machine light was
blinking.  It would be his mother, brother, or sister.  It was Luanne with a
simple message.  “Happy New Year, Roberto.  May this year bring you peace and
happiness.  I really do mean it.  And since you didn’t do no business with me
this New Year’s, all I can say is that you better not be going to any of my
competition.  Take care, honey.”


One week later he was back in his classroom, his most
comfortable turf.


 


March 1990


About a month into the Spring semester, the principal
called Ruben into her office.   She began asking him questions, like how he
liked the school after five years.  Was he getting along with his colleagues in
the English department?  How was he integrating district directives and school
reforms in his classroom?  He chatted away, always with his captivating broad,
warm smile.  However, when he left with no indication of the purpose of the
questions, he began to feel guilty, as if she had finally caught on to his
secret life.  He didn’t sleep that night.


At the end of the next school day, as he was walking past
the principal’s office, she motioned for him to return to her office.  “Ok,
Ruben, I’ve made my decision.”  She smiled as Ruben’s stomach turned acidic. 
“I had three good candidates, but the rest of my staff came to a consensus, and
we picked you.  Channel Five called me and asked us to pick a teacher for a
feature they want to do on local shining teachers.  They want to film a teacher
for about one hour, interview some students and their teacher.   It will be
next Monday, so look good and don’t forget that great smile of yours.”


“But…”


“No buts, young man.  You’re Channel Five’s
teacher of the month!”


 


Ruben recognized both of the TV reporters who came to his
classroom the following week.  This was the real deal.  Two cameras hovered
about his classroom while he read a passage from the early chapters of Huckleberry
Finn, the part where Ruben theatrically got on all fours to demonstrate
delirium tremens while he imitated the dialect of the times: 


 


“Then he went down on all fours and
crawled off, begging them to let him alone, and he rolled himself up in his
blanket and wallowed in under the old pine table, still a-begging; and then he
went to crying. I could hear him through the blanket. “Tramp—tramp—tramp; that’s the dead;
tramp—tramp—tramp; they’re coming after me; but I won’t go. Oh, they’re here!
don’t touch me—don’t! hands off—they’re cold; let go. Oh, let a poor devil
alone!”  (Twain, Mark (Samuel Clemens), The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 
Chapter 6)


 


The
interview aired two weeks later.  Most of Ruben’s performance was included,
along with cutaway close-ups of his students following the text in their books
and captivated by Ruben’s enactment of the fearsome scene that leads to
Huckleberry faking his death to escape his pap’s drunken rampages.  Student
close-up interviews proclaimed Ruben’s skill as a teacher and how he got them
to read ahead to see what happened next.  The last full minute showed Ruben at
his desk talking about the art and skill of the teacher’s work.  He ended with
something controversial, but resonating--“It’s the teachers who build America.”


He pressed
stop on his video tape recorder and replayed the five-minute piece.  Then his
mother called.  Then Margo called, followed by his brother and sister.  All
overwhelmed him with compliments and praise.  The phone had rung several more
times before he pulled up the blankets.  His eyelids just lowering when his
bedside phone rang.  The clock displayed eleven thirty p.m.   He picked up the
phone expecting a distant friend.  “What the fuck!  What the fuck!”  The voice
dropped as if the caller was talking to someone nearby.  “Finally--Hey, I got
him on the phone, bitches.  We got us a real star!  Why the fuck didn’t you
tell me you was going to be on TV?   My favorite eleven o’clock news show! 
What the fuck, Roberto!  Hey, I’m gonna throw down my pussy for
you.  Anytime!  Anyplace!  You look good on TV, Fat Dick!   What?  Now that you
a big star, you too high class for my bitches?   When can I get your
autograph?”


Even for
Luanne, this was over the top.  “Luanne, I’m not a big star.  I’m not too high
class.  I just take my profession very seriously.”


“No, you be
a star!  I see’d how those kids love you.  You got real respect, my man.  You
got real respect!  Me and the bitches watched it here, and we all thought the
same thing:  how come we didn’t have no teacher like you when we was in
school?   Shit, did I ever tell you that when I was in sixth grade I wanted
to be a doctor?  Then an eighth grade dick got me, and I started the life.  I
was too dumb…”


“You’re far
from being dumb, Luanne.”


“Damn
straight, but nobody told me back then, and here you are already pumping me up
like it should have been in sixth grade.”  Her voice dropped out as Ruben heard
her talk to what was apparently an audience.  “Hey, which one of you pussies
want to give Roberto the biggest, wettest blow job he ever had?”


“Luanne,
stop it!”


“Ooh, that’s
right.  You don’t like bitches suckin’ on your fat dick.  Well, I got to give
you somethin’.”


“Luanne,
this phone call was enough.  To get a compliment from you is better than any
compliment I can get.  You went out of your way, and I know you don’t go out of
your way for anyone.”


“Damn right…” 
The sound became muffled.  Ruben heard screaming and the sounds of what
appeared to be a struggle.  Calls from Luanne’s cosmos often included a stark
reminder of her realities.


A different
voice came on the phone.  “Hello, Roberto?  This is Roberta Number Three.  You
remember me, with the biggest titties in the world?”


“Yes,
Roberta.  How could I ever forget you?”


“I want to
tell you that I be tellin’ everyone I seen your dick, and that your students be
the luckiest.  I wish I had a  teacher like you.  I just told Luanne that I
would do you for seven hundred bucks, but you got to do me for twenty-four
hours at your place.”


“Seven
hundred?  I don’t know, Roberta.  Look, I’m trying to stop this.  I want to
find a real girl and maybe get married.”


“Oh, fuck
that shit, Roberto!  You ain’t never gonna marry tits like mine.  My last
offer.  Six hundred ninety-nine bucks for twenty-four hours.  And I will keep
my fuckin’ mouth shut, unless you change your mind and want me to swallow your
dick.”  Ruben heard laughing and cheering in the background.    


 


Roberta-the-Third
was something like a natural wonder, somethat had happened in nature, but a
curiosity.  She could be  crude, child-like, something memorable like the Grand
Tetons in Wyoming, something with the aura of dangerous addiction, and still a
human with superpowers of attraction.  He was intimidated by her exaggerated,
top-heavy hourglass figure.  He didn’t like her rainbow-tinted fingernails and
blue eye shadow.  He didn’t like how she put on airs with her flamboyant
swagger.  He didn’t want to be seen with her at a school function. At the same
time, he felt pity and sorrow for how her DNA had rendered her.  He had
purposely engaged her in conversation to divine her actual state of ignorance. 
Clearly, she wasn’t stupid or below average intelligence, but few would ever
have use for her mind. He realized that she reeked of addiction; he couldn’t
get her breasts off his brain, nor could he free himself from the rapture she
could expertly divine.


 


April 1990


So, his dick
did the driving.  He picked her up on “Roberta” Street in broad daylight.  She
was dressed in jeans, Converse high top sneakers, pink socks, and a black
t-shirt with a big red heart across her chest.  Her lipstick matched the color
of the heart pumped up on her chest.  She carried an overnight bag.  Once in
the car, she put up her hands defensively.  “I know this t-shirt makes my tits
look even bigger, but it’s the only t-shirt we have that I could get on without
ripping a couple of holes through the heart.”


As they
drove, Ruben said to her, “I thought I’d never see you again.  But I have to
admit, I see you in my dreams all the time.”


“Yep, I got
the titties that dreams are made of.  Lots of assholes say that to me.”


“Assholes?”


“Oh, you
ain’t no asshole.  Least, not anymore.  I used to think they invented the word
asshole just for you, but then I got to thinkin’.  You  know how you asked me
if I ever had a real boyfriend?”


“Yeah.”


“I did have
this one Mexican boyfriend when I was in eighth grade.  He took me to the
movies…”


“You told me
that story.”


“Well, I
gots to tell you that that’s all I got to go on. I been tellin’ your stories,
but then I still got to act like a real girlfriend.  I want to get with
Luanne’s  program.”


“So you’re
onboard now?


“Yep.  Just be a girlfriend.  Don’t date no horny
stray dogs, just guys like you, ‘cept charge more than we get from you.  
After I fucked you the last time and I felt safe the whole time, I tried it on
some nerdy security guy workin’ in an office building.  Of course, people see
me the first time, they figure I’m just tits for sale.  So I told this guy,
real nice, to save his money.  He took me to get a burger and to a car show
before he took me to a hotel room; said he didn’t want me to know exactly where
he lived.  In the morning, all he wanted was a quick titty fuck, then we went
out for breakfast.   About a month later, I go on another date with him, but
it’s a real date because he asked me what I wanted to do.   So, I told him I
wanted to go to a mall and just look around.  So now, I only do
twenty-four-hour dates, not quickies.”


“And you learned that from me?”


“You the teacher, ain’t you?  I see him every two to
three months for a hell of a lot more dough than I get from you.  ‘Cept, I got
a problem.”


“What’s that?”


“I’m runnin’ out of good girlfriend moves,  so I thought
you’d give me somemore boyfriend bullshit, you know what I mean?  I don’t want
to lose this fuckin’ easy money, skinny dude.”


Ruben took her to dinner at Hollywood Denny’s where he
got her to eliminate the f-word as much as possible and lower her voice.  He
told her that he was having fun building a profile for her that would be a
turn-on for her dates.  Then they went to the movies where he maneuvered her so
her tits rubbed against his chest, sort of accidentally, so that no one in the
theater would be curious.  Back in apartment 201, they re-enacted the story of
the boy who took her to his parents’ house and took out a camera.  He pretended
to take pictures of her breasts and her lying on her back spread-eagled.  They
laughed the whole time.  She said, “There is already about a million pictures
of my tits out there.”


It was in the morning that he told her it was time for
the real sexy lessons.  He threw her one of his t-shirts with X-man on the
front and commanded her to put it on without a bra, but do so in the bathroom. 
He “ordered” her to wear her thong underwear beneath the t-shirt.  “Now what
you want me to do?” she asked a little anxiously when she exited the bathroom
and saw Ruben back in bed with a stack of comic books.  He was examining her
bra.  “Hmm, forty, triple D.  Do you have to get these made special?”


“Fuck no!  For a long time, I didn’t know how to get the
right size, but Luanne, she got someone for everything.”


“I don’t feel a wire,” he said as he felt the bottom
edge.


“That one don’t have a wire.  It’s called a full-coverage
bra.  Most comfortable for me.  I got a couple others with wire and show off my
titties better when I wear a fuck-me dress.  I don’t need no damn push-up bra,
but I tried ‘em once.”


“How much does something like this cost?”


“Why the fuck you want to know that?”


“Don’t say fuck so much, please.  I’m just
curious.  I like to know about everything.”


“You gonna ask about my undies too?  Like do I have the
kind that you can stick your dick right through?”


“Undies are undies…”


“No, they’re not, honey.”


“Well, how much did your bra cost?”


“Fuck, I don’t remember.”


“What?  Does Luanne buy your bras for you?”


“Fuck no!  That would be unsanitary.  ”


“Why ‘unsanitary’?”


“Because sometimes we share bras that come from the
closet.”


“So, you don’t remember how much you paid for your bra,
but I’ll bet you know how much you made off of every John you ever had sex
with.  What did you pay for this magnificent piece of engineering—five
dollars?”


“Five dollars?  Are you out of your fuckin’ mind? 
Five bucks wouldn’t buy one strap on that thing.”


“Ten bucks?”


“Ten fucks?  You think I fucked ten times to get
that?”


“I said, ‘ten bucks.’”


“I know.  I’m fuckin’ with you just like you’re fuckin’
with me.”


“So you’re not going to tell me what something like this
cost?”  He held up the bra with his hands fleshing out the triple D cups.  He
studied the stitching and clasps.  He closed the clasps and tried to pull them
apart.


“Hey, what the fuck?  Don’t fuck up my bra!”


Ruben threw the bra to a chair beside the bed.  “How much
you think your breasts weigh?  Have you ever weighed them?”


“Aye, Roberto, you are one fucked up, crazy ass
boyfriend.  Do you talk this way to your other girlfriends?”  Ruben shrugged. 
“Can we just drop this bra shit?”


“Get in bed next to me, and that’s an order, young lady,”
he barked.  “This is what I would want if you were my real girlfriend.”  He
pulled back the sheets, so she could slip under.  She put on a confused
expression when she saw that he was just wearing his boxer shorts.  He put his
arm around her and pulled her close.  


“What are we doing here?”   An anxious posture spread
across her face and her hands curled into a defensive stance. 


Ruben pulled her head down onto his chest, then put his
arm around her.


“What the fuck are you doing?”


“We’re going to read comic books together.”


“What the fuck, Roberto!  You are looney!”


“Hey, I’m ordering you to keep your head on my chest
while I read to you.”


“That’s all I got to do?”


“Yep, for the time being.”  He opened a comic book,
cradled her head, and read.  Her head bobbed up as a show of vigilance. After a
while, she turned her head, which put her lips inches away from his.  “Why are
we doing this, Roberto?  Are you getting off on this?”


“Sort of.  What about you?”


“What?  You think crankin’ my head sideways and readin’
comic books is going to make my pussy run wet?”


“Not workin’ for you, huh?  Nothing about this feels
good?”


“Oh, I see what you want.  I have seen movies, you
know.  No, this is just makin’ me jumpy.  You actin’ all lovey dovey, but maybe
you got a knife hid in the next comic book.” Ruben impulsively kissed her on
the lips.  Roberta looked at him as if he were crazy.  “You are one crazy
motherfucker!”


“Am I really?  You scared of me?”


“No, I ain’t scared of you.”  She turned her head away
from the proximity to his lips.  Her thick multi-colored hair raked across
Ruben’s face.  She sat up erect staring at the wall before them.  She covered
her face with her hands.


“You alright?”


“Shut up, Roberto.  Don’t ask me shit like that.”  She
shook her head, seemingly pissed off.  “What time is it?”


Ruben put his arms around her, his hands barely cupped
her breasts. Roberta turned to smile at him.  “Now you’re actin’ normal. 
Squeeze them good.”


He pulled off the t-shirt he had given her and pulled her
back onto his chest.  Roberta’s trademark tits found the niche beneath his
chin.   Ruben felt the heaviness of her breath.  Her eyes averted his.  She
took his free hand and clamped it between her legs.  She arched her back to
bring her nipples to his eyes, then dropped them to his mouth.  “Feel the
weight?  I used to think they weighed about ten pounds each.  Luanne’s girls
helped me weigh them.  Each one about three pounds.  Three plus three equals
six pounds of titty on your face.”


Ruben muttered, “Doesn’t feel like it.  Feels soft and
sexy.”


“Thank you.  Put your dick in me already.”


They showered together, and he watched her get dressed.  
Then they drove to Hollywood Denny’s.  While they were waiting for a server,
Roberta asked, “You got any more shit I can tell my other boyfriends?”


“Other boyfriends?”


“Well, you be one of my best boyfriends.”


He dropped her on Roberta Street.  She kissed him and
jumped out of the car.  “Bye, my handsome lover boy!”


Two months later, he had put aside seven hundred
dollars.  He called the number on the same card Roberta-the-First had given
him, a card he had many times fished out of the trash and once out of the
toilet.  For the first time in the four years of his arrangements with Luanne,
he was told that Roberta-the-Third was too busy to take on a
seven-hundred-dollar client.  When asked if he would be interested in someone
else, he hesitated but said no.  He dwelled on the unexpected turn of events. 
His final thought:  “Thank you, God.  I’m done with this.”











Chapter 1
“Give them a phone book
 and tell them to find a
 shelter.”

Early May, 1990


Ruben told his students, “No.  I said No. 
I’m definitely not going this year.  Don’t bug me anymore.  My girlfriend has
other plans for us that night.”


The classroom echoed catcalls.  “Wooo-Hoo!  What other
plans?”


“Uh, that would be my business.”


His students scowled at him.  Some made puppy
frowns.  


“Ok, we’re looking at Othello, Act four,
lines ninety-seven to one hundred fifteen which suggests how cheating on your
husband or your wife was looked upon.  Do you see where the text says, ‘or say
they strike us’?”


A female student couldn’t contain herself.  “Does
that mean husbands beat their wives back then?”


“Could be,” the teacher said.  “Anyone else want
to weigh in on these few words?”


“What else could it mean?  Husbands smacked their
wives back then,” a male student contributed.


“No man is ever going to strike me,” a female
student glared.


“Aw, c’mon.  It’s always been done.  Women have
big mouths and have to be shoved in line, or they get out of control,” another
typically teenage male comment.


“But what can be the result according to the
text?” Ruben intervened.


There was a moment of grunting silence as the
students skimmed the passage.  A female student raised her hand.  “When it
says, ‘Yet have we some revenge,’ does the ‘we’ mean, women get revenge?”


“Who gets revenge and what is it?”


Longer silence.


The same female student looked up, raised her hand
again. “Is Shakespeare saying that if men knock them around, women should go
out and cheat on their husbands for revenge?”


“Read it again.  There’s a little more to it. 
Read the whole passage.”


Ruben walked around the room, refusing to comment
further.  He smiled as heads were put together and fingers traced and re-traced
the lines.”


A male student seated in the back row yelled out
with a big grin on his face, “Women want it just as bad as guys do!”


“Ok, but does Shakespeare tell us why?”


Small discussions broke out across the room.  Some
sexist remarks were hurled.


A female student raised her hand.  “Is Shakespeare
saying that women can cheat because it’s only fair?  Men do it, so why
shouldn’t women?”


“Because that would make women whores!” a boy
yelled out, eliciting a chortled laugh and high-fives.


“Mr. Renteria, tell them to shut up!”


Ruben waited for their attention, a smile of
“they’re learning” on his face.  “Ok, everyone,  look at the last lines.”  He
read, “ ‘Else let them know, the ills we do, their ills instruct us so….’”


The boy who had contributed the “whores” comment
again yelled out, “Men cheat on their wives because their wives are running
around like loose whores.”  


The classroom reacted with a tide of derisive
laughter and disgust.  Ruben noted that the class period was coming to an end. 
“Actually, I think it’s the other way around.  Women learn from men.”


A female student bellowed, “I wonder if my mom
read this?  She cheated on my dad.”


“That’s kind of too much information, Ericka.  But
it is interesting that Shakespeare openly dramatized the tensions between
husbands and wives hundreds of years ago.  Othello has more to say about
the roles of wives.  Ok, no homework, but we will be writing an essay on this
passage later this week.”


As the class packed up to go to their next class,
a student yelled out, “Get a new girlfriend and come to the prom, Mr.
Renteria!”


Ruben waved to them as they passed his desk while
inwardly musing, “Dump your girlfriend because she doesn’t want to do the same
things you need to.”


 


Though Ruben admittedly did daydream about Roberta
Number Three,  he simultaneously shuddered at the thought that she was one of
Luanne’s gang.     He reminded himself that Luanne and her “staff” were
criminals despite  Luanne hotly rejecting any inference that she was a gangster
with a gang.  She had repeated that her whole enterprise was conducted under
the radar—not just from law enforcement, but from competing organizations. 
Still, when the phone rang just after he had drifted to sleep on a school
night, Ruben smiled.


He answered, “Yes, Luanne…”


“How the fuck did you know it gonna be me?    What
if it be your real girlfriend and now you have to answer a whole lot of
questions about who be this Luanne and if she be gorgeous, and how long have
you known her, where you know me from.  What would you do then, Señor Fat
Dick?”


“Luanne, you call me that once more and I’m
hanging up.”


“Ok, Señor Fat Dick.”


He hung up and started to count to ten.  On nine,
the phone rang.  He answered, but didn’t say anything.  He listened to Luanne’s
exaggerated heavy breathing.  “Oh, baby, I need you inside me.”   Ruben hung
up.


The phone rang.  He immediately barked, “Don’t
call me that name.”


“Or what, Fat…”


“I’m going to change my phone number again.”


“Didn’t you already try that?  You want to get rid
of me, you gonna have to quit your job—and I know you ain’t gonna do that—and
leave the country.  Can you speak Chinese?  If you go to China, I probably
won’t bother you.”


“I don’t speak Chinese.”


“I figured, so you gonna  have to move to Africa,
but I know you won’t do that because you hate black people.”


“What makes you say that?”


“How come you didn’t ask Roberta Three to the
prom?  She be all tore up about you not asking her to the prom.”


“You know it wasn’t about being black.”


“Fuck, don’t I know it.   She don’t need your dick
anyway.  She be doing great on her own, probably gonna  quit me.”


“Did she finally find a real boyfriend?”


“Nope, she went the gay way.  Some older, white
lady took her on and takes good care of her.”


“You’re kidding!  That’s unbelievable!”


“No, shit!  Probably something you said to fuck
her up like that.  But I don’t give no shit, no puke, and no diarrhea over
her.”


“Sounds like you care a lot…”


“You know shit about my business, Roberto. If she
be safe and got a roof over head and food—takes a lot to feed that one—then I
be cool with it.  But I didn’t call to tell you that the biggest tits in town
went to fuck some other tits.”


“Luanne, I’m not interested.”


“I not gonna sell you shit!  I got business
problems.  I need your opinion.”


“And what are your problems, Luanne?” he asked
with exaggerated interest.


“Inventory problems, big boy.  I  got severe inventory
problems.”


“Someone steal your supply of stiletto shoes?  Big
party in town and you don’t have enough fuck me costumes?”


“Fuck no!  I got too many hoes on my schedule.  
Word got around that I do right by my employees, and I got bitches comin’ off
the street wantin’ to calendar with me.”


“Oh, I get it.  Even if you can get them work,
that would put you on the radar.  Trouble from cops and competition?”


“See!  That be why I call you.  You 
do understand the business.”


“Ah, shit, Luanne, you don’t have my name on
anything in case the cops bust you?”


“Fuck no, other than you be Roberto.  You
think I be stupid?  I don’t know anyone’s name.”


“So what do you want me to do, Luanne?”


“I need to get some of these bitches out of here.”


“So?”


“Well, I was wondering if you got friends or
associates that could use a girlfriend.  Don’t you got some horny teacher
friends?”


On the one hand, Luanne’s suggestion had
horrifying implications, but the manner in which she asked, her blunt delivery,
prompted Ruben to break out laughing.


Luanne screamed, “Don’t fuckin’ laugh!  I got some
serious problems here.  I got to move inventory before I get a bad name in the
business.”


After a moment, Ruben suggested, “Luanne, how does
any business reduce inventory?  Do you understand what I’m saying?”


She yelled through the phone, “Why you always
makin’ out like I be fuckin’ stupid?  You want me to have a sale?  Give clients
deep discounts?  You want me to give out coupons, maybe two for one?”


“Well…”


“And how the fuck I gonna do this?  Take out a
fuckin’ ad in the L.A. Times?”


“C’mon, Luanne, you know there are places you can
advertise discreetly.”


“Yeah, I know.  Used to advertise in underground
newspapers.  You know what the trouble be with that kind of advertising?  You
get clients that sleep in toilet bowls with creepy skin diseases, rotten teeth,
and we don’t know how crazy they be.”


“Can’t you check them out before they come?”


“Take too long, and who I gonna get to pay to
interview human puke?  Then if I reject them, they can go psycho on you and
want to take you to court and sue me for being a racist or a discriminator.”


“How about the street near your office?”


“Fuck, why did I call you?  You going stupid on
me, Roberto?  My bitches don’t walk the fuckin’ streets.  That be for cheap
whores and druggies needin’ fast cash.”


“Ok, ok, sorry.  Listen, Luanne, I’ve got to go to
sleep.  I wake up at six a.m. to get ready for school.”


“You ain’t goin’ to bed yet!  I got big troubles
here!  Sooner or later these bitches gonna attract attention.  I could lose my
office, my set-up, and have problems with the competition.”


“Well, tell them to go home, for cryin’ out loud.”


“Some did, some don’t have a place to go, idiot…”


“How can that be?  You have runaways there?”


“I don’t fuckin’ know!   I got two here that looks
like teenagers, and they be scarin’ the shit out of me.”


“What?  How’d they find out about you?”


“How the fuck should I know? The less I know, the
better!”


“How about giving them money for McDonald’s and
tell them to wait there until you get a message to them?”


“You want me to give these skinny bitches
McDonald’s money?  You want them to get fat?”


“What the fuck do you care?  You got to get rid of
the teenagers first.”


“You be right.  What should I do with the one who
looks twelve?”


Ruben screamed into the phone, “What?! You are out
of your mind, Luanne.  Good night.  I’m pulling the plug on the phone.”


Luanne screamed back, “Wait, wait, wait!  I be
fuckin’ with you.  I gonna give the two teens a couple bucks each for burgers
and sodas.  If I be lucky, the cops will pick them up, and I be shed of them. 
That leaves me three Mexicans with big booties and big boobs.  Can’t get rid of
them.  They look mean.”


“What the hell does that mean?  Are they
dangerous?”


“Naw, they just talkin’ shit to make them seem
tough.  Take off their make-up, and they probably be ugly.  Course, one of them
be ugly now.”


“So scare them back.  Tell them to get the fuck
out of your office or you’ll call someone who will drag their asses out.”


“And who would that be?”


“I thought you had Melvin and Porky.  You don’t
have tough guys around?”


“Fuck no! They not here right now.  Besides, I
don’t beat on my bitches.  I told you I don’t want that kind of operation. 
Causes nothin’ but problems.  It be all about payback if you go that route.”


Ruben tried to imagine what these women looked
like. [In the early 90’s, camera phones were something only for science
fiction; he couldn’t request texting an image.] Luanne suddenly hung up the
phone.


Ruben exhaled and pulled up the covers and turned
out the light.  He closed his eyes.  He opened them when the phone rang. 
“What?!”


“Roberto, these cholitas know each other.  They be
friends.  I got the feelin’ they be on the run.”


“Well, tell them to run away… from you!”


“One got blue bruises.  She been beat.”


“So what are you? A counselor in a house for
battered women?  Give them a phone book and tell them to find a shelter.”  As
these words spewed from his mouth, Ruben realized he was losing his humanity. 
He asked, “Do they speak English?”


“Yeah, they do.  They speak better than me, but
with more fuck talk like ‘fuck this’, ‘shit-ass this’, ‘stick a bat in your
ass’, ‘bite your nose off’, ‘pussy this’….”  In the background, Ruben could
hear some Spanish.  He heard the word esposo, husband.


“Luanne, say this.  Tienes maridos?”  He
heard her say “tennis mary dos.”  The room went quiet.


Luanne whispered into the phone, “What the fuck? 
You think they be married?  What the fuck  they doing here?  Now, I be really
pissed. I gonna throw out their asses myself.”


“How are they dressed?”


“What do you mean, how are they dressed?  If you
mean they ready to do a catwalk in Paris, France, fuck no.  All they got be
tight jeans stuck up their cracks and those little flimsy low-cut tops the
Mexican bitches wear. One got tats on her fat boobs, make me want to throw up.
Only person that want to date that, ain’t got money.  I gonna throw them out
first because they don’t have no style.”


“I’ll meet you on Roberta Street in thirty-five
minutes.”


“What the fuck?  You be wacked, Roberto!”


“Tell them someone is coming to take them to a
safe place.”


Luanne hung up the phone.  






Chapter 2
“Roberto, take my fuckin’ knife.

Now can I take a shit?”

Ruben did not park on Roberta Street.  He parked his vehicle, and walked stealthily on the opposite
side of the meeting place on Roberta Street.  From about fifty yards away, he
surveyed the situation.  Three chunky Latinas, doing their best to look sexy,
milled around in front of a closed dry cleaners.  About thirty feet behind,
Luanne leaned against a wall.  She looked furious.  She glanced back and forth,
up and down.  Ruben moved closer and signaled her to cross the street to his
side.


As she squeezed between cars, she turned to check
the Latinas.  They gazed in her direction.  She commanded, “Ladies, you just
wait right there.  My associate and I gonna be with you in a moment.”


She glared at Ruben.  Ruben began, “What?  I’m your
associate?”


“Shut the fuck up, and what the fuck you be doing
here?”


“You said you needed help.”  He stared intently at
the women across the street.


“You really came to help me, or you got some plan
to get your rocks off on all three of them?  Your fat dick gonna get all
scraped up.”


“Their story sounded familiar to me.  I grew up in
a neighborhood with abandoned women like that.”


“Oh, now you want to be like a homeboy?  I ain’t
impressed, Roberto.  What your fucked up plan?”


“One of them looks pregnant.”


Luanne glanced across the street. “Or, maybe she
just a beer drinker with a slob gut.  Did she think I gonna find a boyfriend to
pay her way?”


“What about the others?”


“Talkin’ shit.  But I think they done this kind of
work before.”


“How do you know?”


“Roberto, don’t you listen to me?  This ain’t my
first day in the biz.”


“How about I talk to just one of them?”


“What the fuck for?”


“I know a shelter.  I’ll take them.  I had a
student whose mom was beat up.  I’ve done this before.”


Luanne motioned for one woman to cross the
street.  All three advanced.  Luanne stepped forward and pointed to only one,
with a menacing look to the other two.


The one who came forward started to tremble,
constantly looking back at her company.  She got no closer than five feet of
Ruben, who was by now also trembling.  Luanne positioned herself in the
middle.  Ruben began to speak to the woman in Spanish. She listened for a few
minutes then retorted angrily in Spanish.  The more she spoke, the more she
trembled.  The more she trembled, the more tears began to flow.  Ten minutes
later, she was crying hysterically.  The other women rushed across the street,
skirting around Luanne.


The women, fists clenched, rushed to their
friend’s side.  They took one look at Ruben, heard his voice in Spanish, and
stood down, but vigilant.  The woman who had been talking to Ruben explained
the situation to her companions.  She told them in Spanish that Ruben would
take them to a women’s shelter.  Each woman had a small bag of clothes.  Ruben
fast-walked back to his car. If they couldn’t keep up, he would drive off
without them.  When he glanced back for Luanne, she was gone.


       


The three women struggled to keep up with Ruben’s
stride.  They were all wearing flip-flops and their bags skidded on the
sidewalk.  It was almost one a.m.  They threw their bags in his car trunk and
squeezed into the back seat.  Ruben put on a Spanish-language radio station.


“We speak English,” one commented drily.


“I know.  Just want to get everyone in a different
frame of mind.”


The same woman asked, “What’s your name?  Why are
you helping us?”


“You just need to know that I’m going to get you
to a women’s shelter.”


“We just wanted to know in case you try to murder
or rape us.”


“Just call me Roberto.  We’ll be there in five
minutes, so you won’t have to worry about being murdered or raped.”


Silence for the next five minutes.


The street beside the storefront shelter was
deserted.  The women clearly read, “Hollywood Shelter for Women in Need.”  The
women watched Ruben get out of the car, approach the building, and ring a
doorbell. The lights still on, a television flickered.  The front door was a
heavy grate.  A woman came out.  She apparently recognized Ruben and shook his
hand.  He pointed to the three women in the car.  The aid worker glanced at the
car and held up three fingers questioningly to Ruben.  He nodded.  The woman
shook her head and held up one finger.  Ruben returned with three fingers.  The
aid worker shook her head and returned with just one finger.  


Ruben and the aid worker approached the car.  The
aid worker poked her head inside.  “Good evening, ladies.  First, we never
question, and we accept any woman in need, but tonight the reality is...”


“We are not fucking splitting up.”


“I know how you feel.  I totally understand.  But
our license says we can’t take in any more than the number of beds we have. 
There are already ten women in that little room.  One is sleeping on the
floor.  I am still working on patching up a split lip on one of the women.” 
The woman turned to Ruben.  “You did the right thing.  I can make some calls in
the morning.”  She handed him a card.  Before the woman shut the heavy door, he
glanced inside and counted more than ten women.  The heavy door clanged loudly
as it shut.


Ruben returned to his car and banged his head on
the steering wheel.


“Why don’t you take us back to that fatso?”


The tears now were Ruben’s.  How was he going to
wake up in the morning? The longer he was out with these women, the greater the
chance of arousing attention.  As crazy as it was, he knew he had only one
option.


He stopped his car about a block from his
apartment. At this point, the women were shaking and fighting off sleep.  He
turned to them.  “Before I take you further, I want to see what each of you has
in your bag.”


“Where are we going?”


“I got no choice but to take you to my place.”


“Fuck no!”


“Then get out of my car and find a park bench. 
I’m tired enough to drive you all straight to the police.  I feel so stupid, I
deserve to be arrested.”


One said, “I’m telling you right now, I’ve got a
knife.”


The other women turned incredulously to their
comadre.  “Why the fuck you tellin’ him that?”


“Because I want to take a fucking shit and go to
sleep.”   She got out of the car and demanded, “Open the trunk.”  Ruben opened
it.  She opened her ratty bag and pulled out a six-inch hunting knife. 
“Roberto, take my fuckin’ knife. Now, can I get on your fuckin’ toilet?  You
bitches can fuckin’ stay in the car.”


Apparently too tired and all in need of a toilet,
they fully cooperated with Ruben.  He told them to remove their shoes so they
wouldn’t make noise walking on the breezeway in his building.  He took one of
them to his apartment—the one who had the greatest immediate need. The others
followed a few minutes apart.  “I have one extra bedroom, but it just has a
small Ikea couch.  Or you can all sleep on the couch and floor in my living
room.”


After he had keyed the front door, he moved quickly
into the living room to remove his backpack, the landline phone, and any
identifying papers about himself.  He left dirty dishes.


As they each took turns in the bathroom, Ruben
laid out a loaf of bread and peanut butter and jelly.  “That’s all I have.  No
alcohol or soda, but plenty of water.”


Ruben went to a closet and threw out sheets,
towels, and blankets.  Finally, he addressed them.  “This is the stupidest
thing I’ve ever done, but I’m praying to God, you’ll just understand that I’m
just trying to help you out.  I’m going to sleep in my room.”


The women looked at each other.  “Do you want one
of us to fuck you?”


“What!?”  Ruben glanced at all three grubby women
with shaved eyebrows.  He banished the thought that had crossed his mind.    He
scolded them.  “No!  I’m going to sleep.  Please don’t make any noise.”  He
looked at his watch--past two a.m.  He had perfect attendance at school.  He
realized he was not going to be able to make it in the morning.  Besides, he
had to get rid of these women without any attention.  He locked himself in his
room.  “I don’t care if they steal everything I have, if they would just go
away.”  He got into bed with his clothes on.  




Ruben trembled and tossed in his bed, maybe slept
a few minutes over two hours.  Under his pillow was the hunting knife he had
confiscated.   Then he heard the shower.  He glanced at the clock:  three a.m. 
He dozed off.  The big hand of the clock had only advanced twenty minutes.  He
heard the shower door slam, followed by “Get out of there already, I need to
shit.”   The bathroom door opened and then slammed shut.  The toilet flushed. 
“Hey, did you leave any hot water, you fuckin’ slut?”  The shower turned on,
then off.  “You used all the hot, asshole!”  The bathroom door opened.


He heard, “What are you doing listening at his
door?”


“Shut the fuck up!  I want to be ready if he jumps
out and tries to rape us.”


“You’re worried about him raping us?  You’re a
fuckin’ stupid ass.  After what happened, rape by that nerdy dude would just be
half the weight.  Get away from the door, stupid.  He’s probably listening to
us.”


Ruben imagined that the three women were huddled
together.  He silently moved to his door to listen.  It was quiet for a few
minutes, then one said, “I’m going back to Mario.”


“He’s going to beat the shit out of you.”


“So?”


“I’ll go back with you,” another voice said.


“I knew I should have left you two behind.  You’re
stupider than shit.  No, shit is way smarter than you.”


“Well, I ain’t going to go with you and whore
around.”


“What the fuck?!  You already are a whore.  You
cheated on Mario, and you cheated on Sergio.  And you did that gang-bang
shit...”


“I was just trying to get back at him for cheating
on me.”


“Duh!”


One of the women who wanted to return to her
spouse replied, “It just ain’t fair.  He fucks the neighbor and everyone sees
him leave her house.”


“You must have done something fucked up for him to
fuck some other bitch in front of the whole neighborhood.”


“It’s all fucked up.  What kind of woman would
fuck another woman’s husband in front of the whole neighborhood?  Naw, you did
something.  He must have been really pissed at you.”


“I gave him a blowjob every day!”


“Well, maybe not a good one.”


“Fuck you!”


“But you’re still going back…”


“What’s my choice?  Go back to my parents?  Bring
my kids there?  Go on welfare?”


“I thought you already on welfare.”


“Shut up.  I’m going to sleep under that table in
the kitchen.  If he comes out, I’ll have a few seconds to get a knife or
something.”


“Yeah, take one of the pots to smack him in the
head.”


After hearing that, Ruben positioned pillows under
the blankets to look like a body, then he barricaded himself in the closet with
his cordless phone.


When he opened his eyes, he immediately checked
his watch.  School would be starting in thirty minutes.  He called the school
and lied:  “Someone in the family had a serious car accident…been at the
hospital all night.”  He brushed his teeth and got dressed.  He knocked on his
own bedroom door very gingerly.


“Come in, vato,” a cheery voice answered.


Ruben slowly moved into his living room.  There
was just one woman sitting on the couch.  His eyes darted around.  Nothing much
disturbed except for a disarray of blankets and towels on the floor.  Then he
smelled it.  His eyes widened.


She said in a chola twang, “I told them not to. 
They’re so stupid.”


Ruben glared at her, concealing the pit in his
stomach.  “How do I know it wasn’t you?”


“Smell my hair.”  She gathered her hair into a
thick ponytail and swished it toward his nose.  “Do you smell any pot on me,
huh?”  Ruben gingerly inhaled.  “Do you want to smell any other parts of me?” 
She presented an armpit.


Ruben stepped back no longer able to conceal his
anger and fear.


“Don’t worry, they’re gone.  Left about an hour
ago.  The stupid asses are going back to their husbands.”


“Aren’t you married, too?”


“Yep, but I ain’t going back.  I don’t have no
kids--they do.” Ruben began an inspection of his living room, looking for
evidence of pot and theft.  “It’s cool, they just ran out,  dumb fuck cholas.”


“How come you don’t have kids, like them?”


“’Cuz I ain’t as stupid as them.  After three
fuckin’ abortions, I got fixed.  Good thing, too.”


“So what are you still doing here?”


“I was thinkin’ maybe you could give me a ride
back to the fatso.”


“Fatso?  You mean Luanne?”


“If that’s fatso’s name.”


Ruben was about to question her, ask her about her
motivations but decided against it.  The phone rang.  Ruben expected to hear
from the school.  A voice whispered, “Roberto?”  Ruben jerked his head in the
direction of the woman.  “You ain’t dead or the shit kicked out of you?”


“I’m good.”


“Got rid of them?”


“All but one.”


“Fuck, get rid of her, but if you can’t, I can
send over…”


“She wants to go back to you.”


“What the fuck?  Which one? The ugly one?”


The woman on the couch obviously deduced that the
phone conversation was about her.  The woman said, “Tell fatso I done this work
before.  Tell her that’s how I met my jerk-off husband.”


Ruben merely said, “It’s good.  I’ll bring her
back in about an hour.”


“The fuck you will.  First, I ain’t in the
office.”


“Well, when are you going to be in the office?”


“None of your fucking business.  I ain’t giving
that piece of trash any of my costumes or shoes to wear.  Tell her if she want
in, she better be all packaged to go.”


“What am I supposed to do with her?”


“Well, Mr. Associate, you stuck your dick in this
one.  You yank it out.”  Luanne hung up.


Ruben explained the situation.  The brazen woman
merely replied, “I’ll just do what I did last time.  You got a thrift store
around here?  I got some money.”  She got up to leave.


“Uh, could you wait at least an hour before going
out?  Let the neighbors get off to work.”


“Got it.  How come you didn’t go to work?”


“I was up all night.  I’m going back to sleep. 
You can let yourself out like the other ones did.”


However, when Ruben stumbled out of his bedroom three
hours later, he found the woman snoring on his couch.  She awoke as he was
getting a bowl of corn flakes.  He offered her a bowl.  She ate whatever he
gave her.  Then she walked out the door.  Ruben stopped her.  “Uh, aren’t you
forgetting something?  Your bag of clothes?”


“I want to come back here.  Aren’t you going to
drive me back to fatso, or whatever her name is?”







Chapter 3
“How are you going to do this work if you’re married?”

Ruben picked up the blankets and towels, which went directly into the laundry hamper, made a pot of tea, and settled in on the couch to
grade papers.  He dozed here and there and found that the day off, following a
harrowing night, facilitated catching up on paperwork.


A pronounced knock sounded from his apartment door.  To
this day, whenever the door knocked, he immediately thought of Roberta One.  He
held the door open a crack.  It was the woman whose name he had not asked and
wasn’t going to.  “You came back?”


“You going to let me in?  You got my stuff.  I got no
problem yelling, you know.”  Fucked again, he let her in with her bags, one of
which came from a dollar store.  “I hope you got good scissors.”


“Actually, I do.”  He retrieved the scissors and gave
them to her.


She sat down on the floor, next to him at the coffee
table.  From one bag, she withdrew what appeared to be a silky evening dress
and some worn stiletto heels. From the dollar store bag, she had a sewing kit,
some fabric tape, and make-up.  She laughed.  “Would you believe I’m going to
turn myself into a fuckin’ ho with all this?”


“Uh, did you know that Luanne isn’t really into the ho
business too much anymore.”


“Who’s Luanne?  Is that fatso?”


“Uh…” Ruben didn’t dignify the remark feeling certain it
could get back to Luanne.


“What kind of game she got going?  I heard about her on
the street.”


“She schedules escorts, professional girlfriends.  Her
employees get way less money and her clientele is just normal people.  No
college boys.  No high rollers.  And everyone goes home happy.”


“What kind of dudes?”        


“Normal looking, lonely guys, working boring jobs, like
security guards, all night restaurants.  Lonely dudes, who save up and take a
girl on a date.”


“And nobody fucks?”


“Luanne used to want the fuck, but that puts her
employees in danger, many still get fucked over.”


“And none of those bitches fuck?”


“I’m not going into that,” replied Ruben, wondering if
the woman sitting before him would transform herself into something anyone
would want to fuck.


“Oh, c’mon, there’s got to be a whole lotta fuckin’.”


“Luanne’s game is that she works it to get return
business, safe return business for her staff.  Some have three and four
boyfriends that they see a month.  And there is even a twelve-hour sleep over
deal.”


“Twelve hours?  You mean I got to fuck with some wimpy
dude for twelve hours?” She dropped the needle she was threading.


“The way I understand it is you work it like he’s your
boyfriend.  The kind of guy that Luanne works with wants a girlfriend to make
him feel better about himself.  The clients seem very grateful.  So if you’re intent
on working for Luanne, you need to learn to be a great girlfriend.”


“Fuck that shit.”  She stared at the dress she had been
pimping out.  “I’m not making a girlfriend dress here.  This is to pull in my
waist and stick out my tits.”


“These guys do like that.  They’re not taking you to meet
their mother.”


The woman seemed restless, uncertain.  She rose to her
feet to pace around.  “You got any tequila?”


Ruben just shook his head.  “How are you going to do this
work if you’re married.”


“I got no problem with that.”


“I meant, isn’t he going to track you down eventually?”


“I should be gone before he figures anything out.  He’s a
fuckin’ idiot.”


“Did you know that when you married him?”


“Didn’t think to ask.  I shoulda, but didn’t give him a
test.”


“Then why did you marry him?”


She shrugged, “Because he bought me stuff and gave me
more money than I was making.”


Ruben tried to conceal a smirk.


“I saw that, Roberto.  What’s the shit grin on your
face?”


“How much money did he give you?”


“What?”  She boasted, “Well, a couple times he gave me
five hundred dollar tips.”


Ruben shook his head.


“What the fuck, dude?”  She made a mock show of stabbing
Ruben with the scissors.  “Why are you laughing at me?  You some kind of super
asshole or something?”


“Ok, let’s say he gave you three, five hundred dollar
tips.  That’s one thousand five hundred dollars.”


“Plus what I was charging…”


“Yeah, whatever.   Next time you marry someone for tips,
don’t you think it should be for a bigger score, like five thousand
bucks?”


The woman fell silent, apparently realizing that she had
made a fool of herself.  “No one ever laughed at me about that before.”  She
picked up the scissors and returned to snipping at the neckline.  “What do you
do?  You some kind of dude with a wimpy job like a security cop, one of those
that sits in front of a bunch of TV screens in a big building?”


“No.”


“You work for fatso?  You and her seem to got something
goin’ on.”


“No, just know her a long time.”


“You fuck her?”


“Who?!  Luanne?”


“Who the fuck did you think I was talkin’ about it?  You
gonna try to fuck me for free?”


She stared directly into his eyes.  She had a demeanor
that was both poised for battle or ready to run as her eyes panned to the
apartment door.


“What if I told you the thought has crossed my mind…”


She blustered, “Well, good for you.  I’ll take that as a
compliment.”


“Don’t worry.    I just want you out of here—way out of
here.”


“I want me out of here.”  She worked on her costume. 
“So, really, what do you do for money?  You don’t look like no hustler.”


“Well, what do you think?  What do you think I do?”


“Shit, I don’t know.  You either got to be mafia or
somehow related to fatso.  ‘Course that wouldn’t be possible, would it?”


“Why not?”


“Because she’s black and you some kind of beaner.”


“So you have no clue what I might be doing for a
living?”  Ruben was fascinated.


She peered at him, “I was thinkin’ you might be a doctor
or a lawyer, cuz you look like one, but then you wouldn’t live in a shitty-ass
apartment like this.  You’d live in a mansion.”


“What makes you say that?”


“You look smart, but you also look nice.  Trust me, I
wouldn’t be here, and I wouldn’t let my girls come here if I felt you was a
fuckin’ murderer.  I don’t think you ever fucked-up anybody in your life.”


“You sure I wouldn’t hurt you?”


She stood up, scissors in her hand.  A tense moment of
silence.


“Did you eat anything while you were out?”


“No.”


“I’m going to make pancakes.”


“Pancakes?  Is that all the fuck you got?”


“I suppose I could open a can of beans and make rice.”


“Ok, I’ll have that.”


While he worked in the kitchen, she continued sewing on
the coffee table in the living room.  She lifted her head frequently to mark
his distance to her.


Ruben called out, “You sure you have no idea what I do
for a living…”


“You’re a cook, ‘cept all the cooks I know are fat.”


“See, here’s the thing, uh… what is your name?” Ruben
inquired casually.


“Let’s keep it this way.  Roberto your real name?”


Ruben only answered, “I’ll call you Roberta.”


“Whatever, I don’t give a fuck.”


“The thing is, Roberta, if you can’t figure out what kind
of stuff I do for a living, how are you going to discern the kind of people you
do business with?”


“Never bothered me before.”


“No, shit. I’m just wondering how people pick people in
life.  Like you married a guy because he gave you big tips.  Did you love him?”


“Fuck no.  I haven’t loved anyone since high school.  And
that guy fucked me over.  Had my first abortion from that asshole.”


“So why did you marry him?”


“How the fuck should I know?”


“You really don’t know?  That’s bullshit.  You just
decided to marry this guy?  He must have been different somehow.”


“Not really, he just didn’t fuck me over as much as some
other dudes.”


“So that was the reasoning… It’s not like you were madly
in love with him.”


“What the fuck?  Okay, if you say so.”


“I’m just trying to make the point that women, despite
all their talk about love and romance, have other agendas they want to see
taken care of before anything else.”


“So?  A bitch like me got to look out for herself.  Beans
ready?”


“Yes, come to the table, please.”


She carefully laid down the dress and moved to sit across
from him at his small dining table adjacent the kitchen entrance.  He laid out
some tortillas.  “Sorry, didn’t have much food in the house.”


“No carne asada?  This is fine. Maybe I’ll score tonight
and get a steak dinner.”


Ruben winced.  She was chunky, but curvy, her hair
matted, and her complexion was ruddy.  She didn’t catch him making this
appraisal.


She began while staring down at her plate, “Nobody I know
got to marry for love, not like in the movies.  It was just trying to make the
best deal.  I don’t even know why I married this guy.  He’s not an asshole.  He
doesn’t fuck me over. He didn’t make me tat my tits or my face.”


“I was wondering about that.  How come you don’t have
more tattoos?”


“A bitch I was working with told me that if I ever wanted
to get back in, tattoos will keep me from gettin' better money.  Fuckin’ cholos
don’t got money.”


“And what did you think you were going to get from the
guy you married?”


“Beats the fuck out of me.  I guess someone to take care
of me.”  She raised her head to peer directly at Roberto.  


Roberto saw a change in her eyes.  He looked down at his
beans and rice.  “Sorry, I guess I’m asking too many questions.  I know I
shouldn’t get personal.”


After a pause to consider, she said, “Naw, it’s alright. 
I don’t get into talks like this much.  You ain’t cussin’ me out, so it’s
okay.  Ask me any shit you want.”


“Well,  how was that guy supposed to take care of you?”


She shrugged, “Buy me stuff.  Keep me happy.  Take me
places and parties.”


“And he didn’t?”


She was pushing her beans around the plate.  “I don’t
fuckin’ know.”


“Can I ask you one more question?”


She glared at him.


“Were you lonely with him?”


“Not so much as I feel right now.”


“So you chose this over being with him and not feeling so
lonely?”


“I don’t fuckin’ know.”  She ate a few bites.  “Kinda
stupid, huh?  I really don’t fuckin’ know.”  She paused as if re-thinking what
she had just said.  “If I know the shit I say is stupid, maybe I’m not so
stupid.”


Ruben shrugged.


“I lived in a stupid world.  How would I know?”


 


Ruben sighed.  He thought, “Good thing I have two
bedrooms and two bathrooms.”  Roberta had been in the bathroom for over two
hours.  He had given her his last two clean towels. She had laid out all of her
belongings, encased in a single piece of rolling luggage, on the coffee table. 
She had cleaned up the last vestiges of evidence from the previous long night. 
He had given her a portable radio, which blasted Spanish music.  Occasionally,
he heard her sing along.


He knocked on the bathroom door.  She screamed, “Don’t
you come in here!  At least not yet.”


“How much longer?  I want to get rid of you.”


“Relax, Roberto, a beauty make-over takes time.   You got
plenty of time to take another nap.”


So, he went into his bedroom, locked his door and
believing she would not jump him while so absorbed in the bathroom,  fell sound
asleep.


He was awakened by pounding on his door.  “C’mon,
Roberto, get me the fuck out of here.  You promised you’d take me back to
fatso.”


He pushed himself up.  The weight of a late afternoon nap
pressed down on him.  The bedroom clock read eight-thirty.  “Let me get my
shoes on,” he called.


When he opened his bedroom door, the living room was dark
except for a lamp on the far side.  He pushed against the wall and crouched,
considering that she might attack him.  He heard, “Va va voom, va va voom. 
Check me out, big boy!”


Roberta stepped into the light completely transformed
head to toe.  Her matted hair was curled and bouncy.  Her tight short skirt
revealed her thighs, wrapped in fishnets.  She perched on gold stiletto
heels.   She turned on another lamp.  Her face was smooth, heavily made up with
purple eye shadow and classic blazing red lips.  Of course, her ballooning
cleavage popped his eyes from across the room.


She rolled her hands over her body. “Would you pay to
fuck this now?”


He was thinking yes, but he was scared, more concerned
about getting rid of her.  He grabbed a jacket from the closet.  “Here, cover
yourself up. Get your shit, let’s go.”


“All packed up and ready to go.  Sure you don’t want to
feel me up?  I’m thinking I need to practice on strangers.”  She lifted the
skirt barely two inches to tempt him.


“Please, just put the coat on and let’s get out of here.”
He rushed her down the breezeway, cringing with every tap of her stilettos.            


Thirty-five minutes later he circled the block bounded by
Roberta Street.  “Here you are.  Look, if Luanne doesn’t take you in, I won’t
be available.”


“She’ll take me.  I’ve done this shit before.”  She got
out of the car and targeted the door that led to Luanne’s office.  She pushed
her head through the window.  “Think I look gorgeous?”


Ruben didn’t hesitate.  “You look very gorgeous. Stay
safe and listen to Luanne.  She’ll take care of you.”


“Yeah, whatevers.”  She walked steadfastly, not what Ruben
expected.  To him, she should be walking toward the door as if it’s the last
mile to the executioner.   She turned toward him and waved as if he had just
dropped her off for a party.  He called, “Have a good life.”  She turned and
stepped through the door.  


It was ten p.m. on a Thursday night.  He had to make up
for lost sleep and wake up in six hours.







Chapter 4
“You better believe I be the fuckin’ professor.”

May 1990


Ruben dragged through Friday.  His students tested his
patience.  He came close to screaming a few times, so he had resorted to
writing a note on his desk:  “Don’t blame them because you didn’t sleep
all night.”  He hadn’t really made up the lost sleep.  The image of Roberta
walking to Luanne’s door tormented him, an image more poignant because he had
witnessed her transformation.  He couldn’t sleep because he was haunted by the
situations he was sucked into because of a freak encounter with a screaming woman
in apartment 212 six years ago.


Even while standing in front of his class, lecturing his
students, a dialogue pounded in his head:  Am I an addict?  Am I like any guy
letting his dick do all the thinking?  How come I can’t say no to Luanne? 
Luanne is a criminal and aided others in criminal activity.  Still, the women
I’ve met were not exactly thieves or murderers, and, strangely alcohol and
drugs had not entered the picture.  Even the coarse Roberta and her two ghetto
friends did not turn out to be dangerous.  He figured he was a sucker for
helping people or very lucky.


In any event, it was the weekend.  Ruben could get a
take-out dinner, sit in front of the TV and fall asleep on the couch.  He’d
feel better in the morning.  As he signed-out for the weekend, the principal
came out of her office and motioned to Ruben to wait.


“I’ll get right to the point, Ruben.  I’m short a few
chaperones for the prom.”


Ruben hung his head in despair.  


“The kids always want you to go.”


“But I’ve worked the prom at least six times.  Get one of
the new teachers.  They should experience the prom as a socializing experience
for teenagers.”


“I’ve already leaned on them.  I convinced two to come. 
Still need two more.  C’mon, Ruben.  I wouldn’t ask if I weren’t desperate.”


Ruben exhaled and nodded.


“That’s why you’re the man, Mr. Renteria.  A thousand
thanks.”  As she moved toward her office, she called out, “And bring your
latest girlfriend.  I get such a kick out of them.  My husband just loves
them!”


      


He picked up dinner from Panda Express.  The usual: 
chicken and green beans, orange chicken, broccoli and beef, and the carbs.  He
dumped the weekend student papers on the dining room table, drew a glass of
water, and plumped down on the floor behind his coffee table.  A Star Trek
re-run would be starting shortly.  He thought, “So, I’ll go alone this year. 
I’m going to kick the habit.”  The sci-fi program distracted him.  He was
asleep by nine p.m.


After a harrowing--or stupefying--Wednesday and Thursday,
the weekend was quiet.  He ate all his meals at home.  He went out for a quick
jog in the park across the street.  He spoke on the phone to family, one male
friend, and one female friend.  He told the female friend about the prom.  He
described the excitement and how there was always drama, like the time a female
student’s date disappeared from the prom and returned very intoxicated. 
Ruben’s female friend showed no interest in going.  He was tempted to call
Diane, but felt sure she was probably in a serious relationship by now.  “What
am I doing?” he scolded himself.  “Just go alone.  You always have fun.”


The weekend was almost over.  He had made himself a one
pot dinner of pasta and broccoli.   He put on a cassette tape, the classic
Claire de Lune.  He propped himself up on the couch against a blue throw
blanket.   When he finished his pasta bowl, he brought it to the kitchen sink
and made a cup of tea.  He re-played Claire de Lune.  One more class of papers
to grade; then he would watch a movie.  A light spring rain dampened his
balcony.  Ruben smiled.  A rainy night and Claire de Lune.  What could be
cozier?  He opened his sliding glass balcony door to admit the patter of rain
and re-played Claire de Lune.


The phone rang in the middle of the Debussy piece.  Ruben
looked at his watch, almost seven thirty p.m.  Must be his mother calling with
some excuse to talk.  He answered, “Yes, mom, what did you forget to tell me?”


No voice responded.  Ruben’s next thought was that a
telemarketer’s voice would soon come on.  As he lowered the receiver, he heard
the all too familiar voice.  He glanced at his watch again.  Luanne had never
called this early.


“Is this Roberto, the biggest fuckin’ idiot on planet
Earth?”


Ruben winced.  “Look, whoever you are, you must have the
wrong number.”  He hung up.  Then, smiling, counted to ten.  The phone rang. 
He spontaneously answered in a Chinese accent.  “Hello, this be Joe’s Chinese
food.  We deliver if you make order over fifteen dolla.”


“What the fuck?  I don’t want no fuckin’ Chinese food.” 
There was a pause.  “Wait, let me see what number I dialed.”  A brief pause,
then, “Ok, I changed my mind.  I want to order a shit load of Chinese food.  
You got orange chicken?”


Reuben continued in a stereotypical Chinese accent, “Yes,
we got orange chicken, we also got purple chicken, green chicken, red chicken
with mushrooms and onions.”


“Ok, give me all that.  What you got in meat?”


“You want beef or pork?”


“Pork, of course.  Can’t you tell that I want pork?”


“We got sweet and sour, we got pork with pea pods, we got
pork and beans.”


“Oh, I’ll take that last one.”


“How many orders?”


“Oh, just get me four or five pounds.”


Ruben tried to suppress a giggle, but one escaped.  He
quickly added, “Ok, my driver know where you work.  He be right there to
collect money.  Your order comes to forty-seven dolla.  You have cash?”


“Fuck no!  Your driver will have to take pussy.”


“What?”


“That be how I pay.”


Ruben did not want to go there with Luanne, so he cut off
the conversation.  “Ok, driver be there in thirty minutes.  Bye.  Thank you for
your order.”  He hung up.  


The phone rang.  He knew it was useless to ignore. 
“Hello, this fuckin’ idiot Chinese restaurant?  I want to speak to the owner, Mr.
Fuckin’ Idiot.  I be a dissatisfied customer.  Tell him I want my money
back.”


Ruben answered, “I the owner.”


“See, you answer to the name ‘Fuckin’ Idiot.’”


“All right, Luanne, you destroyed a perfectly peaceful
rainy evening.”


“It be raining?”


“Yes, don’t you ever look outside?”


“Fuck no, I be working on a Sunday night.”


“Why’d you call?”


“Just to fuck with you.”


“Ok, did you fuck with me enough?  Can I get back to
grading papers?”


“Ok, I got one of your Mexican bitches.  She be workin’
out.  What did you do with the other two?  Rape and murder them?  Stuff them
into trash cans?”


“To tell you the truth, I don’t know.  They ran off in
the middle of the night after they stunk up my house with pot.”


“What did you expect, you fuckin’ idiot?  You know, I put
my foot up their ass if they stink up my office. I just hope they don’t come
back and rape and murder you.”


Ruben hadn’t thought of that.  “Do you think that’s a
possibility?”


“Naw, they would done it by now.  Plus Roberta here
thinks they be too scared.  They might be dead by now.”


“So, she’s okay--Roberta?”


“She better than okay.  Turned out she be smart for a
dumb-ass chola.  Picked up my game.  She be fucked up like all of them, but she
be a good company employee.  Does whatever I say, takes good care of the
clients and saves her money.  I put her up in one of my cribs.”


“So she’s not a problem?”


“No, but you still be a fuckin’ idiot.  Why the fuck did
you come down here that night?  And you took them to your place?  What
you runnin’ there, an apartment for fucked up cunts?”


“Luanne, please don’t refer to women that way.  I can’t
go there.”


Luanne did not answer for a few moments.  “You be one of
the last good guys on the planet.  You just thought they were in trouble and
you just came straight down.  Trust me, I seen all extremes of scum on this
planet.”


Ruben considered that he might have just been paid the
biggest compliment he would ever receive. “Luanne, can I tell you something?”


“Sure, sugar, tell mama.”


“I’m starting to have nightmares and anxiety attacks.”


“From what?”


“From my association with you… and your staff.”


“What did I ever do to you, but give you pussy at huge
discounts?”


“It’s not what I want, but…”


“Sure you want it.”


“No, I want a normal girl.  I guess I want to get
married, have kids, family, the whole thing.”


“Well, I ain’t gonna stop you.  Get yourself a fuckin’
normal bitch and get hitched.  What do I care?  I ain’t going to blackmail you
or nothing, though that sounds like a good idea.”


Ruben’s stomach flipped.


“Look, I just told you--you be one of the good guys.  You
want me to hang up?  Never call you again?  Fine, I’m hanging up.  You’ll
never, ever hear my voice again.”  She hung up.


Ruben’s heart was beating.  What if this association was
to plague him for the rest of his life?  The phone rang.  He had to smile. 
“Hello?”


Luanne’s voice was raised to a scream.  “Where the fuck
be my fuckin’ Chinese food?”


“Maybe the driver got lost.”


“Maybe you be the lost one.  I forgot to ask you if you
have a date for the prom.”


“Prom?  How do you know about that?”


“What the fuck, Roberto?  What kind of operation do you
think I manage?  You don’t think I have calendars and schedules and a marketing
strategy for repeat business?”


“I’m not interested, Luanne.”


“Oh yes, you gonna.  This ain’t going to cost you a
fuckin’ penny.  Totally on the house.  When be the prom?”


“I don’t need a prom date, Luanne.  I already have one.”


“You be fuckin’ lying. Don’t you think I can tell? I deal
with liars day in and day out.”


“Luanne, can’t you please leave me alone?”


“No.  Fuckin’ can’t.”


“Luanne, what did I do to you?”


“How many times do I have to tell you that I love talkin’
to you.  Do you know how my conversations go all day?”  Luanne sang in a
sing-song,  “Fuck this.  Fuck that.  Give me my money.  Get the fuck out of
here.  You want me to fuck you up?”  She paused for breath.  “I got to be
constantly on my toes.  With you, it be all fun and games.  And all
because you picked up one of my bitch’s poop off the floor a long time ago.  So
I have to have some excuse to talk to you.  You know who wants to be your new
girlfriend?  You already know her.”


“Not the one I just dumped off…”


“Yep, Roberta number four or five.  I lost count.”


“She’s not my type.  I wouldn’t bring her to the prom as
my date.”


“Well, that going to be a problem for me.  See, I already
told her how you always take your dates to the big prom.  And how we always did
a make-over on your date, made her look like a princess.”


“Why would you want to get involved, Luanne?  Haven’t you
got better things to do than pick out prom dates for me?”


“Truth be, I don’t got better things to do.  I got
a good job with benefits, but it also be a boring job.  Same shit day in and
day out.  I look forward to prom every year.”


“I think this one is too risky.  I saw how she
transformed herself.”


“Shit, I already took care of that.  I told her no nerdy
guy gonna want to take out a chola ho and have everybody starin’ at her tits. 
These nerdy guys freak too easily.  They good for the money and generally won’t
bang up my employees.  Look, give me a chance to prove she be good.”


“Why are you doing this?”  Ruben feared that he would be
hooked for life.


“I just fuckin’ told you.  It be fun for me.  It be like
that movie where the professor transforms some trashy bitch into a princess.  I
be the professor.”


“You’re the professor?” Ruben mused.


“You better believe I be the fuckin’ professor.”


“And what if I repeat I don’t want to do this anymore? 
Please, leave me alone.” He hung up.


Two minutes passed.  No return phone call. 







Chapter 5
“You’re not a piece of garbage tonight.”

June 1990


Prom fever escalated as the date drew closer.  Many of
Ruben’s female students thrust magazines in his face.  They poured over
advertisements of high-heeled shoes and prom makeovers. Ruben remarked that he
wished they would study and read this much for their schoolwork.   His opinion
on prom style was repeatedly requested.   At some point two days before the
prom, he gave his annual lecture to his senior male students.  This lecture
included everything from how to wear the cummerbund to personal hygiene such as
trimming nostril hair.  In front of female students, he suggested that males shower
at least forty-five minutes before putting on the tuxedo to allow body
temperature to return to normal so that the shirt wouldn’t dampen and wrinkle
from perspiration.


He staged role-playing to demonstrate table manners.  He
explained that many students have never eaten the kind of food served at a
formal banquet, let alone have to deal with the place-settings of a formal
banquet.  He told many of his stories, like the time a student, fearing that he
wouldn’t like the food, brought a bottle of Tapatio hot sauce.   He repeated
the story of the male student who proclaimed that he saved a lot of money by
not bringing a date, but because he was a good dancer, he had the girls
clamoring for his attention.


Judging by the number of students who approached him with
additional questions after class, Ruben’s little talks had great impact.


Still, despite his admonitions about missing school, when
the Friday before Prom arrived, close to half of the senior girls were absent. 
Many, including male students, would be absent on Monday, too.  With fewer
girls in the class, Ruben gave one other talk:  After prom parties and sexual
expectations.  He asked, “How many are attending prom with a first date?”  The
count was usually about seventy-five percent.  “You mean, you have never taken
your date to a movie, never danced with her before, never been to McDonald’s,
never been to her house, but you expect something major in return?”  The talk
was received silently, nervously.


The school week before prom ended.  That Friday after
school, the hallways were deserted earlier than usual.  Ruben signed-out in the
Main Office.  The principal, involved in a phone conversation in her office,
just gestured at him, a see you tomorrow gesture.


On the way to his apartment, Ruben picked up his rented
tuxedo:  The least expensive package deal, including shiny shoes.  He picked up
some Chinese food.  At his apartment, he hung up the tux, got a fork for the
Chinese food, plopped down on the couch in front of the TV.  He glanced at the
clock.  This time tomorrow he would be at the prom.  He planned to get his car
washed, something he hadn’t done in months.  


      


The following afternoon, he was sitting on the edge of
his bed wrapped only in a towel.  The steamy shower had left his skin prickly. 
He was taking his own advice before pulling on the tuxedo trousers.  He heard a
knock on his front door.  The knock startled him.  He hadn’t the slightest idea
who it could be at five-thirty on a Saturday afternoon.


Ruben peered through the peephole: a large
African-American male. Ruben gasped, “Melvin?”  Before the caller could pound
on the door again, Ruben opened the door.  Melvin was dressed in a black suit
with a white shirt and black tie.  He said demurely, “Hi, Mr. Roberto.  You
remember me?”


Ruben nodded.  “Of course! The last time I saw you, you
were eating stacks of pancakes.  Is this a business or a pleasure call?”


“Well, Mr. Roberto, it be business for me, but s’posed to
be pleasure for you.”


“What’s going on?  Obviously, Luanne sent you.  And she
knows I’m busy tonight.”


“Yes, sir.  That be why I’m here.  I be your limo
driver.”


“My limo driver?”


“Yes, sir.  Luanne got you a limousine, and I’m s’posed
to drive you to the prom.  She said for me to tell you that there ain’t no
cost.  Just get in the car and go.”


“Well, I’m not dressed yet.”


“I can see that, Mr. Roberto.”


“You know, I have my own car, and I just had it washed…”


“Luanne told me you’d tell me that and that I was s’posed
to drag you if you didn’t go with me.  You know I ain’t going to hurt you, Mr.
Roberto, but Luanne, she gonna hurt me.  So please get dressed and let
me do my thing.”


Ruben compressed his head between his hands.  He had no
reason to believe that Luanne would hurt him.  He bade the driver to enter his
apartment while he got dressed.  The driver sat stock still on the couch, not
touching anything.


“You want to watch the TV?”  Ruben asked.


“Not s’posed to bother you or put you to any trouble.”


Ruben switched on the TV and handed the remote to the
driver, who smiled.


“How cool is this?” Ruben thought as he followed Melvin
to a black stretch limousine parked in front of his apartment building.  He
passed a tenant he recognized.  “Look what my students chipped in to get me for
Prom night?”  He explained, “When I told them I wasn’t going to go to the Prom,
they induced me with this.”


His driver opened the rear door.  Ruben peered in. 
Seated next to the bar was a woman dressed in a classic nineteen forties gown,
something Rita Hayworth would have worn in a movie—a sleek, stylish, navy blue
floor-length gown.  The neckline stopped short of revealing more than a hint of
cleavage.  The woman’s coiffure featured luxurious waves flowing down her
back.   Ruben was at once nervous, concerned that he was being set up.


“Don’t freak on me, Roberto,” she said.  “This is all
Luanne’s idea.  If you don’t like it, you can call her.”


Ruben, shocked,  was silent for a few minutes.  Melvin
peered in from the rear door.   “Can we go now?”


Roberta explained, “Luanne said this would freak you. 
She said if you really shit in your pants, we was to take you back to your
apartment so you could change.  Did you shit in your pants yet?”


Ruben’s eyes traveled up and down the creature in
front of him.


Roberta snarled, “I know you ain’t looking at my
booty Roberto.  Don’t worry, my tats are covered up.”


A million thoughts swirled in his head.  This was all
wrong.  All wrong.  This is not what he wanted for his life.  This was
dangerous, reckless, could get him fired.  Not just fired, but he could lose
his credential and have to start all over.   Then all at once, he quickly
considered that he had already crossed the morality line; at some point, he
would have to leave the state anyway.  This would break his connection to Luanne. 
If this were the only way to get out of Luanne’s clutches, he would just go to
the prom and just let it happen.  He could explain to people that he was in the
clutches of a blackmailing criminal.  Of course, he could just quit before a
huge scene.


He backed out of the limousine.  The driver stood behind
him.


Then Roberta stepped out of the limousine.  “You really
going to stand me up, you mother fucker?  It took all day to look like this.”


Ruben retorted, “Really?  You think I care?  You want to
see me get fired, lose everything I’ve ever built?”


“It don’t matter to me.  I’ve been there, done that. 
Luanne told me you’ve pulled this off many times already, takin’ a workin’
bitch to the prom.   She has been drillin’ me all day long on how to act, how
to talk.  She said I was to say I’m your cousin, so you don’t have to hold my
hand or look like we fuck.  And I’m a rich cousin because I paid for the limo
and the driver.  I will just tell everyone that I am in town and just wanted to
check out a high school prom.  And she said there was no obligation to engage
my services afterward.”


The driver snorted, “She ain’t much anyway, Roberto.”


“Fuck you, Melvin!  You keep your fat…” Melvin’s raised
arm shut her up.


“C’mon, Mr. Roberto.  Luanne said I can park the limo and
watch the television in the back.  She said I am to pick you up in front of the
hotel at eleven thirty p.m.”  [Cell phone video was still years away.]


 


On the way to the prom, Roberta said very little.  Ruben
observed that one of her legs was trembling under the skirt.  Though her belly
protruded as if she were nearly two months pregnant  Luanne and her staff had
certainly glamorized this throw-away female who had slept on his living room
floor some weeks ago.  Her ruddy complexion had been smoothed.  Maybe not
beautiful, but clearly, alluring.


When they arrived at the grand hotel with brass framed
doors, Melvin eased the limousine into the main entrance cobblestone driveway. 
He put on a black cap and smoothed himself.  He called back, “Ok, everyone
ready?  You ready, Roberta?”


Though Ruben’s heart pounded, he pushed open the rear
door and stepped out.  Immediately, he heard student voices.  “Mr. Renteria! 
He’s here!  He’s here!”  He whirled around to see a clutch of students,
formally attired, approaching him as he stood next to the limo, still in the
driveway.  The students stopped to gasp as Melvin announced as if rehearsed,
“What time shall I pick you up, sir?”


Ruben turned around.   He thrust his head into the limo. 
Roberta was trembling, still seated far from the door, such that no one could
see her.  He turned back to Melvin.  “Melvin…”


“Yes, sir?”


“I believe my cousin is having a little trouble.  Could
you please help her out?


“Yes, sir.  ”


A student called out, “You brought your cousin?”


Ruben nodded a response.  “Yes, she happened to be in
town visiting her sister.  When I told her I was going to a prom, she begged to
go.  She’s the one who ordered this limousine.”


Roberta stepped out, first brandishing a nineteen-forties
stylish high heel.  The female students pointed.  Ruben took her arm to steady
her as she fully emerged from the limousine.  Roberta clung to his arm.  She
wouldn’t, or couldn’t, focus in any direction.  A female student squealed,
“Where did you get that dress?  Oh, my god!”


Roberta managed to say, “Is it okay?”


“I would have killed for a dress like that!  You will
probably have the most exciting dress at the prom!”  The girls gently pawed the
gown.


“Okay, everyone,” said Ruben.  “Let’s get in there and
prom party.”


“Oh, can we follow you, Mr. Renteria?  We don’t want to
look like we’re the first one here.”


Ruben, with a stumbling Roberta, led the way.  He
whispered to her, “Remember, my students know me as Mr. Renteria.  You can call
me Ruben.”


“What if I forget and call you Roberto?”


“How about you try not calling me anything?”


“Luanne said I shouldn’t talk at all.”


“That will look very weird.  The hard part is having a
conversation with my boss, the principal.  I’m going to try to figure a way out
of having dinner with my colleagues.”  Unlike other former dates to the prom,
Ruben observed that this Roberta would have difficulty in conversation.  The
authentic, classy gown became the solution.  When most people were seated for
dinner, Ruben escorted Roberta from table to table, where students had
questions about the gown, where she got it, was it real, etc.  Roberta barely
spoke above a whisper for the first couple of tables but increased in volume as
the tour went on.  Luanne had schooled her well on the dress, which he later
found out had been borrowed from a client’s theatrical warehouse. The gown had
appeared in close-ups in a movie and, therefore, authentically designed and
crafted.


Actually, their procession from table to table became not
just an item of conversation, but part of the evening’s diversions.  After
promenading by twenty-five tables, they ended at the principal’s table, where
she sat with her husband and the other teacher and parent chaperones.   By this
time, Roberta’s presentation on authentic nineteen forties fashion was well
practiced.  The principal touched the hem and beadwork on the gown and thanked
Roberta, who, tonight, went by the name of Crystal, for providing a touch of
elegance and nuance for the evening.  The other teachers having finished
dinner, dispersed to chaperone as the dancing began.


Ruben and Roberta sat alone to eat the banquet chicken
dinner.  Roberta exhaled, “That’s the longest I have gone without saying fuck,
shit, dickhead, or a whole lot of other shit.”


“You looked like a boogie monster was going to jump out
at you any second,” Ruben told her.


“No, I didn’t.  Shut the fuck up.”


Ruben chuckled, “Well, now I know just how quick you are
to lie.”


“What the fuck?!”


“Mentirosa!”


“You callin’ me a fuckin’ liar?”


“Never mind, it’s not worth it.  Are you enjoying the
food?”


“No, I’m too fuckin’ nervous.”


“So you admit it?”


“What the hell am I doing here?” she muttered.  “I
fuckin’ dropped out of high school, and now I’m walkin’ around with a teacher
and the fuckin’ teenagers think I’m smart shit.”


“Just as long as you don’t talk this way to them.  You
did great.  You calmed me down.  You convinced everyone that you’re a fashion
model.  What do you think they’re saying about you right now?”


“That I’m a cunt dressed up in a fancy gown.”  Ruben’s
head crashed on the table.  When he looked back at Roberta, she was wiping away
tears with her hands.  Ruben found her purse, opened it, and found a tissue. 
She whimpered, “I’m a piece of garbage.”


Ruben knew not to ask her life story, but did say,
“You’re not a piece of garbage tonight.  No one here would believe that.”


Roberta was about to say something in return but stopped
short.  Ruben considered that had he come alone, he would be painfully sitting
in silence, just doing his job.  The lights had dimmed, the DJ had taken over,
the dancing had begun encircled by the chaperones.  Some students approached
Ruben.  “Sir, we’re ready to announce the king and queen of the prom.  Aren’t
you supposed to be the announcer?”


“I suppose it’s that time again,” he responded as he
rose.


“And we want your girlfriend to help out.”


“Uh, she’s not my girlfriend.  She’s my cousin.”


“Well, everyone’s talking about her dress.  Couldn’t the
two of you do it?”


Ruben turned to glance at Roberta.  Her eyes were bugged
out.  “You know what?  We’d be happy to do it!”   He knew that this would be a
story Luanne would love to hear afterward, especially how he scared the shit
out of one of her hard ass girls.


When Roberta stepped on stage, she was greeted with
whistles and applause.  Ruben whispered to her to do a model turn.  Still
scared, she complied, and then added strutting her footwear as a show stopper. 
More applause.  She kept her eyes glued to Ruben as they both wrapped the prom
king and princes in their sashes.  The crowded chanted, “Beso, Beso, Beso.” 
Again Roberta’s eyes bugged out; she knew that they wanted her to kiss the prom
king.  She gave him a quick peck on the cheek.  In kind, Ruben did the same to
the prom queen.  The whole focus of the evening, the crowning presentation, was
over within a few minutes.  The DJ turned up the music, the lights went out on
the stage, and a frenzied sea of dancing washed over the dance floor.


Ruben said to Roberta, “Ok, we can get off the stage
now.  It’s over.”  He gathered her arm to guide her to the darkened steps.  She
stood transfixed by the dancing.  He exhaled, “Ok, just one dance.  I don’t
want to start something.”


As he led her off the stage, she told him, “I want to
dance, but I’m not sure I can move in this dress.”


“Too late now.”  He led her to the edge of the dance
floor where he did his basic sway back and forth.  She followed him, but at the
change in the song, she swayed into dancing.  Not great dance moves, but with
the dress, she stood out.  Ruben wouldn’t or couldn’t follow and left her to be
encircled by the high school students.


The principal stood beside him.  “Where do you find these
women?  Why don’t you marry one of them?”


He pouted and repeated, “I told you, she’s just my
cousin.” 







Chapter 6
“This is the only thing  that makes me feel good,  
and it’s  quiet here.”

The chaperones were obligated to stay until midnight.  Ruben
and Roberta ended up supervising the driveway as limousines and rented cars
lined up to ferry the students back home or to the darkness of after-prom
parties.  Roberta didn’t say much, just waved.  The line of students waiting
for the valets to return their cars seemed unending.  The minutes were
excruciating for Ruben who, despite another successful evening courtesy of
Luanne, could not let his guard down.


His plan was to get his car at the very stroke of
midnight and drive Roberta back to Roberta Street as fast as he could.  Then
horror struck him.  Melvin pulled into the hotel driveway with the longest
stretch limo of them all.  Could he tell Melvin to drop Roberta off first
before returning him to his apartment?


When they did finally board the limousine, Ruben told
Melvin to drop off Roberta first.  Melvin argued, “That not what Luanne told me
to do.  You first.”  The one-hour drive back to his apartment was agonizing
silence.


As soon as Melvin parked, Ruben jumped out of the car. 
Melvin ran around.  “Hey, Mr. Roberto, you s’posed to let me open the door for
you.”  He actually herded Ruben back into the limo as he held the door open.  


Ruben, trapped, said, “Thank you for a lovely evening,
Roberta.  I will tell Luanne you were great.”


“You’re not asking me to go up with you?”


“Uh, I’m very tired.  You probably are, too.”


“Yeah, but if I go back with Melvin, I’m going to get a
lot of questions.”


“I thought I was under no obligation,” returned Ruben.


“Yeah, but they will still ask me shit.  If I go back,
they’ll think I fucked up no matter what I say or what you say.”


Ruben’s hand inexplicably reached across the limo to take
Roberta’s hand.  Melvin revealed no expression.  He asked, “Do I have to wait,
Mr. Roberto?”


“No, Melvin, I’ll drive her back in the morning.”


“Thank you, Mr. Roberto.  You are a gentleman.”


As they approached the second floor of his building,
Ruben turned to her.  “I’ve got a small favor to ask you?”


“Anything.  I’ll go with it.”


“I just want you to remove your heels, so they won’t make
noise.  I don’t want people peeking at us.”


“For reals?  I can’t wait to take these squeezers off my
feet.”


They ran to the apartment.  Ruben glanced down at her
feet.  They were red and swollen.  “Would you like to soak your feet?”


“Really?”


“Yes, really.”


“But I’ll have to strip off this dress.”


“Duh.  I’ll give you some sweats to put on.”  He left her
alone in the living room while he started the bath in the second bathroom and
roughly searched his drawers for a pair of clean sweats.  He found a basic gray
set.   Then he threw off his tuxedo and found another pair of sweats in his
laundry hamper.  He put those on.   He was gone about ten minutes when he
returned to his living room.  Roberta was standing in the middle of the room
still in opaque pantyhose, covering a thong bikini, and a push-up bra barely
covering her deep brown nipples.  He threw the sweats at her and turned to
check the temperature of the bath water.  When satisfied, he called out, “You
can come in now.”


Roberta pushed open the door.  She was holding up the
sweat pants that slipped off her belly.  Ruben sat back on the toilet seat. 
Roberta pulled up the pant legs and stepped into the tub.  She moaned with
pleasure, then sat down on the tub edge.  He inquired, “Is the temperature all
right?”


He could barely hear her reply, “Yeah, thanks.”


He stared at her face.  She still had on eye make-up,
powder, and lipstick.   “I think there’s some make-up remover and stuff in the
medicine cabinet.”


She smiled at him.  “Left over from Luanne’s bitches?”


“Probably.  I’ll give you some privacy.”  He got up to
leave.


“You mind if I just turn this into a whole hot bath?”


“Of course not.  Take your time.  I’m going to read in
bed until I fall asleep.”


She sang out mockingly, “And you don’t want to fuck me?”


Ruben’s stern tone was based on his conviction that he
was being set up.  “I didn’t even want you here.”


“Fuck you, Roberto.”  She gave him the finger.


“What the fuck is the matter with you? Maybe I’ll just
report to Luanne that you fucked up tonight.   Why did you even want to come back
here?”  Ruben imagined that under the sweat pants she was naked; that is, no
weapon.


“It was comfortable and cozy the last time I was here.  I
share a room with one of Luanne’s bitches.”


She let the sweat pants drop, revealing a tight, but
plump bare ass, each cheek with a tattoo, plus the small of her back was
branded.  She saw him staring at her tats.  “At least I wasn’t stupid enough to
let him ink my tits.”


“I’ll put some blankets on the couch.”  He walked out and
reached into the nearby linen closet for some sheets and blankets.  He noted
that he didn’t hear the bathroom door lock.  He went into his bedroom and
locked the door.  The sound of hot water running in the adjoining bathroom
soothed him.  He fell asleep within minutes.


He awoke to a disturbance in the kitchen a couple hours
later.  He didn’t want to check, but just lying in bed listening wasn’t an
option either.  He unlocked his bedroom door and stepped quietly into the small
hallway between the two bedrooms (one was actually an office) and bathroom.  He
peered around the corner toward the kitchen.  The refrigerator door was open. 
Roberta’s bare tattooed ass faced him.  “What are you doing?”


She pulled up the sweatpants.  “I’m starved.  Just
looking for something to eat.”  


“Sit down at the table.  I’ll make you something.”


“You don’t have to do that.”


“Yes, I do, I’m starving too.”


“You have beer?”


“Sorry, no.  Don’t keep alcohol in the house.  Makes me
fat.”


“Are you saying I’m fat?”  Her face was puffy and
pale, the make-up steamed away to reveal plain features.


“Roberta, at three in the morning, I’m not saying
anything.”


“I know I’m fat.”


“You’re not fat.  Most women in America are paunchy.”


“You mean my belly sticks out?”


He served a turkey sandwich on a paper towel and
left-over Chinese food.   


She took a few bites and then yanked up her top to reveal
large, unrestrained pendulous breasts.  “Are they fat?”


Shockwaves ran through his body.  He instantly wanted to
touch them, squeeze them, mouth them.  She continued to hold up the fleece top
with one hand while she began to fondle her left breast and pinch the nipple
until it became hard.   She let the fleece slide down, then picked up the
turkey sandwich. 


After the turkey sandwich, she said, “I don’t care what
you say, I’m getting into bed with you.”


Ruben grinned broadly.   He considered this amazing turn
of events.  He simply said with conviction, “Sure, whatever.  I guess I can’t
stop you.”


She grasped the sweatpants with one hand and moved
quickly to his bedroom.  “Hope you don’t mind.  This way I can say I slept with
you.  Also, I don’t like sleeping naked.  Your sweats are soft.”  She turned
her back to him.


He asked, “How can you just get into my bed?  I’m
basically a stranger.”


Her back still to his face, “No, you’re not.  I feel very
comfortable with you.  One of the bitches said there’s a famous saying--’I’ve
always depended on strangers.’”


Ruben smiled at her and took her face in his
hands. “The line is, ‘Whoever you are, I have always depended on the kindness
of strangers.’” It’s from a famous play Streetcar named Desire by
Tennessee Williams.  The woman who says it is a little crazy.”


“Course, I never heard of it.  And you already
told me I got to be crazy to do this.  And you’re kind to me.  So I’m
comfortable here.”


“How can that be?”


“How the fuck should I know.  I just am.”  Her
voice was trailing off.


Ruben casually remarked, “Well, I’m not all that
comfortable with you next to me.” 


She turned to face him.  “Why the fuck not?  I’m not
going to stab you.  I’m not going to bite your dick off.”


“I thought you would be fucked up at the prom.”


She brought her face within inches of his, an intimate
stare.  “I am fucked up, Roberto.”


“On what?”


“Because I can do this.”  She pulled off her top and
pulled his face into the cleft between her breasts. “Some like weed, alcohol… 
This is the only thing that makes me feel good, and it’s quiet here.” 






Chapter 7
“Hey, Roberto, do you think I’m wacko? Really fucked up?”

One year later, Late May 1991


Roberta-the-Fourth
reminded Ruben of the cholas, the exotic, sexy looking gangster girls with
shaved eyebrows and excessive makeup, that he saw when he was in high school. 
Those girls would never have talked to him; hence, part of his attraction. 
Roberta talked a blue streak with Ruben, explaining that she had existed simply
as a “fuck hole,” and Luanne had warned her to change her act because the chola
thing wasn’t a money-maker.  She didn’t have much experience with white guys or
nerdy guys, so she plied Ruben with questions so “I can be a professional
girlfriend.”  


Ruben showed
her classic movies and related classic romances from novels.  Roberta would
say, “I didn’t know they told that shit in high school.”  He even took her
shopping to suggest different looks she could use to be both alluring and
convincing.  Roberta admitted that she had actually never worn lingerie other
than thong underwear.   As a female who had once been passed around and ordered
what to wear, she was completely unaware how coy could be attractive.


Ruben only
engaged her for a weekend at two-month intervals.  He had taken her on a cruise
to Mexico (another discount excursion), to Fourth of July at the beach, to
Grand Canyon, and a road trip to San Francisco.  He always had to pay her,
though she often said,  “you’re my favorite boyfriend.”  She added, “I’m on
vacation when I’m with you, but I need the money for my big escape.”


Conversation
with her was hardly fascinating, but Ruben remained attached because she
allowed him to mold her, and though less educated than the students in his
classes, she was curious and open-minded, which, along with temptation, kept
him in the game.


Ruben often
ruminated that he had wasted a year dating Roberta-the-Fourth, someone he would
never take seriously.  Marriage would never be a consideration.  Saving her
from her dangerous lifestyle was not a consideration. Sometimes he thought that
his interest was strictly perverse.  Still, he looked forward to her because
the time spent with her was that different. 


 


Roberta was
frying tortillas in his kitchen.  She chirped, “Ok, remember the scenario
we made up about me being fired from my church job because I wouldn’t let the
priest take nude photos of me?”


“Yeah, what
about it?”


“Well, this
guy told me he went to a lot of different churches, and that I should give him
the name of the church, so he could find out who it was and fuck him up.”


“Uh, was he
going to tell that person how he knows you?”


“How the fuck
should I know?  The problem is that I made good money off being his girlfriend,
and I would probably lose him when he figured out I was the dick.”


“How many
boyfriends do you have now?”


She stared
at him quizzically, as if he should know better than to ask.  “All you gotta
know, Roberto, is that you’re my favorite.”


Ruben
snickered, “Yeah, right.”


Roberta
returned smiling, “Yeah, right!  Hey, I need some more cilantro.”  He
threw her a bunch, which she missed and caught in the v-neck of her top.  “The
scenario that always works on…”


“I taught
you the word scenario.”


“Yes, you
fuckin’ did, teacher.”  She began chopping the cilantro.  “Anyway, the best
scenario is the one I tell them that I was living with an older woman lesbian
after being gang-banged.”


Ruben’s head
jerked.  “Did I make up that one?”


“No, I got
it from one of the other bitches.  It’s fuckin’ gold!”


“And why is
that?”


“The dudes
that we date always want to know why we fuck strangers day in and day out.” 
She pointed to her head and wagged her finger in a circle for the crazy sign. 
“You got to figure that we are fucked up—you know—we all got mental problems. 
The kind lesbian woman makes it seem like we had help, some old bitch saved us
from going wacko.”


“Does it
work?  Is the scenario effective?”


“Well, I
throw in some tears and kind of snuggle up to the dude.  I got some big tips
that way.”


“Sounds like
a great scenario.”


“Yeah,
sometimes we sit around and try to make them better.”  She paused.  “Hey,
Roberto, do you think I’m wacko? Really crazy?”


“Uh…”


“Do you
think a person, a human, can get used to anything?”


“What do you
mean?”


“I let
strangers tongue me and grab me all over.  I think I’m just used to it.  Maybe
that’s why I’m not totally wacko.”


“Well, I
think you’re right.  We train soldiers to kill people.  We have people who work
in slaughterhouses killing animals and grinding them up for burgers.  So I
guess you can get used to doing what you do.”


“I’m a
fuckin’ high school drop-out, but I don’t want to work as a hotel maid or in
the dollar store.  This way I only have to work half a week.   I sold some
naked pictures of myself, but I got ripped off.  I play it totally safe, like
Luanne says.  Stay away from drugs and alcohol.  Go home and watch TV.”


“What if the
dude insists on drinking…”


“They get
read the riot act from Luanne.  She tells them, ‘You mess up her pussy, it’s
like you messed with mine.’ Then she’s got Melvin standing around.  Ok, I’m
starving.”


“Me, too. 
Want to eat in front of the TV?”


“Do I have
to give you head while we’re watching?”


“Shut up,
Roberta!”


“Back in the
day, that’s what I was told to do.  Now, I’m getting five hundred bucks to eat
dinner and watch a movie?”


“Well,
there’s more…”


“Are you
going to fuck me in the ass?”


“No, worse.”


“You want to
cum in my mouth?”


“Shut up,
Roberta.”


He shook his
head in mock disgust.  He pulled up her pants, put a platter of chicken in her
arms, while he grabbed other components of the meal.  “You get your ass on the
couch, or you won’t see a dime from me.”


He loved it
when she cuddled up on the couch with him the way he demonstrated for her.  He
was getting used to her assortment of perfumes and shampoo scents.  


Once after
dinner, she picked up the dishes and napkins and took them to the sink. He
followed her.  He raised his voice.  “What are you doing?”


“What did I
do?”  She backed away from the sink.


“You’re not
here to wash dishes.  You’re not here to do anything but be with me.”


“Oh, am I
your fuckin’ sex slave?”


“Don’t say
that.”


“I’ll say
what I want.  Sex Slave.  I’m your sex slave, Roberto, admit it.”


“Don’t say
that!  And don’t say it to your other boyfriends.”


What, sex slave?”


“Stop it,
Roberta.  It ruins everything.  I won’t pay.”


That stopped
her.  She stomped off mad.


Ruben
realized he didn’t have to apologize for shouting at her.  He didn’t have to
make up with her.  She must have realized the same thing.  “Okay, date over. 
Will you return me, or do I call someone?”


“Okay, let
me put on my shoes and get my keys.”  He went into his bedroom.  When he
returned, Roberta was washing the dishes.  She glared at him.  She pointed a
spoon at him menacingly.  “I should have stabbed you the night I met you.”


He glared
back.  He picked up a dishtowel.  “You don’t know where everything goes.  I’ll
help you.”  They washed and dried in silence.  At one point when he crossed
behind her, she leaned into him.  


No tears, no
emotional tremors.  “I don’t know what to say.  I’m a human being, and I’ve
gotten used to how I am.”




When he
dropped her off around eleven thirty the next morning, he teased her by holding
her stack of twenties above her head.  “Don’t fuck with me, Roberto.  I’m
tired.  You kept me up most of the night.”


“I did?”


“No, not
you. Your big, fat dick.”


“Listen,
I’ve got something I have to ask you.”


“Not now,
just give me my money.  I don’t want to be on the street too long.”


“Ok, here it
is fast.  The prom is in two weeks, and I was wondering if you…”


“What the
fuck?  You’re actually asking me to go?  Fuck!  This is weird, Roberto. 
A high-school dropout and a teacher going to the prom?”


“No,
remember, you’re my cousin.”


She
laughed.  “I’m deeply flattered, my love, but you know I have to check my
calendar.  I might be busy.  I have to see if I have anything to wear.  I have
to find out how Luanne is going to charge you…”


Ruben
frowned.


“Otherwise,
I would love to go.”  She backed off, then turned to make the hand sign, “Call
me,” which in reality meant call Luanne.






Chapter 8
“Her fuckin’ husband
was on the street when you dropped her.”

Early
June 1991            


Ruben waited a week before calling Luanne.  He figured
she would really fuck with him this time.  At this point, he would just told
the receptionist, “This is Roberto,” and nine times out of ten, Luanne would
get on the phone.  This time, he was put on hold.


Finally, Luanne came on.  “What?”


“Oh, must be too busy to fuck with me, is that it,
Luanne?”


“What you want, Roberto?  I ain’t got time to fuck around
with you today.”


“What?”


“You heard me.  I can’t fuck with you today, maybe not
ever again.”


“What are you talking about?  What’s going on?”


“You messed up everything, asshole.”


This conversation was going way south.  “Well, if that’s
the way things are…”  He hung up.  Minutes passed.  Luanne did not make her
predictable callback.  Ruben was shocked.  He was actually counting on taking
Roberta to the prom, but also contemplated that whatever happened, he might
finally be off the hook with Luanne.  The latter feeling became more intense as
thirty minutes passed without a callback.   Then an hour.  Then two hours.  He
went to sleep, though agitated.  His mind twisted over Luanne’s sudden change.


Around two in the morning the phone rang.  Ruben
answered.  “Does this have something to do with Roberta?”


Several seconds passed.  “Yeah.  She fucked up
everything.”


“What do you mean?”


“The day you dropped her off.”


“What happened?”


“Did you know that bitch be married?”


“Sorta.  What does that have to do with anything?”


“You remember that when you found her, she be with two
other bitches?”


“Luanne, just tell me.  Is she alright?”


“How the fuck should I know?  She gone and my bitches
don’t leave no damn forwarding addresses.”


“So you’re not going to tell me?”


“Her fuckin’ husband was on the street when you dropped
her. Must have found out from Roberta’s two homies.  Fuckin’ husband grabbed
Roberta, slapped her, but she kicked him real good in the balls like we taught
her.   Melvin be watching the street when he grabbed her.  Melvin goes down. 
Then two guys got out of a car and jumped Melvin.  Melvin took a shiv, a
fuckin’ shiv!  Then cops came, and her husband took off, but they caught one of
his thugs.”


“What about Roberta?”


“Roberta gone, fool!”


“What?  How?  Is she alright?”


“Your Roberta be pretty smart for a dumb-ass bitch.  She
came running up here, collected her stash and jumped out a back way like she
had it all planned.  When she did that, I scattered the bitches and closed
shop.  Course, the cops come here snooping around.”


“Did she get away?  What if they come for me?”


Luanne ranted angrily, “Fuck, Roberto, you don’t give a
shit about me?  I be the one who in bigger trouble, you fuckin’ asshole! 
Melvin still in the hospital.  You got nothing to worry about, asshole!  We be
done!  Stay out of my business!”  She hung up.


Ruben sat down on his couch, literally pressing his hands
to his pounding chest.  Yes, Roberta had a plan, the plan he had worked out with
her—the big escape for the inevitable day. Before heading south, she would head
north-east.  He knew what was in her stash.  She had money for a bus ticket to
Los Angeles Union Station.  She had a friend near there who kept a large case
of her clothes.  She would board a train as a tourist to Williams, Arizona, one
of the gateways to the Grand Canyon.   She could hold up there and wait for a
letter from him.  If no letter, within a week, proceed to Phoenix, then the
Mexican border.  What she did there was her business, but she was schooled not
to be tempted to return to L.A. and easy money.















Chapter 1
“They wanted me to ask you

 about Roberta.”

A year later, September 1992


After Roberta Crystal had fled out of state
and  Luanne’s furious “We be done!  Stay out of my business,” Ruben shied away
from most social contact.  He was not interested in dating, weekend parties
(thrown by his non-teacher friends), or allowing himself to be set up.  He
doubled-down on perfecting his school lesson plans, confining himself to his
apartment, excepting family dinners, and a few school functions. He hadn’t
heard from Luanne in a year, so no more decidedly alluring, easy girlfriends
from Luanne’s staff.  And as the summer months dragged on before the start of a
new school year, no decidedly engaging women encountered as a matter of
happenstance.


As usual, Ruben was the first to ask for his
classroom keys the day teachers were allowed back into their classrooms.  He
looked around his classroom and smiled.  This is where he felt home.  This is
where his creative juices churned.  This is where he had come to realize, he
was meant to be. 


Ruben’s course schedule included a senior
literature class where he was able to select  literature that might have
relevance for seventeen year-olds who were about to run out the doors to a
world they believed would be better than high school.  Tennessee Williams’s Streetcar
Named Desire and Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, two decades old
classics, were befuddling and boring to his students until he questioned them
about the human forces behind the STELLLAHHHH scene.  Most of the students
passed over the scene until Ruben performed all the parts himself.  After
playing Stella, Blanche, Eunice, and Stanley, Ruben’s students still seemed
unmoved.   Ruben tried again using the names of students in the classroom:



“So the woman who lived up stairs, I’ll call her
Fernanda, yelled down at Eloy, ‘You can’t kick a woman’s ass, then tell her to
get her ass back in the house.  She won’t come!  And you knocked her up!  You
asshole, you piece of….  You stupid Mexican.’” 


The class was revolted at the last line, but
stayed riveted after Ruben’s pause. (They all knew that Ruben was half Mexican
and grew up in neighborhoods similar to theirs.)  Ruben waited for the class to
focus.  “Then Fernanda keeps on barking at Eloy.  She said, ‘I hope someone
calls the domestic violence cops, so they can tie you down with the hose, like
they did last time!’”


Ruben dropped to his knees at the front of the
classroom.  Students in the rear row of desks rose to their feet for a better
view of their teacher.  Ruben’s voice quaked, “Then Eloy cried, ‘Fernanda, I
want my woman to come down to me.’  Then Fernanda sneers at Eloy, gives him the
finger, then laughs at him, ‘Yeah, right, asshole.  That’ll be the day.’”


Ruben took a deep breath before bellowing, “Ma ri
ya!   Ma ri ya! Maria, you come back to me!”  Ruben was loud enough for his
students to jump, but not loud enough that his voice could be heard in the
classroom next door.


“And as we already read, Stella or Maria goes back
to him.  Do you think this is all just made up, or could this happen in real
life?”


The discussion carried over to the next day.  What
attracts a man and a woman, or any two connected souls, is a powerful magnet,
with opposing poles of attraction:  sometimes physical, sometimes mental.





After
a faculty meeting,  he chatted with Mrs. Thornwall.  Her daughter Diane was
engaged to a real estate agent, his second marriage with two kids close in age
to Diane’s kids.  He discerned that Diane had become an average teacher,
leaving her classroom each day by 3 p.m.  She often complained about the things
teachers usually complain about.






October 1992


He
dressed as a vampire for Halloween; kids brought in everything pumpkin flavored
for their pre-Thanksgiving festival. 




November 1992


 He gorged himself at his mother’s Thanksgiving dinner and
spent the remainder of the break grading papers and sleeping on the couch. 





December 1992


Three weeks later he was at the annual faculty
holiday breakfast.  The principal asked him about his cousin “Crystal.”


Margo
also called to ask if he was going to bring Crystal to her annual New Year’s
party. “You skipped out on me last year.”


“No,”
he replied.  “Haven’t seen her in over a year.  Obviously, she wasn’t going to
be a soulmate for life.  I’m sort of off women for the time being.  In fact, I
think I’m going to make a New Year’s resolution to stay off women for a long
time.”


“Why? 
What was wrong with Crystal?  Ok, she was a little rough around the edges, but
once you got her talking…  As usual, all the men at the party were jealous of
you.  Where do you pickup such raw, sexy women?”


“They
find me.  I’m the pick-up.  Must be something about my face.”


“Well, you better come to our New Year’s Party!”


     


Thus,
New Year’s was spent sitting squashed on Margo’s couch.  Ruben sipped a glass
of wine and also from a beer bottle.  He began the evening dipping celery into
French onion sour cream, and as the evening wore on, he stuffed himself with
fried mushrooms, bacon, and some kind of meat wrapped in pastry.  


A
woman hovered near where he was sitting.  She was jingling her car keys, making
sure the Mercedes key fob was plainly visible.   A little drunk, he imaged the
Mercedes insignia tattooed all over the woman, especially right between her
legs.


Another
woman approached him.  “I heard you’re a teacher.”


“Yes,”
he smiled.


“How
is that?”


“Excuse
me?”


“Oh,
maybe that came out wrong.  I totally believe that teachers do important work.”


“It’s
a living.  Not your standard nine to five career.”


“Oh,
yes, I hate nine to five.”


Ruben
smiled impishly.  “Yeah, teaching is more of an eight to ten p.m. career,
especially when report cards are due or when you want to return the tests the
next day.”


She
gave him a penetrating, disarming stare.  “Perhaps we should change the
subject.  I sense that I may have put my foot in it.”


Ruben’s
waning interest waxed.  “Let me ask you this.  Are you getting what you want
from what you do?  Don’t tell me what it is, just tell me if your career is
leading straight to what you want out of life.”


“To
be honest, I’m not sure.”


Ruben
pointed to the woman still jangling her keys.  “You see that woman, the one
with the keys.”


The
woman nodded.  “I noticed her earlier, the Mercedes woman.  I think she’s
bored.”


“She
may think she’s signaling that, but I think she’s signaling that she’s the
boring one.”


“The
keys?”


“Yep,
the keys are a crutch for her.  Do you see anyone else holding keys?  What
collateral meaning is she demonstrating?   If she’s bored, is she stating so
politely?  What do our hosts think about her keys?  Does she intend, ‘I just
dropped by, but I have someplace better to go?’”


“You’re
very analytical.”


“I’m
an English teacher.  I’ve taught most of Shakespeare’s plays.  I get paid to be
analytical.”  Since nothing he had said so far had dissuaded her, Ruben turned
to look at the woman from head to toe.  She was attired slightly more dressy
than the rest of the women; Ruben thought she might not be too far off compass
than the Mercedes keys woman.   In any event, the woman remained hovering by
his side.  “Would you care to sit down?” asked Ruben.


She
sat down and directing her gaze at him, smiled.  Then she winked at some men
across the room.  Ruben caught this and smirked.  He looked away from her, got
up, helped himself to some more bacon-wrapped hot dogs, and returned.  He
smiled at her, this time positioning himself so he could track her stance with
regard to the men across the room.  He waved to them. They turned away. 
Ruben’s head immediately swiveled in the direction of the woman.  He chuckled,
“Gotcha.”


She
blushed.  After a pause, she confessed, “They wanted me to ask you about
Roberta.”


“Roberta? 
I haven’t seen Roberta in years.”


“Then
what about Crystal?”


“I
broke up with her about six months ago.  Uh, could you excuse me for a moment.”
Ruben walked quickly to the bathroom, making sure the door was securely
locked.  He pressed his back flat against the opposing wall.  The mention of
Crystal erupted into heart palpitations.  He had not yet been able to file her
away with the other Robertas.  He dampened his face and checked his
double-identity concealment expression.


     


“Well,
who are these women?  They said they were both very sexy, off the map
sexy.”


“And
they were wondering how I hooked up with them?”  Ruben waved an arm to
encompass the guests that had been coming to Margo’s party for years.


“Yes. 
I think the guys over there were extremely turned on by your women.”


“Neither
one of them lived in California.  Roberta was a flight attendant out of
Florida, and Roberta, I mean, Crystal was from Texas.  I like to hang out in
airports.  I met them at LAX.  Both were total flukes.  I’ve told this to Margo
many times.”


“One
of the guys said they were both sexy enough to be hookers.”


“Yeah,
I know they think that.”


“Well,
were they?”


Ruben
laughed in her face.  “Just look at their wives and girlfriends over there. 
Right now, they’re probably gossiping that you’re a hooker.”


The
woman silently sipped her glass of wine.  “They said both were not shy about
cleavage.”


“So
does that woman over there.” Ruben pointed out.  “And I do like large boobs. 
Does that make me out to be something?”  The woman seemed confounded.  He moved
closer to her face.  “Well?”


Finally,
she sighed, “Why do men always fantasize about hookers?”


Ruben
shook his head in disgust.  “What are you, two years old?  You’ve never read a
magazine?  You’ve never seen a hooker on a talk show?”


“It’s
just that… that I fantasize about it.”


“You? 
So?  You wouldn’t be the first woman.  Go read a book about it.”  (Ruben had
read several books on the subject just so he could maintain conversations with
Luanne.)


“It
would seem that a hooker can be anything she wants.”


“What
the?  What gave you that idea?”


“When
I go out on a date with a guy, I have to pretend.  I have to be on my best
behavior.  And at the same time, I have to be mysterious, intriguing.”


“Really? 
You expect me to believe that? Honey, my experience is that women, try as they
may, cannot cover up who they really are, or what they really want.  It’s in a
female’s biological nature.”


“That’s
bullshit!  You’re an asshole!”


“Look,
I didn’t mean to offend you, nor do I want to.  Do you deny that the
perceptions of women are significantly different than men?  Do you deny that
women have significantly different needs than men?  Do you deny that women
bring a different set of rules to the meet and greet table?”


She
paused.  “No, I don’t deny that. But so do men—they have different
perceptions.”


“And
there lies, from the beginning, the whole problem.”


“I
agree.  I was just pointing out that escorts don’t bring their shit to the
table.  The customer is always right.  Almost sounds refreshing.”


“And
you know this from what?  A book?  You have a best friend who works the
street?  Excuse me, I’m going to get another glass of wine.  Can I get you
one?”  He escaped to the kitchen where he looked in cabinets for clean glasses,
covering up the reddening in his eyes. A movie of all the Roberta’s and Crystal
flashed before his eyes.  He feared his musings.







Chapter 2
“Roberto, do you know what  a computer be?”

January 1, 1993


The phone rang.  Ruben was startled awake, a book
on his face, the bed light still on.  He picked up his head to look at the
clock.  Two-fifteen in the morning.  “Shit,” he thought.  “What if it’s
Luanne?”


It was Margo.  He sat up in bed.  “Margo, what’s
the matter?  Did something happen at your party?”


Margo returned, “Why did you leave so early?”


“What?”


“Why did you leave so early?  You left Clarissa
standing there.  I had to make all kinds of excuses for you.”


“Was that the one I kissed at midnight?”


“Don’t pull that naive game on me, Ruben, the
rube.  You know who I’m talking about.  She liked you.”


“Really, and you’re calling me at two in the
morning to tell me this?”


“Idiot, you just left my house two hours ago. 
Clarissa just left.  I still had about ten people up to one-thirty a.m.  We did
some dancing.”


“So this couldn’t wait until morning?”


“I figured you might still be up.  Can I call
Clarissa back and tell her you’ll call her tomorrow?” Ruben thought about it. 
“Ruben, it’s not a decision to pull the plug on your mother, just say yes, so I
can call her and go to sleep.”


“All right, yes.”


Margo hung up without leaving Clarissa’s phone
number.  Ruben was able to fall back asleep quickly, considering that this
Clarissa would not be anyone special and all he had to do was follow up and be
done with her.


 


The phone rang around eleven a.m.  Ruben was
already up vacuuming his apartment.  He had been expecting this call from
Margo.  She sounded groggy, saying that she had a long talk with Clarissa at
two in the morning.  “She’s waiting for a call from you, but don’t call until
late afternoon, and yes, you can take her out this evening.”   Ruben wrote down
the phone number.  He finished straightening up his apartment and laid out some
first date attire.  He pulled on a pair of sweats to go running across the
street.


The phone rang.  He sighed, “And now for my
mother.”


A voice barked, “I be at your Sitton’s.  Get your
ass over here.”


“Or what, Luanne?”  He knew he had to speak up to
her.


“I will send Melvin over there to get you.”


“Has Melvin ordered his pancakes?”


“What the fuck, Roberto?  You know he ordered two
stacks, maybe three.”


“Then I don’t have anything to worry about, do I?”


“Fuck you, Roberto.”  Then her voice lowered.  “I
be at a fucking payphone at your fuckin’ Sitton’s.  You want me to buy you your
fuckin’ pancakes or not?”


“Well, what if I want a side order of scrambled
eggs?”


“I don’t care if you order a side order of shit on
toast.  Please, just get the fuck over here.”


      


Curiosity and the potential for drama could always
entice Ruben.  After seven years, he had no reason to believe Luanne would
actually do him harm, not even to blackmail him.  When he approached her booth
in Sitton’s, she got up to give him a crushing hug.  She motioned to a
waitress.  “I got you coffee and scrambled eggs and a stack of cakes.”  Before
he sat, he went over to shake Melvin’s hand and say good morning.  Melvin was
reading the sports section.


“Got some money on the Rose Bowl game, Mr.
Roberto.”


Ruben returned to Luanne’s booth.  “Happy New
Year, Luanne.  And what brings you to my neck of the woods on New Year’s Day?”


“Where the fuck else should I be?  At a garden
party?”


“Well, don’t you have family and friends to visit
today?”


“That be none of your fuckin’ business.”


Ruben put up his hands and smiled at the waitress
laying down his late breakfast.  


Luanne smiled at her.  “Dearie, could you bring me
another cup of coffee and three creams?”  She turned to him and commanded,
“What did you do last night?”


“Went to a party, same party I go to every year.”


“You didn’t bring no slut from my competition, did
you?”


“No, Luanne, I went solo, but... 


“What you been doin’ all this time?  You ain’t
called me in a year? You get a for real bitch?”


“Uh, no.  Just busy with my school stuff.  Not
interested in dating. Too much drama.”


“Bull shit!  You love drama.  What you been doin’
for pussy?”


“Luanne, please.  I’m not going to discuss that
with you here.”


“You don’t have to tell me shit.  I knows how it
goes.  You probably just go to your little Robertas.”


“Little Robertas?”


“All men carry around a gang of Robertas.  Ain’t
as good as real tits and ass, but the five of ‘em can go anywhere and damn
cheap.”


Ruben peered at Luanne.  “Oh, I get it now.”


“Yeah, them bitches could ruin my business.  Good
thing the church made a sin of them.”


“Okay, Luanne, can we change the subject?”


“I’ll change it when  I want to.  Always
amazed me how God made man and woman so they could make babies by fuckin’, and
then God  makes a hand that can almost do the same fuckin’ thing!”


“Okay, Luanne...”


“Sort of makes you believe in God.  If he hadn’t
made up your little Robertas, how would you survive without what Luanne can
provide?”


“I might ask you the same thing, Luanne.”


“Oh, my little Luannes don’t have to work too hard
anymore.”


“Enough, Luanne.  I’m walking out of here.”


“Sit down and eat your fuckin’ pancakes.  I didn’t
come here to talk about your little harem.  So what happened at your shindig
last night.  Tell Luanne everything.”


“Well, I did meet a woman.  Supposed to see her
later today.”


“A bitch?”


“A woman, Luanne.  Oh, and here’s the funny
thing.  She had heard about my previous dates, you know, the Roberta’s, and she
believed they were hookers.”


“No, she didn’t!  I told Roberta she can’t
be seen with you fucked up like a ho.”


Ruben chuckled.  “Well, the real funny thing is
that this woman had fantasies about being an escort and said she knew all about
it.  Had to listen to her for twenty minutes.”


“She be fat and ugly?”


“No, not at all, just… well, I’m going to find out
more about her.”


“I get bitches like that.  You had one.  No damn
good for anything but making a dude look and feel good.”


“Dare I ask how’s business?”


She exhaled heartily, “Fucked!  And all on account
of you.”


“Me?”


“Yeah, since your last Roberta brought the fuckin’
cops on me, I had to close up shop and relocate.   You think that be easy?” 
Ruben was about to protest his involvement but thought it better to stay
silent.  Luanne sipped her coffee and just eyed Ruben.  He breathed deeply,
scared of her next move. She glared at him, kinda scary.  “Roberto, do you know
what a computer be?”


He blinked before answering.  “A computer? Of
course, I do.  I’ve got one.  Use it all the time.”


“You got a modem? What be that?”


“A modem? A modem is a small box that connects
your computer to the phone so your computer can communicate with other
computers.”


“You got one of those?”


“Yes.  What else do you need to know?”


Luanne became business-like, folding her hefty
arms. “I talked to someone in my business who told me that he communicates with
his clients with a computer and a modem.”


Ruben nodded.  “Yes, I know about that.  He’s
probably using a BBS, a bulletin board system.  I do know there are chat rooms
where people hook up for sex.”


“That what he told me.  How that work?”


Ruben told her, “Wait here.  I’ll be right back.” 
He went outside to where the newspapers were racked and picked up a copy of the
L.A. Free Press.  He showed it to Luanne.


“I know about that.  I used to advertise in there,
but cops read the ads.”  Ruben opened the paper to the classified ad section. 
There were many ads for escort services.  Then he showed her a small ad that
simply read “Chatroom” followed by a phone number.


“You start some communication software on your
computer.  That’s where you type in this phone number.  The modem thing calls
that phone number, and if another modem answers, you will see text on the
screen, and you type in messages.  Do you understand what I’m trying to explain?”


“Why you always think I be some fuckin’ nitwit? 
You think you be the only person I asked about this shit?”  She glared at him.


“Then why are you asking me?  Is this what you
wanted to talk about?”


“Roberto, since you fucked up everything, I only
have three bitches I can trust.  And even fewer dudes to date them.”


“And?”


“Well, do you think I might be able to do business
on this computer thing?”


“How should I know?”


“But you have a computer and a modem thing?”


“Yes, I do.”


“How much do they cost?”


“With a printer, I paid close to two thousand.”


Luanne seemed shocked. “What the fuck?  Two
thousand?!”


“Yeah, I’ve read computers are going to be in
everyone’s home within ten years.  I want to be able to teach students about
them and use them to help me get all my work done.”


“Well, how the hell I gonna use one?”


“You got the money?”


“Fuck you, Roberto.”


He sat further back into the booth.  She actually
looked like she was going to take a swipe at him.  After a friendly stare down,
he moved in closer. “Tell you what.  I’ll input one of these phone numbers in
my modem and see what happens.  Then I’ll report back to you.”  He finished his
breakfast.   “Can I go now?”


“Yeah, but here be my new phone
number.”  She pushed a business card in his hand.  When he returned to his
apartment, he was tempted to throw the card away.  Instead, he pulled out a
drawer of socks and taped the card to the underside.







Chapter 3
“The question is, did I pass the test?”

Four hours later, Ruben found himself in another restaurant,
more of a quaint first date environment.  Two glasses of red wine had been
ordered as the obligatory ice breaker.  Clarissa swirled the wine glass.  “I
don’t really know what this does or how it enhances my appreciation of the
wine, but there’s always a scene where two people meet and swirl their wine
glasses.  If you’re not going to swirl yours, I’ll be happy to do it for you.”


Ruben grinned and handed her his glass.  Clarissa
smiled.  “This will be my pleasure just so long as you mark it down somewhere
that I did this for you on our first date.  Be honest with me, Ruben.  Would
one of your other women swirl a wine glass for you?”


Ruben’s face twisted into contemplative
expression.  “Actually, they wouldn’t.  I wouldn’t offer or ask, but I’m intrigued
that you have chosen this as a test of my attention.”


She winked at him and leaned her head over the
table.  “You’re damn right this is a test.  Do you know what part two is?”  She
swirled his glass and then sensually as if practiced, sipped from the glass
wiping a portion of the rim with her tongue.”  She set the glass down before
him.


“Hmm….” Ruben stroked his chin.  He picked up his
glass to inspect her lipstick imprint.  He put it down on the white
tablecloth.  He picked it up again and rotated it, so the lipstick smear faced
her. She returned a Mona Lisa smirk.  Again he rotated the glass such that the
lipstick faced him.  He picked up a butter knife and traced the smear.  Her
eyes were riveted to the glass.  Ruben clocked this. He moved his eyes close to
the glass is if compelled to closely inspect for a lip print.  He looked around
the restaurant to see if anyone was watching him.  He dragged his cloth napkin
off the table and folded it to reduce its size enough so that he could palm
it.  With the napkin pressed to his palm, he squeezed the lipstick imprint.
When he pulled his hand away, the lipstick imprint was mostly invisible.  He
folded the napkin over the smear and waved the napkin slowly.  Clarissa’s eyes
followed the napkin into his shirt pocket.


“Oh, that’s good.  Very good.  I’ve never seen
someone steal a napkin on a first date.  Suppose you need one to wipe dessert
off your face?”


“I’ll ask to borrow yours.”


“And, not knowing you very well, suppose I
refuse.”


“Then I get up and leave you to pay the bill.”


“And what if I make a scene when you leave, like
scream or something?”


“You don’t strike me as a screamer.”


“That remains to be experienced, doesn’t it?”
Ruben looked aside. “Checkmate, Ruben?”


“Checkmate, Clarissa.”


“Shall I order another glass of wine for you?”


“No, I’ll sip from this one, if you don’t mind.”


“Go for it.  It’s a good sign.”  


Ruben sipped from the remaining half inch of
wine.  “Did I pass the test?”


“The question is, did I pass the test?”


Clarissa shared that she was thirty-three and
graduated as a business major five years earlier.   She had had many jobs in
various businesses, including managing a Williams-Sonoma, a high-end culinary
equipment store, a closet design store,  a hotel human resource manager,
payroll manager, and currently, she was filing resumes for a regional director
of some business.  She talked about her many experiences uninterrupted for
about twenty minutes.  Ruben listened and nodded kindly.


“And how do you know Margo?”


“You didn’t ask her?   I thought you would have
asked a lot of questions about me.  I know a lot about you already.”


“Apparently....”


“I sort of met her when I was interviewing at her
firm.  You know, it’s an old strategy.  Go to the place ahead of time.  Meet
someone, take them out for lunch or coffee and gently pump them for
information.”


“Margo didn’t figure you out?”


“Of course, she did.  She told me she gets free
lunches all the time.  She took one look at me and said to herself, ‘Free lunch
on the horizon!’  You know her from college?”


“Yes, she was going to be a teacher but went into
business design.  Did she tell you we dated?”


“No, but I did get the feeling she was pushing you
on me.”


Ruben’s face beamed.


“Ok, Ruben, our meet and greet is over.”


“What?”


“Yes, we talk any more, and we’ll blow it.  We’ll
talk ourselves out of a second date, which should be a real date like miniature
golf or skinny dipping in the ocean.”


“Hmm?”


“Hmm?  I just gave you an opening to ask me out
next week. “


“Well…”


“No, not now.  You call me.  That way we can do
the teenage thing and talk on the phone for hours, so that when we finally do
get together, it’ll be a little less talk.”  She got up.  “Do you want me to
pay my half?”


“No, I got it.”


“Phew, that was your final test.”  


Ruben followed her as she floated out of
the restaurant.  He thought to himself, “That was quite an act.  I liked it.”








Chapter 4
“Winner buys
Dinner”

Mid-January, 1993


Ruben couldn’t bring himself to call Clarissa. He
beat himself up over his indecision.  He considered that while she was
intriguing and engaging, something was missing.  An investment in her would, as
investments often did, have an element of risk over time.  He figured Clarissa
had similarly considered her investment in time.  They would have to invest in
jointly planning things together, buying things together, and telling each
other their life stories, a time-intensive process that embodied risk.  


The Robertas, despite  plying an illegal trade,
seemed less risky.   He never directly asked any of the Robertas to relate
their life stories;  what he knew of them was gleaned in passing, subject to
embellishment, a strategy he had even encouraged.   In short, Ruben did not
want to know the truth about any of his Robertas, since the truth might involve
him confronting realities he couldn’t live with:  drugs, alcohol, jail time,
violence, abuse, abandoned children, even disease. (He always used a condom,
without exception.)


The Robertas figured out that he was a popular teacher
(via Luanne and the proms), but not clear on what subjects he taught.  In his
apartment, they had seen a lot of books, his computer, the contents of his
refrigerator, his collection of classic toys, his comic book collection; and
they made some judgments about him from his clothes, especially his
underwear—briefs.  The Robertas had some inkling that something about him
engaged Luanne, who, usually filthier mouthed with them, collected herself when
speaking to Ruben on the phone.  They told Ruben that Luanne reached a better
mood after talking to him.  The lasting impression was that even when Ruben
positioned himself as their boss, he was always “normal” and safe.   They never
witnessed him mad enough to lose it, but mad enough to send them packing if
they “lost” it.


The Robertas had reported back that Ruben gave
them “breaks.”  When they were with him for twelve or more hours, they spent
hours by themselves, enough time to bring personal stuff to attend to.  The
point was that he had hobbies or work that completely fascinated him; he did
not suddenly appear for a quick grope or blow job.  In fact, Luanne not only
had a drawing of Ruben’s penis, courtesy of Roberta Numero Uno, but she had
developed a potential client questionnaire based on Ruben’s profile.  


On a Sunday late afternoon, Ruben found himself
driving to meet Clarissa at a batting cage, something they had jointly decided
would be a legitimate arena to expose their characters.  Their propensities for
punctuality, competitive nature, brinksmanship, and many other non-negotiables
would be played out on the field.


As he walked toward the entrance, he heard, “Over
here, Ruben!”   Clarissa was waving from the entrance of the batting cage.  She
was wearing a Los Angeles Dodgers’ baseball jersey and cap.  


“Great!” Ruben muttered to himself as he slunk
over.  “Nothing like intimidation to start a date.”  He liked baseball but
hadn’t picked up a bat in years.  


“I reserved for us already. I didn’t know what
size bat you wanted, so you still have to pick one out, unless, of course, you
brought your own.”


“I guess I didn’t get the memo about bringing my
own bat, which I do have by the way.”


“Hurry up, get a bat!”


He picked up the first seemingly decent aluminum
bat and slung it over his shoulder.  At least he was wearing rubber soled
shoes.  Clarissa was taking a practice swing.  “Do you want to go first?”


“Sure, let me get my macho thing going here.  Is
it set to slow?”


“Yes, sir!  I’m not very good at this myself, but
I thought it might be fun.  It might start us laughing.”  


He swung three times and missed.  The fourth he
tipped, but the softball didn’t go beyond the cage enclosure.  “Ok, my dear,
step up to the plate.”


Clarissa managed to tap each ball, batting at
least a grounder.  “I told you I suck at this.”


Ruben managed to punch a bouncing grounder and a
line drive.  On her next attempt, Clarissa hit a few grounders.  “Ok, I’m
done,” she said.  “How about miniature golf?  A little tamer and probably far
less stressful.”


As they walked to the first hole, they discovered
a long queue.  Ruben commented, “I didn’t know you were the competitive type.”


“I’m not sure I am.  I know I am ‘the desperate to
not have a boring first date’ type.  I got this idea from a Singles magazine,
even picking up this outfit.  I already had the cute baseball cap.”  After the
first hole, she was in the lead.  “Are you letting me win?  I haven’t played
this in years.”


“Yep, I’m letting you win.”


“Well, thank you, kind sir.”


“Apparently you didn’t get the memo about winning
at miniature golf,” smiled Ruben.


“And that was…”


“Winner buys dinner.”


“Winner buys dinner?  You’re flirting with
poetry?  This is already a good first date.  I will have to write a letter to
the magazine editor.”


By the ninth hole, they were laughing.  By the
eighteenth hole, they were cheating each other by moving the ball when the
other person was diverted.  “Why are you moving your ball farther away?”


“Winner buys dinner.”


As they walked to Ruben’s car (he had volunteered
to drive), she asked, “Since we’re dressed casual, we can just find someplace
casual.  But please, no coffee shops or Denny’s.  Some place where we can get a
beer and a gourmet hot dog.”


Fortunately, such a venue was nearby:  Hot Dog
Paradise.  Clarissa had thrown a sweater over her jersey.  Beer in a frosty mug
was five dollars, and a hot dog salad was seven dollars.  Clarissa cut her hot
dog with a knife and fork.  







Chapter 5
“And where are
we going to do this?”

April 1993


Two
and a half months later, Ruben had dated Clarissa on only about half of the ten
or so available weekends.  Nothing deeply physical, nothing in the middle of
the week, but extended touch base calls.  The blame for the lack of progress
was on both their shoulders.  She began with the “I’m sorry, but busy this
weekend,” so he retaliated in kind.  His excuse was that he was hard at work
ghostwriting another accreditation document for another school. To himself, he
acknowledged that it was retaliation, retaliation for gaming a relationship.


As
an English teacher, Ruben had a huge background in relationships derived from
literature and classic film.  He keenly remembered the lesson of Estella, the
groomed-to-be heartbreaker, in Charles Dickens’  Great Expectations.  He
had exposed his students to how men and women game each other in Shakespeare’s Othello
and how Hamlet toyed with Ophelia’s affection.  He re-read Dashielle Hammet’s
stylized female criminals.   And he showed his students the classic French film
Jules and Jim, where two men loved the same woman.


And
then Clarissa called to apologize.  “Ruben, I haven’t been completely honest
with you.”


Sitting
on the floor before his coffee table around eight p.m., he turned off the
television and nestled into the corner of his couch. “I’m not sure I understand
where you’re going with this.”


“Well,
there were these times when we were supposed to do something, and then you
canceled because you had to work…”


“Yes,
I have a deadline.  I have to turn in my documents next week.”


     ”Do
you work on them twenty-four hours a day?”


“Of
course not, just maybe eighteen hours, with lots of breaks, but I do work late
on them.  Are you suggesting that I have been purposely evasive?”


“Uh,
no…”


“You
just said you haven’t been completely honest with me.”


“Well,
I was sort of seeing someone else just a little, someone from work.  Have you
been seeing someone else?”


“No,
just something else, the work I told you about.”


“The
accreditation stuff?”


“Yes,
ma’am.”


“Are
you working on it now?”


“Not
exactly.  Grading papers and editing a chapter.”


“Really?”


“Yes,
ma’am.”


“I
mean is that what you’re really doing?  Not talking to someone else?”


“Want
to search the premises?”


Long
pause.  “What if I told you I was sorta in your neighborhood?”


“On
a Tuesday night, a work night?”


“I
was having dinner with a friend.”


“Do
you want my address, so you can search my premises?”


Not
more than ten minutes later, a soft knock on Ruben’s apartment door.  Clarissa
appeared to be in clothes she must have worked in.  After he had closed the
door, she lingered in the three-foot long entryway that led directly to his
living room with the round marble coffee table that had been in his family
since he was a child.  He stood over this table and pointed to the stacks of
papers.  “These are the essays for period one.  These are period two’s tests,
and this tower of blather is the accreditation.  I also have another stack next
to my computer in my office.”  He pointed to a room tucked to the right of a
small hallway that branched to his guest bathroom and his bedroom on the left.


Clarissa
walked in and stood over the table, gazing briefly at the papers.  “I don’t
suppose you could offer a girl a glass of wine?”


Ruben
withdrew an opened wine bottle from his refrigerator.  He was fortunate to have
two clean wine goblets which he filled halfway each from the bottle.  “Sit down
on the couch.”  He watched her face pan over the contents of his living room. 
“Yes, I know, it’s not much of a place.  I don’t need much of a place.”


“Do
you bring a lot of women here?  I got the impression from Margo that you might
be some kind of sleeper player.”


“Hmm? 
Really?  A lot?  You’re kidding, aren’t you?”  Robertas three and four
flashed before his eyes, then Jill, then Diane.  “Oh, the usual, just to keep
up appearances.”  He wondered if anyone had observed Clarissa approach his
apartment.  “What brought you to my neck of the woods?”


“Well,
I had dinner with some girlfriends, people from work.”


“So,
if I put two and two and two together, somehow I became a topic of
conversation.”


Clarissa
answered, “Just a little.”  Ruben sat down at the opposite end of the couch. 
“Why are you sitting so far away?  Do I smell?”


He
smiled.  “Standard operating procedure for when a woman wants to come to your
apartment in the middle of the week to talk to you.  The chances are I’m about
to be jettisoned.  Can you get to the point?  You’ll feel better, and I will
feel better.”


“Actually,
I didn’t come to jettison you at all.  Comes a time when a girl has to go with
what feels best.”


“And
did you get this from a magazine?”


She
spontaneously smiled.  “A little.  Wanted to make sure I had more than a second
opinion.”


“And
where are we going with this?” Clarissa looked demurely around the room.  She
pursed her lips and clutched her purse. 


Ruben was overcome with a yearning warmth.  “What
time do you have to be at work tomorrow?”


“Huh? 
Uh, I can go in between nine and ten.”


“I
have to wake up no later than six-thirty a.m.”


“That’s
very early.”


“Yes,
it is.  Been doing it for almost ten years.”


“I’m
sorry, am I keeping you up?”


“I’m
not worried about it.  It’s not every night that I get such a beautiful and
delightful visitor.”  She smiled.  “You still haven’t unburdened your heart.”


“I
know.  I have a lot I want to talk to you about.”  She seemed on the verge of
tears.


“Look
if you’re here to dump me, it’s cool.  Not the first time for me.”


“No!” 
She averted her eyes.  “Why are you making this so hard on me?”


“Just
tell me what you want.”


“Oh,
god, maybe I should  go.”


Ruben
moved close to her on the couch and took her in his arms.  She melted on the
spot. He took her face in his hands and looked deeply into her eyes.  “Do you
want to stay over tonight?”  She smiled and nodded.


The
evening faded out to whispering, kissing, hugging, snuggling, undressing, and
falling asleep in each other’s arms.







Chapter 6
“Roberto?  There’s no Roberto here.”

A year later, July 1994


Ruben’s
day to day existence involved plying his trade as a teacher, accreditation
consultant, and Clarissa’s full-time boyfriend.  


When Clarissa had noticed that Ruben spent very
little of the money he earned, she entwined him in conversations about investing,
which seemed to give her some sense of his future.  They went to malls and
shopping centers where Clarissa mentioned that he handled price tags while she
browsed.  He explained, “I have no idea how much things cost any more.”  She
inveigled him in going to a time-share investment meeting where she had some
notion of a free trip to Hawaii.  He dragged his feet to that.  And she dragged
him to a baby shower where he had impressed her friends as a “keeper.”


She
would stay at his apartment at least once a week.  Because she had a roommate,
he didn’t feel comfortable staying at her condo about fifteen miles away.  They
had been on two vacations and one weekend cruise where she got him to salsa
dance.  But when he wanted to go to Six Flags amusement park, she balked.  She
noted his disappointment.  “If we had children, would you take them to places
like this?”


He
replied, “I never thought of it that way, but, of course.  If you don’t like
going, I will take them; in fact, that seems like a lot of fun.  When can we
have children?”


And
she had stood by his side at two proms, though when he was doing his annual
prom king and queen presentation, she stood way in the back, cloaked in a
demure black business skirt, saying that she didn’t believe it appropriate to
dress or dance like a teenage girl.  Clarissa did, however, take his arm to the
dance floor.


They
had been to dinner and two New Year’s Eve parties at Margo’s.  Though Margo now
had an infant child, she still wanted to party.  And Clarissa sat beside him at
a few family dinners in reciprocity for his attendance at several of her family
and friends events.  They sat on a blanket at the beach on July 4th,
a picnic dinner, and fireworks before them.  Often they just sat quietly
holding hands.





They
were necking on his couch.  Ruben got up to go to the bathroom.  The phone
rang.  She called out, “You want me to get it?”


Without
thinking, he returned, “Sure.”


“Hello?”


There
was a pause from the caller, “Hello?  Who the hell is this?”


“Excuse
me?”


“Where
the f….   Is Roberto there?  I have to speak to him now.”


“Roberto? 
There’s no Roberto here.”


“What
the fuck? I’ve be dialing this number for years.  I know there be a Roberto… 
Oh, I mean Ruben.  Is he there?”


Clarissa
called out, “Ruben, there’s a woman on the phone asking for Roberto?  What’s
going on?”  Ruben couldn’t conceal a startled expression.  Clarissa winced.
“Are you Roberto?”


Ruben
took the phone.  “It’s a joke I have with a friend.  I’m helping this woman
with her computer.”  Fortunately, Luanne wasted no time coming to the point. 
Clarissa heard Ruben’s side of the conversation.   “You want to buy another
computer?  You’ll have to network them with a server.  That means you have to
buy two computers…  No, I really don’t know how to do it.   I can find someone
for you, but they would have to come to your place…  Okay, I’m sorry.  Yeah,
sounds like a plan.  We have to find someone who can do it on a Tuesday
afternoon when no one is around.  Do you have a budget in mind? Okay, okay, I
heard you--money is no object.  And you’re still somewhere in
Hollywood?  When do you want to meet?  Next week?  You know I only have
weekends, and... Well, you know I’m usually busy on weekends these days.  All
right, I can meet you right after school next Tuesday.  Listen, I have company
with me.  We’ll have to set up the rest of this later.”  There was a long
pause.  Clarissa could probably hear a loud, fast-talking voice, but not make
out the words.  “Same to you, Luanne.”  He hung up.


Clarissa
leaned back into the couch, folded her arms, and replaced her puzzled
expression with one more bemused. “Now this is an interesting twist in our
relationship, Roberto.”


Ruben
thought to himself, “This will be easy.”  He sat down beside her on the couch. 
“First, this is just someone I’m helping set up an office with computers.”


“Are
you getting paid?”


“Hmm,
I haven’t thought about that.  Actually, no.”


“So,
Roberto gives away his services?  We pay a company to consult on
our server.  You should be getting something in exchange.”


“It’s
not like that.  She’s just starting out.”


“The
woman sounded black.”


“She
is.”


“So,
I gather that her business is in Hollywood and money is no object.  This is
intriguing.  Yes, sir, Roberto, for the first time, I’m thinking you’re
not the kind-hearted, stable guy I thought you were.”


“So,
now I’m a man of mystery?  Finally got a rise out of you?”


“Oh,
I wouldn’t go that far.  This is just the first slightly off detail that I’ve
learned about you.  How do you know this woman?”


“Well,
you know that I do consulting at other school sites.  I meet lots of people. 
Most know that I use a computer, so word got around.  Someone asked me to call
his friend.”


“But
you’re doing it for free?”


“This
is the first time.  I wasn’t comfortable asking for money because I don’t want
to be responsible if anything goes wrong.”


“If
you say so.  What kind of business does this woman have?”


“Uh,
inventory.  She has a small warehouse with women’s dresses and shoes and
stuff.”


Clarissa
sat up.  “Really?  Good stuff?  Anything I’d be interested in?”


“Not
unless you’re interested in packaged sexy stuff, the stretchy stuff.”


“Oh,
really?  I might be interested.  Are you?”


“Clarissa,
the truth is I’ve never even been there.  It’s a small business, and all I
really know is that there are only four sizes:  small, medium, large,
extra-large.  So it was easy to set this up.”


“Okay,
so what’s the joke about calling you Roberto?”


Ruben
smiled, “Well, her name is Roberta.”


“But
I heard you call her Luanne.”


“You
really want to hear a long story?”


“I
guess not.  I have to go the bathroom.”  When she returned, the subject was
dropped.  However, Ruben was preoccupied thinking, “Luanne’s installing a
server?” 







Chapter 7
“It’s commitment time, my friend.”
August 1994     


Ruben lie propped on his back on his couch, a
yellow highlighter in one hand as he read short stories themed on gangster
activity.    While he realized a discussion of gangster activity would be
sordid and violent, he wanted to spark thinking that would ultimately lead to
essays, by introducing his students to the gangsters of nineteen thirties New
York.  He would ask his students to throw out the nicknames of gangsters they
might have heard about in their neighborhoods.  Then he would describe Dave the
Dude,  Harry the Horse, Madame La Gimp, Nicely-Nicely, the Lemon Drop Kid, 
Missouri Martin,  the Pale Face Kid,  and many others.  The lesson’s objective
was to analyze how slang enlivens language.  They would read a few short
stories from Damon Runyon’s classic Guys and Dolls.


The phone rang.  It was Margo.  Ruben answered
enthusiastically,  “Hey, Margo!  What’s up and I’m hoping this is an invitation
to an end of summer party.”


“I’m afraid not, Ruben.”


“Ah, too bad.  Clarissa loves your parties.  She
wants to go to something that has dancing.”


“Well, I am calling about Clarissa.”


Ruben put down the short story collection.  “Okay,
I’m listening.  I’m guessing you had some manner of big talk with her.”


“Yes, my old friend, the big talk.”


“Is this where I get dumped?”


“Hmm, sounds like you’d be okay with that.”


“No, it’s just that it’s happened so much that I’m
always waiting for the dump to turn the corner and knock me down.”


“Ruben, I’ve known you for fifteen years. 
Remember, I dated you.”


“How well I remember.”


“Okay, Ruben, you’re an old friend, so I’m just
giving you a head’s up.  Clarissa wants to move this thing you have with her up
a notch.”


“Notch time, huh?”


“My friend, you’re looking at the Big C.  It’s
time for you to shit or get off the pot.”  Ruben closed his eyes. “It’s
commitment time, my friend.  Put up or shut up.  Put the pedal to the metal. 
Play ball or get off the court. Put your money where your mouth is.  Put a
rocket under it.”


Ruben laughed.  “Did you say all that to get Rick
on board?”


“No, he was on board without leverage.   Those are
just a few lines the girls at the office have shared at lunch.  And by the way,
I’m pregnant.”


“Again?  So soon?”


“Hey, you could be pregnant this time next year.”
Ruben’s head swelled with blood.  “Yes, sir, my friend, it’s finally come to
the split in the road.”


“Clarissa called to talk to you about getting me
to make a commitment.”


“Well, to tell you the truth, I’m not sure she’s
ready, but we women-folk have clocks ticking, and well, you know how it is. 
God Dammit, Ruben!  I made the phone call.  I did a good deed.  Now, you’re up
at bat.  Do the right thing.”


“The right thing?”


“Yes, sir.  What are you going to do?  Tell her to
wait around another forty years?”


“And what’s wrong with that?”


“What the fuck, Ruben?  Ok, I’ll just pass that on
to Clarissa.”


“Wait a minute, Margo.  If there’s love here, why
should waiting forty years be a big deal?  Can’t things just come to a natural
conclusion?”


“If that’s the way you want to game it, Ruben, go
for it.”


“I’m serious.  Why does something like her
eternal, or is that internal, clock dictate when I have to make a commitment to
her?  Doesn’t she enjoy spending time with me, and if the time is always good…”


“No woman wants to waste time.”


“Waste time?!” Ruben screamed into the phone. 
“What about me?  Am I wasting my time?  I don’t make her feel the time is
well-spent?”


“Ok, this is where I hang up.” And that she did.


      


Ruben paced his apartment for at least an hour
before calling Clarissa.  He asked her if she wanted to go for a drive to the
beach.  He suggested they pick up some dinner and watch the sun go down.  She
countered by inviting him to her condo.  He asked, “Is your roommate there?” 
She explained that they would be alone.


Three hours later, Ruben was walking back to his
car.  His head was throbbing.  Some of her choice comments rattled his brain: 
“I love you.  I have good times with you, but those good times have to have a
foundation.” 


Then she easily enumerated the same checklist
items he had heard in various ways before: “My friends ask me, ‘What is your
future with Ruben?’”  “I want a house, a backyard, and… yes, I want children.” 


He had countered with, “What if I don’t want a
house?  What if I don’t want to take on financial burden until I’m sure that
you’ll be with me through thick and thin?”  


She countered with, “Haven’t I proved that to you
already?”  


Ruben didn’t answer, but thought, “If commitment
could be proven during courting, why is there so much dissatisfaction in
marriage?”  He wanted to ask her, “What have I proven to you?”  Why do you want
to negotiate the terms of our being together?”


They spoke a few times over the next few weeks. 
They got together once and had a decent time, but clearly whatever it was they
experienced was not strong enough to reunite them.  She said she felt a
strong,  special connection to him and that’s why she stayed as long as she
did.  He asked her if she thought she would find another connection as strong. 
Clarissa responded, “I guess in  the long run you’re not what I had in mind.”


Ruben tried to imagine one of his Robertas saying
something like that.         















Chapter 1
“She was waiting to see if it would work”

December 1994


The phone rang.  A cheery voice jumped on,
“Hello?” 


Ruben sang, “Hello, yourself.  Who is this?”


“It’s Margo, dummy.”


“Oh?” he said in an obviously suspicious tone.


“Oh?  So now, you think I’m the bearer of bad
news?  We’re having our annual New Year’s Eve Party.”


“Uh…” he was reaching for an excuse. “When is it?”


“When is it?  Are you fucked up on something?  You
don’t know when New Year’s Eve is?”


“Well, aren’t you pregnant?”


“And your point is?”


“Well, I sorta thought you might not do it this year
if you’re pregnant.”


“That has nothing to do with it.  My bigger
problem is what to do with my two-year-old--you know the one you haven’t come
to see in six months.”


“I just naturally assumed you weren’t going to
throw the party, so I started to make other plans.”


“Bullshit, Ruben.  If that were true, you would
have called to check first.  And you always meet people at my parties.”


“Well, I was concerned…”


“She’s not going to be there.  We stopped
talking.  Don’t know anything about her, but you’re my friend for a million
years.”  Ruben was silent.  “Ok, I’ve got just a few more choice words for
you.”


“And that would be?” Ruben asked hesitantly.


“Eight p.m., my house, December thirty-first.  And
you better show.  Bring a date if you want.  Maybe you can dig up one of your
flight attendant women.”


 


December 31, 1994      


At eight-fifteen pm, December thirty-first, Ruben
parked his car near Margo’s house.  He exhaled, feeling that he might have to
answer questions about Clarissa that might be dicier than the years of covering
up the various Robertas.  He picked up the two holiday gift wrapped bottles of
wine beside him on the front seat.  This minute action gave rise to a déjà vu,
as in how many times he had repeated this New Year’s Eve ritual—carrying in a
bag containing a Pinot Grigio and a Merlot.  He could have stayed home, but
there were and are too many nights he already stayed home; since the
dissolution of Clarissa, he had been sitting on the sidelines.


As he walked to the front door, he dug at himself
for feeling despondent.    When he questioned himself about where he was going,
he found that his first response was that he was a teacher, living a lifestyle
shared by over three million college-educated people in the U.S.  He believed
it was important work, the foundation of the country’s freedom.  What did this
have to do with Clarissa? At least two times that he could put his finger on,
she had hinted that he might want to become something else, or at least become
a school administrator.  


At the kitchen bar, he opened one of his bottles,
discarding the gift wrapping before anyone could appreciate it, filled a
plastic wine glass, and checked out the room.  A lump formed in his stomach as
he realized that he might be the only uncoupled person at the party.  He
exhaled.  He did know many people there, including several teachers with whom
he engaged in conversation for well over an hour.


Around ten-thirty the door opened to admit more
guests.  It was Jill, the prom date and more, from years ago.  She was stylish,
but not as hip as years ago.  Jill had a firm grasp on the hand of the tall,
professional-groomed man she entered with.  Margo screamed in delight when she
realized Jill had made her promised appearance.  She ran to Jill hugging her
and finally grasped her hand to look at the diamond on her finger.   About
thirty minutes later, Jill approached Ruben and introduced her new husband of
four months.


Around eleven-thirty p.m.  Margo plopped down next
to Ruben on her couch.  She sighed.  “Well, the food is almost gone.  I’ve been
hiding the desserts and champagne.”  She nestled into the couch and cupped her
pregnant belly.  “Sorry about Jill.  I forgot to tell you.  Actually, I didn’t
think she’d show up.”             


“I’m cool with it.  It gives me validation.”


“Why?”


“She was a phony and a poser.  She did the I am an
artist façade with barely an inch of right brain in her.  One thing I’ll give
her, she did know how to keep my attention.”


Margo nodded in Jill’s direction.  “Perhaps,
you’re right.  She probably just grew up.   Was that the deal with Clarissa?”
Ruben shook his head, reluctant to answer.  “Was Clarissa right-brainless? 
Well, was she?”  Ruben stared into space, not answering.  Margo continued. 
“When I was dating you, I always said to myself, ‘He has such a creative
mind.’  I was attracted to you on that level, but on other levels, my eyes
wandered.  There was something ethereal about you.  I couldn’t pin you down,
and you didn’t seem that connected to me.”


Ruben turned to her.  “So even back then, when you
were a kid, you had a checklist.”


“What do you mean?”


“You wanted more, something you could hold on to? 
You had to know how the movie was going to end, instead of being part of making
the happy ending.”


Margo sat quietly stroking her belly.  “I lied to
you.  I did have a long talk with Clarissa.  You made a big mistake, Ruben.”


“What?  Maybe.  What am I supposed to do, Margo. 
Should I bellow like Stanley Kowalski?  Cla  ris sa! CLA RIS SA!  Margo, I want
my woman back!  And then we go back to maintain a relationship based on  what?”


“She cussed you out for wasting her time.”


“What about my time?  I was hoping we would have
evolved into something.  She probably thinks I kept her around for regular sex
and to fend off loneliness.”


“Not those exact words, but basically.”


“She could have bailed anytime.  You see, I was
the one trying to make it work.  She was waiting to see if it would work.”


Margo nodded.  “I know.  I was doing the same with
you.”


“Am I an asshole?”  He wanted to know.


“No, but you are very different in spirit and
motivation.  I don’t think even  you know where that is going to take you.”


“I need constant creative challenges.  The
teaching offers me that.”


“You are lucky you found that.  It’s probably a
divine gift, a very great gift to love what one does day in and out.”


“Sometimes I think it’s a curse.”


Margo got up.  “It’s nearly midnight.  I’m going
to help Rick with the champagne.”


When everyone crowded into the kitchen to get a
glass of champagne, just minutes before the stroke of midnight, Ruben slipped
out the front door. 








Chapter 2
“You know HTML?!”

January 1, 1995


The ringing phone woke him around eleven-thirty
a.m.  He assumed it was his mother, or maybe Margo to rag on him for leaving
early.  A voice ordered, “Get dressed.  Melvin gonna be there in five minutes
to pick you up.”


“It’s New Year’s Day,” he protested.


“Yeah, but you got in early.  I had Melvin drive
by around two a.m.  He be in the area anyway.”


“How come you’re up?  Didn’t you go to a big New
Year’s Party?”


“Fuck that shit.  I work every New Year’s.  Put on
your fuckin’ pants.   We got stuff to talk about.”


The door knocked with a resounding pound, but
somehow not threatening.  Ruben opened the door without checking the peephole. 
“Hello, Melvin.  I’m not ready yet.”  Melvin looked very upset.  “What’s the
matter, Melvin.  Give me two minutes to pull on my pants.”


“Mr. Roberto, I be hungry.”


“Tell you what, if she doesn’t pay for two stacks,
I will.”


“Oh, I can pay myself, Mr. Roberto, I just be very
hungry.”


“Did you drink a  lot at a party last night?”


“No, Mr. Roberto, I don’t drink.  I gotta drive
around and pick up Luanne’s employees.”


“You pick them up?  Since when?”


“Lotta stuff has changed, Mr. Roberto.  I  s’posed
to drive and keep my mouth shut. She don’t want no one to learn our trade
secrets.”


“Trade secrets?”


 


The last time he had actually seen Luanne was
about eleven months ago at Sitton’s where he had returned her configured
computer.  She had gotten someone else to buy her a second computer, plus a
server.  When he walked into Sitton’s alone (Melvin was parking the black
car.), he saw her expansive back to him in a corner booth.  When he tapped her
on the shoulder, she didn’t respond immediately.  Before her was a laptop which
appeared to be a  top of the line, brand name computer with color screen.  Luanne
was pecking away.


Surprise stretched across Ruben’s face as he
exclaimed, “You know HTML?!”


“Some, but I be learning.  You know about hosting
services?”


“Hosting services?  What do you want with a
hosting service?  Are you gonna launch a website?”


“I already got one, but it be cheesy lookin’, so
I’m designing my own.  It be this javascript crap I don’t get.”


“Javascript?  You know about that, too?”  He sat
down in front of her, completely overwhelmed. “I got this idea about puttin’
the whole business on the Internet.  Melvin drives them there and picks them
up.”


Ruben leaned back in the booth.  He smiled.  Here
was this woman who spoke crudely, offensively, unapologetically, and a
facilitator of illicit activities.  She was also the woman who had provided him
the most interesting times of his life.  So engrossed, she barely looked at
him.  Ruben made the “Ahem”  utterance to garner her attention. She grimaced at
him and closed the laptop cover.


“Ok, suppose I got one employee with huge titties,
another with not so huge tits, another smallish, and one with boy tits.  But
maybe one of them got an ass bigger than her tits.  Maybe she be Mexican but
can pass for light-skinned black.  Maybe she be white, but talk like she be
from the gutter.  Maybe she got long legs, but  the only way her face gonna be
kissable be with a shellacking  of make-up.”


Ruben’s head jerked back.  “Where are you going
with this?”


“How do I put all that on the page?  I mean, what
if I have a client that want a black bitch with small tits?  How do I figure
that out?”


“How have you always done it?”


“Kept it all in my head, but that be then.  I used
to only keep ten employees; now with this thing, I be able to keep fifty, maybe
more.”


“You want to expand the business?”


“It not just be me.  See, I still keep it
straight.  My employees come back in one piece.  They don’t get fucked up on
drugs and booze, and they speak polite.” Ruben smirked.  “Yeah, I still be
working on that polite shit.  Roberto, things have changed in the last year
with this Internet shit.  Do you know I got college girls saying they just want
to be professional girlfriends, and they want a lot of money for it?  Shit, you
couldn’t afford them!”


“Why do they come to you?”


“Well, I heard that some started their own
business on this Internet, but when things turned to rough stuff, they didn’t
know what to do.  I got a hundred years experience in the trade, plus I got
Melvin and more.”


“You should maybe just be a consultant in your
field.”


“Damn straight, but now I got my hands in all
kinds of pies.”


“So what you want to know about is how to create a
database and put it on a hosting company.”


“Yeah,  database.  I heard how you input a lot of
shit about your inventory and it figures out what I want.”


Ruben reflected amazement.  “You know about that?”


She glared at him, and her massive right arm moved
to slap him.


Ruben sat beside her and commandeered her laptop. 
They worked side by side for two hours while he designed a crude database.  
Luanne commented, “You must be gettin’ all horny working on this.  You put in a
field for boob size and leg length.  Should we put one in for pussy size?”


Ruben glanced at her.  “I thought this was just an
escort service.  Why would you be collecting data that might show you were
selling sex.”


“Maybe I might want to expand the business even
further…”


“If that’s what you want, you can add those fields
yourself.  I’m just helping you get started.  I gotta admit, this is an
interesting project.  I was wondering how those new computer data services
work.”


“How am I going to get all that info?”


“You can make a questionnaire that you give your
employees.  Have them fill it out and then get one of your departments to input
the data.”


At one point, Luanne showed him a page design she
was working on, complete with some early low-resolution, grayscale images of
some of her “sample” employees.


“How did you get these?”


“I got me a scanner.  I put pics of the bitches in
it.  We be having fun.”


“You seem to be learning this stuff very quickly.”


“What else I got to do while I’m waiting around?”


Ruben took some notes and told her he would finish
up designing the database and that he knew someone who might actually be able
to work on the actual programming since he had neither the time nor expertise.


 


Two weeks later Melvin came to the door  to
collect Ruben’s work on a three-inch diskette.  The spring semester had begun. 
To Ruben, the spring semester always began as a creep, and then accelerated as
though shot from the barrel of a gun.  His thoughts turned to summer and what
plans he would make to spend it alone.   








Chapter 3
“It ain’t no different than my

competition. You got to  help me fix it!”

Late March 1995


Ruben had decided to take advantage of a warmish
spring day and jog all the way to Sitton’s.  He had left the apartment complex
wearing jogging shorts and a tank top shirt.  He circled the park across the
street before turning onto the main avenue heading toward Sitton’s.  He had a
twenty dollar bill in his short’s pocket.  A black car pulled up alongside
him.  Luanne stuck her head out and yelled, “Want a ride, big boy?”


Ruben didn’t stop.  He was at once anxious and
bemused.  Luanne apparently enjoyed making a big show posturing like the mafia
or a drug lord, yet actually appeared more like a comical character from Damon
Runyon stories, the stories that Ruben had assigned to his students. The car
followed him all the way to Sitton’s.  He ran in before Melvin opened the door
for Luanne.


Luanne placed her laptop on the table and sat
across from Ruben. Melvin took a booth a few tables away.  The large woman
glowered.


“What’s wrong now?” Ruben glared back.


“Boy, you stink!  Maybe this a bad idea to follow
you.  Your armpits be makin’ me sick.”


“Well, you invited yourself.  You could have
called.”


“That ain’t my style.  How did it look when a big
black car started following you?”


“Like some bad-ass movie, Luanne.  Aren’t you
concerned that a cop might get curious?”


“Naw, Melvin know how to look out.  My brother
trained him.  Besides, I wanted to follow your ass in those shorts.  Not that I
give a shit.”


Ruben looked at the menu.  “Ok, two stacks for
Melvin.  One for me, and what are you going to have?”


“Shut the fuck up, Roberto.  Listen to me, fool! 
We got big trouble.”


“We?”  Ruben’s heart began to pound.  “What did I
do?”


“The fuckin’ online page brought me trouble.”


“Does this involve the cops?”  He was sweating,
his face reddening.


“It could have.”


“Am I involved?”


“Yes, you be, big boy.”  Ruben jumped up from the
booth and started to back out of Sitton’s, but Melvin was suddenly behind him. 
Melvin didn’t touch him at all but gave Ruben no choice but to return to his
seat opposite Luanne, who was loudly guffawing.  “I just love doin’ that to
you.  Did you shit in your pants this time?  Now, sit down.  People be starin’
at your shorts.”  Ruben sat down, notably agitated.   


“Okay, here what happened.  I took on these
college girls, who said they knew where to advertise to get business.  So they
put up this poster with my internet address in the building where they teach
computers over at the college.  And we got calls, lots of calls.  So Melvin
drops an employee off at the university over at Northridge.  At first, the guy
seemed alright, but he takes her to some kind of party of geeks and nerds. 
Long story short, when they get there, they fuck up my employee.  She was
running from them just as Melvin pulled up on a side street.  They tore up a
dress that belonged to me.  Melvin went back to the party and knocked on the
door.


“Now you got to understand that Melvin don’t
actually do any hitting, but when he get a little mad, he can look real scary. 
And that all he did.  They threw money at him to leave.  So we got an extra
five hundred out of them, but Melvin thinks that someone snapped his picture. 
He made sure they didn’t follow him back to the car and didn’t get no shot of
his plates, which we cover up anyways when we drop.”


“How do you do that?”


“Put a fake one over, stupid.  It be the pussy
that became a bigger problem.  Melvin brought her back, and she was
hysterical.  I couldn’t let her leave until we calmed her down.  Took two
days.  In the meantime, she probably become a missing person.  I scared
shitless that she gonna rat.  And I didn’t do nothing to her except believe
what she told me.”


“Do you think the police will come?”


“It been two days.  I gave her a letter which says
that she came to work for me voluntarily, blah, blah, blah and that what I
gonna tell the police.  I think I be done with her, but I got others.  Roberto,
I don’t want that kind of business.  I don’t want hottie lookin’ women that
think they be all that.  I don’t want smart asses thinkin’ they can fuck up my
inventory.”


“Are you going to shut down the internet page?”


“Fuck no!  I now be makin’ more money than I ever
did, but I got to fix it somehow.”  She opened her laptop.  “This be an offline
version of the site.”  [No wireless internet at the time.]


Ruben was shocked.  The site was actually quite glossy
with rudimentary search capability.  For each escort, three low-resolution
pictures displayed along with a short description of her figure:  measurements,
height, weight, optional hair color, and close-ups of her hands and eyes.


“Whatcha’ think?”


Ruben didn’t speak at first as he examined a few
more pages.  “It’s great!  Really!” he commented finally. 


“The fuck it be!  It ain’t no different than my
competition.  You got to help me fix it!”


“Me?”


“Yeah, you.  You smart, and you be  good at
thinkin’ up stuff.”


“I’m not going to be involved in this, Luanne.”


“Who said you be  involved?  I done you favors. 
You owe me.  Just think of somethin’!”  Before the food was delivered, Luanne
shutdown the laptop.  They ate silently.  


Finally, Ruben said, “So what you’re doing is
providing an age-old service, looking out for the needs of lonely guys who
haven’t got what it takes to get a real girlfriend.”


“Something like that.  You got an idea?” Ruben
pulled out the twenty dollar bill from his shorts.  She said, “I got this.”


He walked home.  Luanne’s problem more than
intrigued him.  On the one hand, he chastised himself for even considering
involving himself in Luanne’s illicit business, but on the other hand, she
addressed the most universal concern.  He even imagined a candidate for
President promising:  “And I will provide a service that will connect every
lonely, horny person in America.”  It was Sunday.  He went to see his mother. 
Back at his apartment by three-thirty in the afternoon, he flopped on his couch
and watched a movie.  Eventually, he nodded off for a nap.  When he awoke, he
moved quickly to his computer with an inspiration that drove him, even without
food.  He worked until eleven p.m. on a Sunday night.







Chapter 4
“Okay, here’s my idea, take it or leave it.”

April 1995


Breaking a pledge to himself, Ruben initiated a
call to Luanne.  He reached a receptionist who began asking him questions until
he identified himself as Roberto.


“Okay, here’s my idea, take it or leave it,” he
began almost immediately after Luanne picked up the phone.  “Most guys want to
meet someone that might end up being their girlfriend, so what I’m thinking is
we remove all trappings from your website that make it look like an escort
service, and you make it look more like a computer dating site.  You have some
graphic somewhere that says something like, ‘An unforgettable first date
guaranteed,’ with an asterisk to call for details.  When the guy calls, you
check them out before suggesting that it will cost them.


“Now, here’s the other thing.  You write profiles
and background stories for your employees.  You re-take the pictures, so they
look sort of sexy, but not too beautiful, sort of girl next door, with a
hook.”  [At this time, images were very low resolution or limited to
grey-scale.]


Luanne answered, “I got to see this…”


The following Sunday morning, Luanne, Melvin, and
Ruben met at Sitton’s.  The waitress was the same.  Luanne cheerily said to
her, “It’s time for our Sunday after church business meeting.  This is my cheap
accountant who can only see me on Sundays.”   They worked over two hours to
create “We Can Really Help You:  A dating site with guaranteed results or you
don’t pay.*”   Ruben had written sample profiles and bios:  


 


No
guys in Nebraska I wanted to date, so I worked my way to Los Angeles as a pole
dancer.  I’m not a knockout, but guys still wanted to date me.  No strong
religious beliefs.  I like to dress up, but I prefer casual.  Not a prude, not
exactly the girl next door.  Drink socially.  Please, no drugs or cigarettes. 
I have a real girls’ figure, but not fat.  Love to hold hands at the beach. 
Never been married.  Okay if you’re older and more responsible.


 


Ruben had written five more bios and showed how
they would be placed on the page next to the images.  The common theme was that
the female prospect did not have entangling family relationships,  was not
someone who might be dating more than one man at a time, but was a free
spirit.  The profiles mentioned dates in public surroundings, not bars or dance
places.  


What was unexpected was that Luanne accepted most
of Ruben’s advice without a lot of critical back and forth.  She asked, “Did
you make up all that?”  When he nodded, she told him, “Now, make up about
twenty more.  But I ain’t gonna be running out here to Sitton’s every time.” 
She wrote down an address to mail his contributions in the future.


      


While he was in the middle of typing a chapter for
another school’s accreditation, he kept Luanne’s bios and profiles handy on his
desk.  He found the vignettes fun and interesting to compose, like
mini-novels.  He gauged every single word to carry some weight in attracting a
normal guy.  Without revealing the true nature of the bios, he talked to male
and female friends about what would pique their interest and what would seem
real.  Ruben added lines like, “I’m not a real blonde, but always wanted to try
it.”  “I like being touched because my mother was a cold fish.”   “I’ve been
told that my biggest drawback is that I’m usually late, but that’s because I
want to look the best I can.”   “I once spent a big part of my paycheck on a
personal stylist because I was clueless about how to dress attractively.”


Thirty days after Ruben mailed in his mini-novels,
the re-designed website went online.   Luanne bought some advertising in local
entertainment newspapers that line the entrances of coffee shops. 


After that, he couldn’t sleep well, consumed with
what he now considered an addiction.  He kept his days  safe, but monotonous:
waking up at six a.m., driving to school, staying there until five p.m., 
aimlessly drifting through the supermarket, coming home to make dinner or
stopping for take-out, running around the park’s track, grading papers,
watching television, falling asleep with a book on his face, and on weekends
attending to family obligations.  His connection to an illicit operation had
been kept just below his consciousness, but surely, his work for Luanne was a
very conscious endeavor.  He fully realized that he was rationalizing his
involvement:  While his professional life was successful, he came home to
nothing.


He also realized that he was not alone.  He was
not the only man desiring someone to slip into his arms while watching a movie
or sitting in the sand listening to the roar of ocean waves.  He also fully
realized that he was better off than many men, at least in the short term
relationship experience.  How much of the world’s unhappiness was gnawing
loneliness, isolation, and the overwhelming belief of being set adrift in an
abyss?  How much of the world’s desolation was the result of males and females
who had never learned how to be accommodating?  This became the subliminal 
theme in the profiles he wrote for Luanne.







Chapter 5
“Shut up, Luanne!”

Prom Time, May 1995


Ruben found a note in his teacher mailbox.  “I
need to see you.”  It was from the principal.  He walked back to her office and
stuck his head in the door.  She was on the phone but motioned him to wait.  As
soon as she put down the phone, he said, “Ok, I’m in.  But just me this time.”


“Thank you, Mr. Renteria.  You’re a saint of a
teacher.”


 


Around ten p.m. that night, he shut off his
computer after four hours of assorted tasks:  learning to program a dynamic web
page and working on lesson plans.  He had finally put together his own lesson
plan of things to consider for the prom:  his hygiene heads-up for the guys,
breaking in high heels for the girls, and other assorted strategies. He was
going to give it out as a diagnostic survey, before actually giving the
lecture.  


The phone rang.  Luanne blasted full force.  “You
gonna take that slut Cla-RISSA to the prom again?”


“Luanne, where have you been?  Clarissa’s been out
of the picture for ages.”


“Good thing.  She just a cunt, what she did to
you.”


“What?  Shut up, Luanne.  Go fuck yourself.”  He
hung up.


He waited for Luanne’s customary call back.  He
stared at the phone,  waiting and waiting.  He figured he was in for a major
confrontation, perhaps a showdown.  No call came within ten minutes, nor within
an hour.  Though he tossed and turned, no call came even in the middle of the
night.


But the following night at the decent hour of
seven-thirty, the phone rang.  Although he anticipated her call, the early hour
threw him off.  After he uttered an anxious hello, Luanne’s voice blasted,
“Now, don’t hang up on me.  I admit it.  My big, fat, fuckin’ mouth stepped
over the line.  I be trying to be funny, but I fucked up.  I fucked up.  I
fucked up.  I get it—not funny.”   


He screamed, “You never even met her!  You never
even saw her!”


“She dumped you!”


“I don’t care what you think.  None of your
fuckin’ business.  You don’t refer to a woman with the C-word!”


“Oh, excuse me!  For your information, that be our
favorite word down here at the office.  We all be cunts.  Whole office full of
cunts.  I got fifty cunts here. White cunts, black cunts, Mexican cunts,
Chinese food cunts.  Pencil-sized cunts, toilet bowl cunts.”


“Okay, Luanne…”


“You don’t want to hear no more, Roberto?  You
don’t want to hear that practically all of us have been pissed into…”


“Please, Luanne.”


“Sorry, Roberto, but just every once in a while I
have to be real with you.  Every single one of us here  been used as a toilet
bowl.  Every single one of us be fucked up, beyond fixin’. Don’t you hang up on
me!”


“Okay, Luanne, I get it.”


“This bitch Cla-rissa sounded like any of my
bitches.  You probably got her stuff, and she dumped you.”


“Not really, Luanne.  You got it wrong.  It was my
fault.”


“Ain’t no fault, that be the way it always be.”


“I thought she might be the one, but I should have
let her go…”


“Yeah, just a cunt…”


“Luanne!”


“You made her one!” Luanne barked.


“Luanne!”


“Did you fuckin’ love her?  Have something special
with her?”


Ruben didn’t answer.


“Why did you keep her around for so long?”


Ruben couldn’t answer.


“And why she stay around so long?  Huh?  What the
fuck  that all about?”


Nearly half a minute elapsed before Ruben wanted
to say anything.  He waited for Luanne to hang up, but he could hear agitated
breathing. Finally, he said, “Oh, yeah, I forgot, you know everything.”


“Fuckin-A!”


Another long pause.  “I’m going to the prom
alone, Luanne.  I’m trying to keep out of your business.”


“How you gonna do that when you my head writer and
head of creative planning? ”


Ruben was silent.


She yelled into the phone.  “You dumb asshole. 
How many times I got to tell you, you have nothing to worry about.  I don’t
sell pussy no more.  I match up girlfriends.  And I got something to tell you
that will make you shit in your pants?”


“I doubt it.”


“Yes, you will.  Now go into your bathroom and sit
on the toilet so you won’t shit in your pants.”


“What is it, Luanne?”


“This be so crazy!  Crazy! Crazy!”


He raised his voice.  “What the fuck is it,
Luanne?”


“You know that profile you made up, the one about
the Mexican bitch who ran away from Mexico by herself because all the Mexican
dudes in the small town were constantly slammin’ on her, and the other Mexican
bitches in the town were jealous of her because she was very light-skinned, 
and her father was going to sell her to the highest bidder?”


“Yeah, that was one of my stupider ones.”


“Yeah?  Check this out for stupid?  Crazy, crazy,
crazy!  She be marrying a client!   She dated the guy twice at five hundred
per, and he never fucked her, not even once, though maybe he was a little
touchy squeezy.  Then she started dating him for free, and I didn’t know the
fuck anything about it.”


“What’s so good about that?”


“I had Melvin follow the dude.  He be OK! 
Everything he told the little muchacha turned out right.  He gave her a ring! 
How fuckin’ crazy be that?  We start up a dating service for nerdy, lonely
dudes, and we end up marrying off the inventory.  How fucked up be that?”


Ruben wanted to pull on his nostril hairs.  This
is not what he had imagined for his life.  A respected teacher writing marriage
proposals for women with no skills but sitting on a guy’s lap.


“Okay, Roberto, what time do you want me to send
Melvin with the limousine?”


“I don’t need your fuckin’ limo.”


“Did you take that Clarissa in a limo?”


“Of course not, and I was glad.  I had too much
explaining to do when you sent me a limo and a girl.”


“Yeah, don’t remind me about her.  Except… you
know, she fucked things up, but look where I am now.  She blew the whole thing
up, and you turned shit into gold.  So the limo be on her… and me.  If you
don’t give me the time, I just call the school, and get someone to spill the
beans.  You won’t get no limo—you gonna  get the biggest pimp mobile I can find
with gold tires and shit.  People be seein’ you from a mile away.”


Ruben exhaled, “Ok, let me think about it.”


“What the theme this year?  They gonna do Kings
and Queens and all that shit?”


“Oh, I don’t know…  Oh, yeah, it’s a fifties
theme.  They can either wear the usual tuxedo stuff or something from the
fifties, but it’s got to be fancy, no poodle skirts or pants. They can dress
like a fifties movie star, but I think most are still going to wear traditional
prom gowns.”


“Oh, that gives me an idea already.”


“Luanne, I said I’m going solo this year.  I want
to get to the prom fast, walk in, and walk out fast without having to worry…”


Luanne hung up.














Chapter 1
“So tonight was sort of a miracle.”

Prom Night, June 1995


At least this time he had some warning.  Luanne
had called around four in the afternoon to say that Melvin was on his way and
“There ain’t nothing you can do about it.”  Ruben dressed quickly and moved to
the sidewalk about a block away from his apartment building.   He knew which
direction Melvin would be coming from.  When the limo turned into the street,
Ruben stepped off the sidewalk to flag down Melvin.


Melvin stopped the car.  Ruben reached to open the
passenger door of the sedate black car, a sedan as opposed to the previous
stretch limo.  “Mr. Roberto, what you gonna do?  Please get away from that
door.  You s’posed to be sitting in the back.”  Ruben’s heart pounded, anxious
about any surprise in the back.  Seated in the back seat was none other than
Marilyn Monroe, a platinum blond in a curvy fire engine red pencil dress
cinched by a belted black bow at the waist.  The dress hung from her shoulders
by what appeared to be the same fabric as fishnet stockings. No sleeves. Rouged
cheekbones, red lipstick, hands concealed by black gloves, black high heels,
and black clutch purse on her lap. Her mouth dropped when she saw Ruben.  It
was a few moments before she regained composure. She cooed Marilyn style,
“Hello, Roberto,” then recited, “I would just like to remind you that I’m not
your cousin.  I’m one of your flight attendants.  I work for Southwest out of
Texas, Arizona, and San Diego.  I saw you grading papers in a coffee shop at
LAX.  I asked if you were a teacher, and I fell in love with you.  We first met
six months ago, and we have been dating once a month since then.  Your
principal’s name is Mrs. Flores.  When you said you were chaperoning a prom, I
practically forced you to take me because I always wanted to dress up this
way.”


As they drove off, all Ruben could think of was
how he was going to explain this one.  The woman wouldn’t make eye contact with
him, which was relieving. She didn’t have Marilyn’s slender body, but Marilyn’s
curves upon a larger frame.  She had Marilyn’s dimple and powdered face, but
obviously Latina.


When they arrived at the prom hotel, Melvin opened
the door on Marilyn’s side. She suddenly became visibly shaken.  She went from
Monroe cool to having to be pried out of the car.   Ruben had to take her arm
to steady her.  When students approached them in traditional prom garb, 
Marilyn dug her nails into his arm.


Ruben kidded the students.  “Hey, I thought this
was a fifties theme night.”


“It is, sir, but nobody really knew what to do
about it.”


Seeing that Marilyn, who had not given him a name
yet, was still trembling, Ruben continued talking to the students as if she
weren’t there.  Obviously, the students couldn’t take their eyes off Marilyn, a
picture of glamor.


One of the girls boldly asked, “Who did your
make-up?”


Marilyn blanched, paused, then managed to coo,
“You like it?”


“Your dress is so hot,” another female student
smiled.


“This old rag, sweetie?  I’m in from out of town,
and this is all I had.  I do hope it’s appropriate.  Roberto, I do hope I won’t
embarrass you.”


“Roberto?  Who’s Roberto,” a male student asked.


“It’s just a little joke we have between us,”
Ruben spoke up.


The same boy asked, “What’s your name?”


“Oh, how sweet, but I’m just a teeny bit too old
for you.  You can call me Marilyn or if you want to be formal, Miss Monroe. 
Not Ms.--Miss.”


 


Unlike the two previous proms when he escorted
Clarissa,  Ruben and Marilyn became the center of attention and were prevailed
upon to promenade to each table.  Marilyn, now comfortable, added more to her
Monroe act.  The students loved it and cheered.  When she assisted Ruben in the
crowning of the prom king and queen, she blew Marilyn kisses.   She didn’t want
to dance until they played a traditional Mexican cumbia, “Rosa Maria.”  And she
was a major standout when posed for the faculty picture.


      


When Melvin stopped the car in front of Ruben’s
apartment around twelve-thirty a.m., Ruben jumped out as if he was going to
make a run for it.  Marilyn gripped his arm.  “Aren’t you going to ask me up?”


He spoke fast, “No, no, no.  You did great.  I
will sing your praises to Luanne.”


“You’re sure you don’t want me to come up?”


“Positive.  I don’t want Melvin to wait around.”


“That’s ok, Mr. Roberto,” Melvin chimed in.  “I
can get pancakes.”


“No, that’s not what I want.  Besides, you’re
looking a little too young for me.”


“Me, Mr. Roberto?” chimed in Melvin.


“No, Melvin.  Marilyn looks like she could have
been one of my students.”


Marilyn seductively crooked her face
coquettishly.  “Maybe I was.”


Ruben peered at her.  “Uh, then you can just run
along, Marilyn.  I don’t want to impose on your time.”


“The name’s Josie. You knew me as Josie. Josie
Lopez.”


Ruben took a closer look at her.  “I’m sorry, but
as a teacher, I see a lot of Josie’s and a lot of Lopez’s.  Ok, I’m going in.”


As he turned, she said, “Not a single person
recognized me tonight.  I was in your English class, Mr. Renteria.  Over ten
years ago.  I was pretty sure no one would recognize me.  Do you remember an
essay on shared reality?  You said it was the most thought-provoking thing a
student had ever written.”


Ruben tentatively peered inside the black sedan. 
“What’s different about you besides the colored hair?”


“I weighed close to two hundred pounds in high
school.”   She opened her clutch purse and withdrew a folded piece of paper, a
photocopy.  Ruben stared in disbelief.  The bloated face in the picture bore
only the faintest resemblance to the classic sex symbol seated before him. 


He asked her, “Do you like pancakes?”


She answered, “Haven’t had them in years, but I
can watch you.”


He called out, “Melvin, we’re all going to
Sitton’s for pancakes.”


“No, Melvin.”  She turned to Ruben.  “I want to go
to your place, like all the other Robertas.   Melvin, would you please hand me
my overnight case on the front seat?”  He handed it to her.  “Luanne told me to
be prepared.”


“I could not do anything with a former student.”


“But you’ll listen, won’t you?”


As she sat back on his couch, Marilyn trembled. 
She did not kick off her shoes or loosen her tight fitting dress.  Ruben
offered her a glass of wine.  She politely refused.  She did take a glass of
water.  “When Luanne told all of us that the date was to a high school prom, I
didn’t really care, but when she said it was from Lincoln High School, I
practically fought off the other bitches. When she showed all of us this
Marilyn outfit and how the makeup was going to go, it had to be me.


“You must believe me that I never imagined that
you would be the client.  I figured some new teacher, someone  I wouldn’t even
know, just like any other client I’ve dated.”


“So tonight was sort of a miracle,” Ruben mused.


“Miracle is an understatement.  And I’ll tell you
why.  I was madly in love with you when I was seventeen.  But I weighed two
hundred pounds and was majorly fucked up.  By all rights, I should be dead,
since I’ve tried to kill myself at least three times.”


Upon hearing that, Ruben’s stomach soured.  This
situation could turn bad on a dime.  


“You saved me, you know.  I always remembered how
you used to tell us ghetto Mexican kids, ‘I’m terribly sorry to inform you, but
you are all going to college.  Pack your bags, get on the bus, don’t  look
back.’”  Ruben smiled; that was definitely one of his repeated lines. 


She finally asked if she could remove her heels. 
She sat in her red pencil dress until two-thirty relating the highlights of the
ten years since graduating high school:  Years of ridicule, abuse, longing,
believing she was crazy, God’s punching bag.  After the third suicide attempt,
she felt she had nothing to lose, so she packed her bags, got on a bus, and
didn’t look back.  Two years sharing an apartment with a woman from the
neighborhood while she went to community college.  Presently, she was in her
last year at a state university.  The dieting had begun shortly after the third
suicide attempt, which involved pumping her stomach.


At three in the morning, he asked her, “By any
chance do you have pajamas in that case?”  He showed her the extra bathroom. 
When she came out in fifties styled pajamas, Ruben showed her the couch with
blankets and pillow.  He retired to his bedroom, musing, “What the fuck is
going on now?”


He was awakened about two hours later by some
movement in his kitchen.  He made enough noise so as to not startle Marilyn,
who was poking around his refrigerator.  “Can I help you, Josie?”


“Call me Marilyn.  You’ve got nothing to eat in
this refrigerator.   I’m carb free.”


“Well, I’m a carboholic.  However, I think there
are some lettuce and tomatoes in that plastic container.”  He pulled out the
container, a cutting board, and a tomato knife.  “I also have some low-fat
dressings.  Pick one out.”  He turned his back to her to prepare a salad while
she peered into the refrigerator.  When he turned to show the selected bottle
of dressing, he was startled to find Marilyn Monroe, sans red lipstick and
earrings, standing beside him.  He continued to chop up the vegetables, then
served them in a bowl.  As he handed her the bowl, he couldn’t help but notice
that the top of her two-piece pajamas was unbuttoned to reveal more cleavage
than the red pencil dress.  He quickly said, “You don’t mind if I go back to
sleep?”


“No problem, but is this how this works?  Your
escorts are left alone while you sleep?  You’re not afraid of being robbed or
stabbed?  You gay?”


“Look, I’ve been trying to get out of Luanne’s
clutches for years.  She takes advantage of the fact that I’m either a first
class chump or my everlasting compassion for live human beings.”


“If I didn’t know better, I’d say ‘chump.’  Go on,
go back to sleep in your room.  I’ll put Marilyn Monroe back to sleep on the
couch.”


“Yeah, right,” he thought to himself as he
alternately pulled a thin sheet over himself, and then pulled it off.  Was he
sweating?  There was a gentle knock on his door.  “Yes, Marilyn?”


“Can I come in?”


“It’s four-thirty in the morning.  I suppose so.” 
She entered with her bowl of salad and sat cross-legged at the foot of his
bed.  “Uh, Marilyn, you don’t find this very  weird, sitting on your former
teacher’s bed?”


“Fuck no.  I’m actually at peace.  I’m fairly
certain you’re not going to kick the shit out of me.”


“You don’t feel any anxiety?  Maybe I might rip
off your top.”


“Really, Mr. Renteria?  Does it occur to you that
that would be a dream come true?”  He stared at her.  “I only told you the
highlights of my lost ten years.  When I shed the first fifty pounds, and my
face tightened, I got propositioned all over the place.  The assholes in my
neighborhood thought I would be begging for it.  Get the picture?  Raped twice
and gang-banged.”  Ruben looked away.  “Sounds like one of the little scenarios
on Luanne’s website, doesn’t it? 


“I totally believed I was possessed.  Even though
I’m about to get my teaching credential next year, working for Luanne is my
fourth suicide attempt.  And then tonight, a total miracle.  A total miracle.”


Ruben propped up a pillow.  It was five a.m.  He
handed her a pillow.  She set down the empty salad bowl and stretched out
across the foot of the bed, placing a pillow under her head.  The pajama top
opened to reveal a slightly puckered belly-button.  She caught him staring.  “A
lot of sit-ups, my friend, a lot of sit-ups in the middle of the night.”


Ruben responded, “I have to admit I’m still in
shock that you are one of Luanne’s dates.  Yep, quite a miracle.”


“Did you know that I didn’t go to my prom?  I had
friends who went, but it never occurred to me to go.  So here I am  escorted by
my favorite teacher…”


“Technically, you were escorting me…”


“I got all this attention:  The dress, talking to
old teachers who didn’t recognize me, playing Marilyn as I always wanted, and
you, finally telling you things that I always wanted to tell you.  You were
always in my thoughts.”


“You do understand, that as far as I was
concerned, I was just doing my job.  You were a very smart, obviously troubled
kid.”


“Everything you told me to do has worked out for
me. You told me to become a teacher and leave my neighborhood.  I start student
teaching next year.”  She yawned and closed her eyes, barely hanging on the
edge of the bed.


Ruben nudged her.  “Do you want  to come up here
and get under the sheet?”  She nodded and slipped next to him.  Ruben put some
distance between him and her silky pajamas, but when he awoke several hours
later, her cheek rested on his chest in complete bliss.  He put an arm around
her and drifted back to sleep.


 


Ruben was awakened by sensing that someone was
staring at him closely. Josie planted a quick kiss on his cheek, jumped into
sweats from her overnight case, and ran out exactly at eleven a.m., the
appointed time with Melvin.  Ruben was both extremely frustrated and relieved. 








Chapter 2
“Well, don’t you have any employees

with a BMI of 35?”

June 1995


The
last day of school was always slow and depressing.  Ruben signed yearbooks, 
spoke to his seniors about future plans (using information he feared might be
out of date),  and sloshed through a day of no instruction,  not having enough
time to close down his classroom with so many students milling about.


Even
after the last day, he hung around the campus for another week until the school
office manager reminded him to turn in his keys and have a wonderful summer. 
At least this summer he was going to teach summer school and begin writing a
journal about his experiences with Luanne.


He
was watching a movie.  The phone rang.  Luanne’s voice was tentative.
“Roberto?”


“Luanne? 
Who did you think it was?”


“I
made so many calls today that maybe I mixed up some phone numbers on my new
cell phone.  How do I sound?”


“Not
as good as your  regular phone, but I can hear you.”


“You
want me to get you one?”


“You’re
going to buy a cell phone for me?  Business must be good.”


“Fuck,
that be why I called.  We got problems, big problems.”


“Again? 
Still?  You don’t sound that upset.”


“Well,
it could be one of those good problems.”


“And
that would be…”


“To
put it in business terms, we have expansion problems.  The business be growing
too fast.”


“Sounds
like a good problem.  You’re smart.  You’ll handle it.”


“You
know anything about hiding money in the Cayman Islands?  You ever done that?”


“A
teacher hiding money in the Cayman Islands?  What are  you smokin’, Luanne?”


“You
know I don’t allow none of that shit.”


“What
kind of shit do you allow?”


“Shut
the fuck up, Roberto.  We got more bitches that want to be on my schedule.  I
got phones and emails ringing off the hook.  And I got the bitches complaining
that too many of the clients are fat slobs who can’t even see their dicks.  I
got to hire more staff to manage screening the dicks, and I think I got to move
where I have more room for costumes and shit.”


“Speaking
of costumes, that Marilyn you sent, I have to admit was great.”


“Fuck
her!  I got ten Marilyns!  You got to help me, Roberto.  You be the man with
all the creative ideas.”


“What
do you want me to do?” he said, but was wondering about his Marilyn.


“First,
what am I gonna  do with all the fatsos that be wanting to be my bitches?”


“That’s
easy.  Remember, we set the site up as a dating service.  The guys have to post
their BMI index.  If it turns out to not be true, the date is off, but they
have to pay a deposit.”


“What
the fuck be a BMI index?”


“It’s
the ratio… I mean you take the dude’s height and weight, put it in a computer,
and you come out with a number that tells whether the person is overweight. 
For example, if the dude has a BMI of 35, he’s probably very overweight.”


“And
then what?”


“Well,
don’t you have any employees with a BMI of 35?”


“You
fuckin’ with me?  Fat bitches?”


“Yeah,
you don’t have any big and beautiful employees?”  Luanne listened.  “Okay, so
I’m thinking off the top of my head.  We add some more questions for the dudes,
like their height in inches and their weight.  All your programmer has to do is
a little bit of math to get this BMI number.   Then you get your employees to
give you their height and weight.  So if a client has a BMI of 34, you match
with a BMI of 34.  Obese gets obese.”


“Yeah,
some dudes want a fat bitch.  Bigger tits and pussy.”


“Remember,
we… I mean you, don’t sell pussy.  You know that Marilyn you sent me
used to be over 200 pounds.”


“Yeah? 
How the fuck do you know that?”


“She
told me.”


“She
didn’t say nothin’ about you,” chortled Luanne.  “I thought you struck out this
time.  Did you fuck her; course I don’t get none of that anymore.  The money
that is.”


“You
okay with that?”


“I
be more than okay with that.  I ain’t greedy, and I have far less worries about
the police.”


“So…
how is that Marilyn doing?”


“Uh,
let me look it up.”  Ruben heard tapping on a keyboard, different from the
paper rustling days.  “She be doin’  two or three dates a week.  A little over
a thou a week.  I figure she not going to be around for much longer.  She be a
college girl.”


“Could
you tell her I said hello?”


“Fuck
no, Roberto.  You know I don’t pass on messages unless you going to order her
off the menu. She be five hundred for a date til eleven p.m.  Why don’t you
just lay down the cash?  You must be loaded since you ain’t been buying from me
in a long time.”


The
words jumped out of his  mouth. “All right, see if she can go out this
Saturday.  Five hundred, right?”


He
heard typing.  “Ok, I got you booked.  Fifty dollars extra if you want her
dropped off and another fifty dollars to get her picked up.  Or you can just
meet her in a place we’ll tell you about.”


“I’ll
meet her at your place.”


“No,
sir, we have very strict rules.  Have you used our service before?”


“Yes,”
he sighed with exasperation at another of Luanne’s quirks.


“Then
you know that you must return our employee in the same condition you picked her
up.”


“I
understand that.  Anything else?”


“Yes,
sir, we will need to know your BMI index.  Would that be in the thirty-forty
something?”







Chapter 3
“Is that why you wanted me

this weekend?”

Late June 1995


Ruben parked next to a corner tenanted by a flower
shop.  He surveyed the area before getting out of his car.  Marilyn was
standing just inside arrayed in a white dress similar to Monroe’s iconic
stance.  She smiled at him.  “I picked out these flowers.  Would you please pay
the gentleman?”


Startled,
but anxious to get out, Ruben asked, “How much?”


“Two
hundred fifty, cash.”


Ruben
looked toward Marilyn whose back was turned toward him.  Ruben laid down the
cash on the counter.  The clerk grabbed it up quickly, then said, “I have
another bouquet when you return.”  


Marilyn
grabbed his hand and pulled him out quickly.  “I always hate that part, but
that’s how it’s done.”    


When Ruben had moved into traffic, she asked, “Are
we going back to your place?  It’s cozy there.”


“Actually,
no.”


“A
bar?”


“No,
we’re going to a comic book convention.”


“What?
Really?  I’ve never been on a date to one of those.”


“Hope
you don’t mind.  Well, I do have a little hidden agenda here.”


She
stared at him suspiciously and asked sternly, “And what is that?”


“When
they see you as Marilyn, people are going to freak.”


Josie
glared at him. “What the fuck?  Is that why you wanted me this weekend?”


“You
were so good at the prom, I thought we’d have a little more fun with Marilyn. 
A date is supposed to be fun the way I look at it.”


“I
thought this outfit would get you to grab me…”


“It
does, but this will be fun.”


And
it was exciting.   People at the convention wanted to take her picture and have
a picture taken with her.  Ruben bought her comic books and other assorted
souvenirs.  Marilyn posed, laughed, shared a burger with Ruben, and talked with
the vendors.


Once
in the car, she asked, “Are we going to your place now?”


“No,
I really don’t think I can bring myself to pay you.”


“You’re
not one of those who thinks they can get it free, do you?”


“Nope. 
I’m one of those who is overwhelmed by the fact that he’s dating a student.”


“That
was over ten years ago.  I am totally legal.”


“I
just want to drive around, and maybe you’ll enlighten me on a few things?”


“Yes,
my teacher.  I will gladly enlighten you.”


Ruben
smiled at her.  “Just as I remember you.  A clever wit.”


She
pat his hand.  “So, what do you want to ask me?”


“Can
I ask you anything?”


“Why
not?  I’m a  fuckin’ professional whore.”


“Do
you do this because of what happened to you as a teenager?  I ask because maybe
I could have done something.”


“You
did do something.  You were the only person who listened to me back then.  I
should be very, very fucked up.  I probably should have died the first time I
tried to kill myself.  I actually thought that because I was so big and fat, I
would have to try harder the next time.


“Now
here’s the thing, my teacher.  You’re probably not going to believe me, but
when I got raped, I somehow thought of it as a positive thing.  Like someone
was showing an interest in me.  And when I started losing more weight and my boobs
started to perk up, I saw that I was actually getting attention.  I was turning
myself around.  It did a lot for turning my fucked up brain upside down.”


“I’ve
got to ask you.  How’d you lose the weight?”


“Mostly
by cutting out the crap I was loving.  Then going to a gym every day and going
on a liquid veggie diet.  Green crap shakes.  Still on it.”


“But
aren’t you attractive enough to make it on your own now?”


“Fuck
no, I’m still fucked up.  I still see myself as a stuffed pig.  And I don’t
dress this way at the university.”


“What
about your hair?”


“That’s
something I did to psyche myself out of being Josie.  Twenty-five dollars and I
could hide behind a persona that I could fake.  Okay, enough about me.  Tell me
some personal shit about yourself.”


“Like
what?”


“Do
you have a girlfriend?  Why aren’t you married?  Shit like that?”


Ruben
was only able to give her the short version before they returned to the flower
kiosk.  He handed her the rest of the cash.  She reached over and kissed him on
the lips.  “I was afraid you weren’t going to kiss me good night.  You’ve given
me the best two days of my life.  And thanks for hiring me, and thanks for the
gratuity.”


She
stepped out of the car and walked over to his window.  “Next week is fourth of
July.  What are you doing?”


“Uh,
sometimes I have a party to go to, or sometimes I go sit at the beach and watch
the fireworks.”


“Alone?”


“Well,
I told you about Clarissa.  She used to come, but this year I will probably go
alone.”


“Would
you like company?”


“Sounds
good, but I’ve spent my girlfriend money for the month.”


“My treat.”






Chapter 4
“What if someone finds out

that your best friend is Luanne?”

July 4th, 1995


Pounding
on his door at six-thirty in the morning.  Still, in his pajamas, he scurried
to the peephole.  Marilyn, in the same white iconic dress, peered back through
the peephole in his apartment door.  He opened the door immediately.  She
practically fell through as she tossed a small duffle bag and a book bag on the
couch.  “Can I please take a shower?”


“Aren’t you a little early?”


She
glared at him.  “Roberto, I just did a dude older than you.  He came all over
my legs.  Can I please take a shower?”


He
got her some towels and made up the couch with pillows and just a sheet since
it was already going to be a blistering fourth.  He thought to himself, “Maybe
I better buy a futon if this keeps going on.”  She hastily unpacked, took some
things into the bathroom, and left her duffle bag unzipped.  Ruben saw several
crumpled one hundred dollar bills stuffed into an inner pocket.  He closed his
eyes.


He
returned to his bedroom and closed the door. About fifteen minutes later, Josie
threw open his door.  She was wearing white lingerie and thong panties, no
bra.  She pulled back the sheets and slipped under.  “I think I’ve earned
bedroom privileges.”  She tossed for a moment, reached beneath the sheets and
sent the panties ricocheting off the wall.  “I guess I don’t need these.”  She
was asleep within minutes.


She
was still sound asleep when he awoke.  He shuttered at how delicious she
looked, but couldn’t bring himself to touch her.  He put on shorts, closed the
bedroom door,  performed his daily stretching routine in the living room, and
went out for a run, a tortured run.  


During
the first lap, he literally socked himself in the stomach.  “What the hell am I
doing?  I’m an addict!  I’m fucking up my whole career.  This will eventually
come out.  I’ll be ruined, and everything I stood for will go down the toilet. 
My students will be grossed out that I’m a pervert.”  Tears welled in his eyes.


During
the second lap, he told himself, “Okay, what’s the plan here?  If I’m about to
be ruined, what should I be doing?  If I just robbed a bank and realized it was
only a matter of time before the cops caught up to me, what would I do?  Leave
the country?  Cover up my trail?  Would that work for me?  In my situation,
people would wonder what happened to me, especially if I just disappear without
saying anything.  Do I resign from the school district?  What lies will I have
to make up?  Lying never holds up; someone will figure it out.  Clarissa came
close to figuring it out, so did Jill.  What about Luanne?  Will she hang me
out, too?  And what about Josie sleeping naked in my apartment right now?”


During
the third lap, after he had more than cracked a sweat and his body was
demanding his thoughts, the conversation took a different turn.  “What exactly
can I be charged with?  Victimless crime?  The school district won’t look at it
that way.  I’m finished.  They could, and probably will, suspend my teaching
credential, and that will spread to other states.  My family will find out. 
Still, I’ve known Luanne close to nine years and nothing has happened.  She
keeps telling me I’m not going to be caught.  What more do I want outta life? 
What Luanne has to offer, or the luck of the draw?  And, I’m already fucked. 
Just ride it out?  I’ll be discovered one day…”


When
he re-entered his apartment, he had every intention of throwing out Josie.  She
was fully dressed in jeans and a completely non-sexy top.  She had spread
papers on the same coffee table where he usually graded papers.  Before Ruben
could say anything, she asked, “Could I please use your computer?  I have a
short paper to write.”


He
got her settled in his office.  She asked, “Are we still going to the beach to
watch fireworks?”


“Uh…
I guess so.  I’ll go to the market and get some picnic stuff.  Is there
anything you want?”


“Could
you buy some romaine?  I don’t eat bread.  I can make lettuce wraps.  In honor
of you, I will drink light beer or water.”


“Ok,
sounds good.  I’m going to pack up the car.  We’re going to have to leave soon
so we can get parking.”


She
sat at his computer, absorbed in starting a new document.  “Gotcha.”


    


They
ended up parking the car several blocks from the beach sand.  Each carried a
beach chair and picnic bags.  Marilyn’s platinum blond always garnered stares. 
The stares and the fact that Josie was wearing the iconic red lipstick was a
little uncomfortable for Ruben.  Their conversation, however, was engaging,
mostly about the paper she was writing and how she came to enroll in college.


“So
when I began to lose weight, and I grew curves, or rather the dissolving fat
uncovered curves, I noticed I was getting the attention that I had never
experienced.  I was extremely uncomfortable, plus there were low-lifes from my
hood.   But here’s the thing.  I had no money.  No savings.  No way of ever
getting out and going to college.  I had a job putting books away in the
neighborhood library for minimum wage.


“Two
guys came in the library to gawk at me.  When I told them to fuck off, one
offered me fifty bucks to go out with him.  I refused, so he offered me a
hundred bucks.  I still refused--mostly because I was scared, but also
intrigued.  Someone wanted to have sex with me.  Me? The fat pig?”


“I
moved in with this friend of mine.  She has an alcohol problem, but big tits. 
She told me she had taken money from men for sex, but she didn’t consider
herself a whore.  The money was like a gift, do you know what I mean?  She knew
a guy who would treat me right.  And that’s chapters one through five.  Don’t
forget I’m still alive because I’m very fucked up, and I gave you fair
warning.”


They
talked more about her paper.  Ruben broached a sensitive subject.  “When you
apply for your credential, they will do a full background check on you.  If
your Marilyn comes on the radar, all your hard work in college will go down the
drain.”


“I
know.  So how do you keep below the radar? “


“What
do you mean?” Ruben peered at her quizzically


“Don’t
give me that shit,” Josie glared at him.  “What if someone finds out that your
best friend is Luanne?”


“I
remain awake at night worrying about that.  The bottom line is that what’s done
is done.  I had every intention of getting rid of you this morning.  Shouldn’t
be here with you now.  I fucked myself, and all because I did a good deed many
years ago.  You think you’re fucked up?  Everything I love--my career, my
dignity--is at risk.”


“Dignity?”  Josie chortled.  “Mr. Renteria, I
could teach you about dignity. You don’t know shit about dignity.”


The
fireworks began.  They stood up to watch.  She tripped on the sand.  Ruben
supported her.  She remained braced against him.  When the wind picked up, they
were wrapped together in the blanket.  She whispered, “The third best day of my
life.  I am wrapped against the man I’ve loved since I was seventeen.”


 


After Josie did a brief speech about dignity, they
did engage in sex at his apartment, though very restrained and without
fulfillment.  Ruben made numerous excuses.  He drove Josie to the flower shop
in the morning.  She slammed the car door upon exiting.  Ruben lingered in the
car as he would for any date he dropped off at her front door. She  glanced
back once, raising her hand to  give him the finger.  He winced visibly as if
to purposely show regard, while just waiting for her to disappear,  hopefully
forever. 







Chapter 5
“This is her shit.  Tell her not to return.”

August 1995


The
summer dragged into prickly, sticky August.   On his fortieth birthday, Ruben
returned to his apartment from summer school by one-thirty, put on summer
music, like “Theme from a Summer Place,”  Paul Mauriat’s “Love is Blue,” made
an iced tea, quickly graded papers, and checked lesson plans for the next day. 
In short, he kept himself busy, even working on new lesson plans for the 1994-95 school year, his twelfth year at the school.  


And
the summer steamed.  He worked out by running and swimming in the apartment
pool.  Margo threw a summer party to introduce her second child.  Margo barely
spoke to Ruben.  At night, he would often work on his computer for hours, then
curl up with a movie or fall asleep with a book on his couch.  His life passed
like the proverbial tearing off of days from the calendar.  Safe and smooth.


 


The
phone rang.  “Don’t hang up, Fat Dick!  It me--Luanne!”


Ruben
had anticipated this phone call.  He spoke in a low voice.  “Good evening,
Luanne.  How are you?  How’s your summer going?”


“What
the fuck?  My summer be going just jim dandy pie, and yours?”


“Same
here.  Just jim dandy pie.  Luanne, I’m sorry, but I was asleep when you
called.  Can we talk tomorrow?  I’d appreciate it.”


“That
sounds very nice, but this be  Friday night, and you can sleep in tomorrow, so
how ‘bout we have a little chat right now?”


“I’d
rather not?”


“You
rather not?  Fuck you, Fat Dick, don’t give me that shit.  I know you
miss me.”


“No,
Luanne, I don’t miss you.”


“You
still have nightmares about me?”


“Luanne,
I’m going to hang up. Please don’t call me again.”


“No! 
I gonna hang up on you, you mean-ass son of a bitch.  I called to tell
you something about Marilyn.”


Ruben
hung up.  He felt certain that Luanne was using Marilyn to string him along.  


He
unplugged the answering machine.  The phone rang eleven times.  He didn’t
answer.  It rang twelve times again.  He didn’t answer.  He got out of bed and
paced his living room.  He had to stand tight.  He thought of Marilyn.  She
knew how to handle herself.  Luanne was probably messing with him.  Still,
Luanne may have tricked him in the past, but not overt lies.  


He
was awakened by the phone again at three in the morning.  He answered
tearfully, “Please, Luanne, leave me alone.  I have only helped you. Please,
leave me alone.  If you’re going to blackmail me, just do it already.  Please,
I’m begging you.”  He became incoherent.


Luanne
remained silent for several moments. “Roberto, my old friend, I just want to
tell you something, but I guess we can let it go.   I don’t want you to go
down, too.  You go back to sleep. ”


“Thank
you, Luanne.”


“But
please don’t change your phone number.  I care about you, dude.  You be the
only man I know who be a saint.”


“Thank
you, Luanne,” he choked.  


“But
I think you should know about this.  I be trying to show you I got feelings
too.”


“Okay.
Go on, Luanne.”


“Marilyn
be in the Hollywood Presbyterian Hospital.  She almost fucked herself out of
life.”  Luanne hung up.


 


Ruben
made his way to Josie’s  ward room as soon as visiting hours opened.  She was
in a room for the uninsured.  She was sleeping, an intravenous tube in her
arm.  He placed his palm on her forehead.  Her brown roots were almost a
quarter inch long.  No earrings or makeup of any kind.  A black stain around
her mouth from forced regurgitation.  Her other arm had a yellow stain from
tincture of iodine apparently applied to sanitize an injection. 


A
nurse passed.  Ruben asked about her condition.  “She’ll be okay.  We got most
of it out of her.  You a relative?”  When he shook his head, she said, “Leave a
note; you’ll have to wait outside.”


So
this is how it goes, he thought.  The stark, old waiting room ebbed and flowed
with visitors.  Clearly, no one called for Marilyn.  He overheard a departing
person say, “Did you see that wannabe Marilyn Monroe?  Must be a hooker.” 


When
he was called in, he instinctively took her hand.  Her eyes were barely slits. 
“I fucked up again, teacher.”


Ruben
simply answered, “I’m here.”  He sat holding her hand while she fell back
asleep.


A
nurse came by.  “I don’t suppose you’re financially responsible for Ms. Monroe?” 
Ruben shook his head.  “We want her out of here.  She’s not critical.  When she
wakes up, tell her we’ve got some papers for her to sign.  We just need some
ID.”


Around
four in the afternoon, a male nurse wheelchaired her out and helped her into
Ruben’s car.  She wore a hospital gown. As they drove off, Ruben asked her,
“Where to?  Do you want me to take you to the flower shop or…do you have a
college dorm?”


“I
don’t care where you dump me.”


Of
course, Ruben brought her to his apartment and supported her as he moved her
through the back entrance. As soon as she reached the couch, she fell asleep.

An hour later there was a knock at his door.  No one was there.  He opened the
door and found two brown shopping bags with a note: 




The
hospital had given orders to feed her clear soup until she was strong enough to
stand by herself.  Ruben watched her sleep for hours.  He fashioned an image of
her sitting at her desk in his classroom.  She was vocal, intelligent, but
shapeless.  He wondered how many of his students left his classroom only to
suffer the ravages of a detoured timeline.  


He
stayed in his bedroom reading and watching television.  He heard her stir.  She
knocked on his door.  He got up to support her.   “I feel gross.  I’ve got to
take a shower.”


“You
can’t take a shower.  You can’t stand that long.”


She
muttered, “I stink.  I’ve got puke all over me.”


“You
want to take a bath?”


“Ok,”
and she wobbled toward the bathroom.  Ruben guided her.  She bent to turn on
the water but staggered.  Ruben gently pushed her down to sit on the floor, not
even trusting her to balance on the toilet seat.  He adjusted the water
temperature and guided her palm so she could judge the warmth.  She just
nodded.  It took careful maneuvering to get her to step into the tub.  She
stared at him.  “You’ll have to strip me.”  The hospital gown came off easily. 
He guided her to sit in the tub.  She grinned weakly. “You going to watch me?”


“Sorry,
but I’ve got no choice. I don’t want you to drown.”  He handed her the bar of
soap. 


She
immediately scrubbed between her legs and her breasts.  “There, I’ve got my
private parts taken care of.”  He rolled a towel and placed it behind her
head.  She lay back and closed her eyes.  He stared at her breasts that were
firm with large contrasting nipples, but it was obvious that the vast weight
loss had left slight rumples and wrinkles on her breasts, legs, and elsewhere. 
He was very concerned that if she fell asleep in the tub, he would have a hell
of a time getting her out.  He soaped up her remaining parts, legs, neck, and
back.  She opened her eyes with a faint smile.


“We’re
going to have to shampoo your hair.”


“How
we going to do that?”


Ruben
stood up, leaving her for less than sixty seconds while he ran to the kitchen
to get a pot.  He filled it with fresh warm water and drizzled it on her fading
platinum hair.  He shampooed her.  Rinsed her.  “You’re going to have to help
me get you out.”  Ruben placed his hands under the woman’s armpits and braced
himself as he pulled a body of about one hundred twenty pounds, that had once
been over two hundred-fifty, from the slippery tub.  She could barely walk; she
ended up naked under his sheets.  Asleep in a few minutes.  He tucked himself
in on the living room couch.


It
was around one p.m. in the afternoon when Ruben was poked awake.  Marilyn was
standing over him wrapped in a towel.  “I’m hungry,” she said.


“Well,
all you can eat is clear soup.”


“I
don’t want clear soup.  I’m craving pancakes.”


“I
walk to Sitton’s on Sunday for pancakes.”


“I
know.  Can we leave in thirty minutes?”


 


She
emerged from the bathroom in pink sweats that were apparently part of the
contents of her overnight bag.   She managed earrings, but no makeup.  She ate
two pancakes with syrup and drank two cups of tea.  On the walk back, Ruben
casually inquired, “Is there anything you want to talk about?”


“I’ll
tell you later, teacher.  I just have to get my head untwisted.”


“You’re
doing fine, but I’ve got to teach summer school tomorrow.  So I sorta need to
know when I can return you to wherever you want to be returned.”


“Just
take me back to the flower shop.  My car is around there.  You got a cell
phone?”


“Naw,
not yet.  I don’t really know anyone who has one.”


“I
do.”  She walked on. “I’ve got something I want to tell you.”


“I’ll
listen.  I won’t judge you.”


“Uh,
I’m starting student teaching in September.  I was booking a lot of dates
through Luanne, so I could save up and stop.  I pay an old friend for a place
to sleep, and I have an old car.”


“I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”


“I just want you to know that I was pushing myself
to save up for student teaching.  I wasn’t intentionally trying to kill
myself.”


Back
at the apartment, she melted onto the couch.  Before succumbing to sleep, she
asked Ruben if he would go to a drug store and buy her the items on a list.  At
first, he was concerned, but when he read the list, he quizzically asked, “Is
this for Marilyn?”


“Yes,
I need to fix her up.  Can I use your bathroom when you get back?”


He
returned in an hour with the items she requested, as well as vegetables for a
summer salad.  He read the Sunday paper while she was in the bathroom.  At one
point she came out for a glass of water.  The living room inflated with the
pungent smell of hair dye.  After another hour, he heard the shower go on. 
Ruben was concerned and knocked on the door.  “Are you going to be okay
standing in there?”


“Of
course, but if you want to watch again, c’mon in.  The water’s fine.”


He
went back to watching his movie.  Finally, she emerged, both her head and body
wrapped in towels.  She curled up next to him.  “What are we watching?”  she
inquired, but she was soon fast asleep.


With
a reasonable facsimile of Marilyn Monroe nestled against him, Ruben marveled at
the twists and turns in his life.  On the one hand, it was illicit, immoral,
and against his notion of humanity. On the other hand, this was potentially
arousing.  He, too, was soon fast asleep.


Since
the following day was a summer school work day, he urged her out, delivering
her by ten p.m. to the flower shop.






Chapter 6
“Yeah, but what kind of miracle?”

Early October 1995


Another
summer ended, another fall semester started; some same faces, many new faces
and names to learn.  Take out old lesson plans, polish up others. 


Ruben
was fingering through the stack of papers and mail extracted from his
three-inch high rectangular mailbox.  “Hmm, a letter from California State
University, Northridge, but addressed to me in longhand?”  He opened it.  The
stationery looked official, but the first sentences were anything but
university business.


 


Dear Mr. Renteria, 


At this time the department of education is
announcing that sometime within the coming months, a former student of yours
will be committing suicide.  Miss Marilyn Monroe will cease to exist as she
melts down to her former self, Ms. Josie Lopez who is just as ghetto a Latina
as they come.


The planned suicide is a matter of practicality. 
Ms. Lopez will begin her first course of elementary school student teaching in
November and, quite plainly, Miss Monroe will be a distraction to the students.


However, before the ritual suicide, the stripping of
platinum blond hair color and the slightly less than overtly alluring clothing,
Miss Monroe would like to know if you would escort her to the New Teacher
conference in San Diego the weekend of October 21.


The impetus behind this request is that Miss Monroe
is scared shitless to do this on her own.


Please respond ASAP to the below phone number.


 


On
the Friday of that weekend, Ruben drove out to the University to pick up Josie
Marilyn Lopez-Monroe.  Marilyn was dressed in loose sweats and running shoes,
but the face was made up. The four-hour drive to San Diego—a factor of Friday
night driving on the state’s most trafficked highways (Highway 405)—went
smoothly due to the intriguing conversation.  Josie informed Ruben that there
were a few other college girls moonlighting as escorts, but probably more
fucked up than she, “and I’m plenty fucked up.”


Ruben wondered how “...plenty fucked-up...” would
play out in the classroom, but said nothing.  The cards would play as they fell
for Jose.


When
they arrived at the hotel, Marilyn was blunt.  “Since I got a student discount
on the hotel, the room only has one bed.  I’m hoping you’ll share the bed with
me.”


“I
suppose I can do that, but Josie, I’m eleven years older than you and a former
teacher.  For my part, it’s sort of a fantasy, but you should think this is a
little gross.”


“Don’t
talk to me about gross, my teacher.  I think I know more about that than you.” 



“But
we’re at a teacher convention.  This is very weird for me.  Very weird.”  Ruben
protested.


“I
never knew this about you.”


“Of
course, you didn’t.  You were infatuated with some idea in your head.”


“Then
why did you agree to come with me?”


“Because
you’re Marilyn Monroe at my speed.  And… your letter was brilliant.  You
always were a perceptive and skilled writer, way beyond your years for  a…”


“Stuffed
pig?  A blob?  ”


“Stop
it Marilyn-Josie.  That was a million years ago.  You’re a major success
story.  You’ve moved way  on.”


Josie
asked Ruben to check in, as she admitted she was inexperienced at checking into
a big hotel that hadn’t been pre-arranged by Luanne.   As Ruben did most of the
talking,  Josie noticed a desk set up in the lobby where conference
participants registered for the event and received an information packet.   She
ambled over in white running shoes, pink sweats, and Marilyn’s face.


“How
do you do?” she said to an elderly, bespectacled woman with short gray hair who
did a double take when she looked up at Josie.


“Yes,
Miss?  This is the registration table for a new teacher conference that begins
here tonight.  There is a directory over there that lists other events.”


Josie
forged on.  “Yes, I would like to pick up my registration materials.” 


“You’re
registered for this convention?  This is the new teachers’ convention.”


“Uh,
could you check for Josie Lopez?”


They
searched a print out on a clipboard, faces exploding in surprise when they
handed her the packet.  “What grade are you going to be teaching?”


“Well,
I’m just starting my student teaching, but I have an emphasis on reading
development and language acquisition.  I’m bilingual.”


“You
are…”


“Sí,
Nací en el south-central de Los Ángeles.”


The
two women ran their eyes over her.  Finally, one said, “Well, the children who
have you as a teacher will certainly be getting an iconic vision.”


“No,
they won’t,” Josie responded politely.  “I don’t look this way when I’m in
front of third graders.”


“Well,
then.  You have a nourishing experience this weekend.”


“Thank
you, ladies.  I’ve got to go.  My boyfriend is checking us in.”


The
women stood up immediately to stare in the direction Josie pointed.  “He’s a
very lucky fellow.”


“He’s
a high school English teacher.”  Then Josie bent to whisper, “I’ve got to
really watch my spelling around him.”


    


When
they reached the fifth floor,  Josie seemed a little nervous.   “Are you okay?”
Ruben asked.


She
mumbled, “The last time I was in a hotel like this, I was being paid.  Made a
lot of money that night.  The school gave me a scholarship for this and paid my
registration.  I have no idea what the room is going to look like.”


Once
inside, Josie opened the sliding glass doors leading to their balcony.   She
sat on a patio lounge recliner breathing deeply and taking in the view of
twinkling lights over Mission Bay.   “You hungry?”  Ruben asked as he plopped
down on the cushions across from her and put up his feet.


She
put her feet up.  “I remember you telling us about experiences like this.  One
of your students was telling you that you didn’t understand the world
because you had never lived in a neighborhood where gunshots were common.  And
you said back, ‘Have you ever sat on a patio chair overlooking a bay and
watched the sun go down?’  Have you been to this hotel before, Ruben?”


“Uh,
not this one, but that one over there, Paradise Cove, and that over there, the
Bahia.”


“Did
you have a woman with you?”


“Uh,
I don’t think so.  I think those were occasions like this conference or with
family.  You should have had this experience long ago.”


“If
not for that talk and the miracle of getting rid of fatso Josie Lopez, I would
never be here, even tonight.  This is so fucking unbelievable to be here with
you.”


“Uh,
why didn’t you take another classmate, a woman or a man?”


“Uh,
Mr. Renteria, you still don’t get it.”  She stood up and looked around.  “Do
you think people can see into our balcony?”


“Where
you’re standing, yes.  But further back, I don’t think so.  Are you hungry?”


Josie
sighed.  She knelt before his shoes, untied them, and threw them into the
room.  “I’m a little chilly.  Can I get a blanket off the bed?”


“Of
course.”


She
returned with a light blanket.  “I saw this in a movie.”  She whisked off her
top and threw her bra into the room.  Her breasts dangled from the weight of
their natural largesse and as a result of her weight loss.    Josie draped the
blanket over her like a cape and lie prone on Ruben.  “Hold me.  I’m a little
cold.”


“Uh,
are you sure you want to do this?”


“I
want nothing more than to do this.” Her head pressed tightly into the crook of
his neck.  She whispered, “This feels so unbelievably calming.”


 


When
the breeze off the bay blew colder, they went inside.  She bear-hugged Ruben;
she wouldn’t release him, except to change into some intoxicating lingerie.  
In bed, she pulled down his boxer shorts.  “I want to take you in my mouth.  I
want you inside of me.  I want to devour you.”


Ruben
moved a short distance away.  He regarded her anxiously.  She moved toward him,
took his penis with both hands and stroked it gently, lovingly.  Still, she
noted some discomfort in Ruben’s face.  “I told you I’m fucked up.  Two rapes,
four assaults,  four suicide attempts, a dysfunctional family, and physical
abuse.  But you can’t get away from this body, can you?”  She positioned her
face close to his penis and rubbed it against her cheek.  “Yes, I fantasized
about you, but Mr. Teacher, I’ve just finished five years of college, per your
instructions.  I’m almost free.  I need you to set me free.  Let me fuck you,
and I can move on.”  She pulled her thong aside to show wetness oozing between
her legs.  “This is more than a fuck.  This is a miracle.”


After
she had fallen asleep, Ruben tossed and turned, beating his head.  “Yeah, but
what kind of miracle?” 







Chapter 7
“I wanted to be desirable in a way

 I had never been in my entire life.”

When Ruben awoke, he turned over to catch a glimpse of a
former student, now in the re-sculpted body of a twenty-eight-year-old.   He
wanted to gently squeeze her nipples, but she was gone.  He looked about. 
Obvious first choice, the bathroom.  The door was locked.  “Uh, Josie, I have
to use the toilet.”


“Do you have to use it now?”


“Uh, yes that would be the first thing I would do
upon dragging myself out of bed.”


“Isn’t there another one in the hall that you can
use?  I’ve got my stuff spread out all over this bathroom.”


“Sure, if that would make you happy, but I will
need to get in and shower and shave.”


“When?”


“When?!  We have a first session in less than one
hour.”


“Okay, I’m working on her.”


So Ruben threw on some shorts, sandals, and a
t-shirt he had planned to wear around the pool later that day.  He went down to
the pool level and found a stall in the dressing room adjacent the pool.  When
he returned, Josie was only fifty percent Marilyn, fussing with curling her
platinum locks.  Ruben brought some clothes in the bathroom intending to
quickly shower, shave, and get comfortable for a long day of sitting and
listening attentively.


When Ruben emerged from the steamy bathroom, Josie
was gone, leaving a Latinized version of Marilyn Monroe standing in the middle
of the room with tight black capri-style pants, no zipper in the front, a
blazing red silky  V-neck top (that stopped short of cleavage)  to match her
lipstick, and red high heels.  Ruben’s heart nearly stopped.  She turned to him
smiling, then her face fell as she surveyed what he was wearing:  rumpled
shorts, t-shirt with a Star Wars logo, and sandals.


She sat down on the edge of the bed to wipe away a
tear.  “What’s the matter?” he asked thinking that she might be breaking into
an emotional attack.


“Umm, are you going to wear that?  I’ve been
working hours to put on my Marilyn mojo.”


He was thinking comfort but said nothing.  He
immediately went to his bag and extracted something dressier, something that he
thought he would have been wearing during the evening.  “Just give me a
minute.”


Ruben knew he was not a handsome man, but had a
range of attractiveness that given certain shadows and light, he could be
convincing to the extent that he would be escorting a Latinized Marilyn Monroe. 
He changed into black slacks, black shoes, and socks, matching belt, starched
white shirt and re-styled short hair. Josie alias Marilyn was much happier and
ran to hug him, but not kiss.  “I was about to die.  I thought you only had
shorts with you.”


He smirked at her.  “What?  Of course, I had these
clothes, but I was saving them for tonight.  I thought you might be aware how
uncomfortable and long these lecture sessions can be.”


 


They were late for the opening keynote speech. 
The room was already standing room only.  Ruben and Josie found a section of
bare wall along the side in the rear.  As the keynote speaker continued, Ruben
couldn’t help but notice that heads twisted in their direction.   Initially, he
was embarrassed because he considered that after the other participants stared
at pseudo-Marilyn, their eyes must be panning to her escort.   Then he
reconsidered that this was nothing compared to the numerous costumes worn by
Luanne’s supplied prom dates.  And as he lingered on that, the strongest impression
was of Roberta number one as she materialized out of the steam of the
underground garage.  Such a storybook this will make one day, he smiled to
himself, almost feeling compelled to wave back at the gawkers.


In the first break-out session, “Jumping into the
Trenches:  Getting Discipline Under Control on Day One,” Josie wanted to stand
at the back of the room.  However, since the room had more than enough chairs,
standing would make her overtly conspicuous.  They sat down in the last row of
seats.  In the next two sessions, Josie progressively moved closer to the front
of the room.  She didn’t participate, but took copious notes.           


Josie and Ruben filed into the banquet hall for
lunch and found seat assignments, something Josie was not expecting.  They
located table number seventeen with seating for eight: Ruben, Josie, two young
men in their twenties, two young female first-year teachers, and two older
female teachers who were part of the conference committee.  Josie and Ruben
selected two vacant chairs between the two males and two females; the women on
the conference committee sat opposite them. The two females apparently knew
each other as they shared their reaction to Marilyn.  Ruben decided he was not
attracted to either one.  (Ruben did have an agenda for the weekend that did
not originally include an affair with a former student.)   One of the women
with short cropped hair wore a professional business suit; the other wore a
conservative dress.  One of the young men was skinny with a bird beak nose; the
other rotund, with a broad smiling face.  For several minutes no one spoke. 
Ruben broke the ice.  “I’m Ruben, and you all probably recognize Miss Monroe
here.”  Josie glared at him.  He glared back.  


Finally, one of the younger women, the one draped
in professionalism, said, “You do that costume very well.  Is this something
you do a lot?  Do you do it for your students?  Did you wear it to your student
teaching interview?”


Josie’s eyes darted to the faces of the teachers
sitting opposite her.  “Uh, this is just something I do for a little fun.  Of
course, I can’t change the hair so easily, but this is not what I wear to my ed
classes.  Don’t worry, I’m dying it back next week.”


“Forgive me, dear,” one of the older women began. 
“Surely, you realize that Marilyn is an iconic sex symbol.  She was famous for
alluring, nude pictures.”


Josie looked at Ruben for support.  He smiled and
whispered, “I think you can handle this.”


Josie pursed her lips.  “Yes, surely I do realize
that.  I know all about Marilyn.  She’s not just a sex symbol, she’s in history
books.”


While the two first-year female students listened
intently, the other older, veteran teacher dug in.  “But her footnote in
history is scandalous.  Her relationship with President Kennedy…”


“Nothing wrong with a little scandal,” Josie
responded.


“Nothing wrong?  But as a teacher, your morality
must be beyond question if you are to be working closely with children.”


Ruben had been expecting such a comment.  He
focused a broad, but intent smile that could be interpreted as disdain. “What
makes you think that dressing like Marilyn is an automatic question mark about
her morality or competence as a teacher?  I’ve seen plain, dressed-down women,
classroom veterans with twenty years in the classroom, completely short–shrift
their students.  They fail to engage students or update their lessons--talk
about scandalous…”  The two younger female teachers glanced at each other.


“And you are sir?”


“Ruben Renteria, a teacher at Lincoln High
School.”


“Been teaching long?”


“About twelve years.  Actually, I’m not sure. 
It’s all gone by so fast.”


“Mr. Renteria, surely you must agree that our
classrooms have enough distractions without the teacher being a distraction… 
Marilyn is a symbol…”


“If the teacher is a distraction, for whatever
reason, and he or she engages the students in learning, then any strategy is
valid.  If the students are not engaged, I don’t care if she dresses like a nun
or a stripper, they’re not teaching.  That is, of course, if you believe the
teacher is central to the learning process.”


“Mr. Renteria, I’ve been teaching for forty
years.”


As Ruben was about to respond, Josie jabbed the
long heel of her shoe into Ruben’s calf.  Ruben smiled back at the woman. 
“Would you please pass the iced tea?”  Followed up by, “So far, we’ve been most
impressed by the workshop on identifying students who are falling behind.”


The conversation was light and veered away from
Marilyn’s mystique, except for a brief exchange of favorite Monroe movies,
which one of the males and one of the females had not seen and, therefore,
could not contribute.  While they listened to a short lunch speech, Ruben
whispered into Josie’s ear, “I’ve got your back.  It’s all good.”


Josie left his protection for a trip to the ladies
room.  She was freshening her lipstick when the two female first-year students
entered.  Josie saw them staring at her through the mirror.  “Yes, ladies?”


They approached her.  “Can we ask you something?”


“About teaching or something else?”


The one in the business suit spoke up.  “We can’t
understand how someone like you would want to to be an elementary school
teacher.”


“It’s what I’ve always wanted to be,” answered
Josie.


The conservative one ventured, “How could that
be?  Aren’t you distracted by all the attention you must get from men.”


Josie took a deep breath, dug into her small
purse, and produced a small photo.  “I’m not going to look at this picture, but
I want you to look at it.  That was me up until four years ago.  I went through
middle school, high school, and years of minimum wage jobs with no boy or man
looking at me, or if they did, it was just to smirk.  My own family was ashamed
of me.  I was completely invisible.”


“But why such an extreme, Marilyn?”


“My name is Josie.”


“What kind of role model will you be for your
female students?”


The professional looking asked, “Is that your
boyfriend, the teacher you were sitting next to?  He’s attracted to you?”


Josie didn’t answer directly.  “You know what I
did with him last night?  We slept on the lounger outside on our balcony.”


“But why be Marilyn?  She’s a fantasy! 
You’re just promoting women as sex objects.  You’re giving in to commercialized
images of  women.”


“Ladies, would you want that fatso in that picture
as a role model for my female students?  It took years to lose the weight. I
want to stay a woman with all the stuff that goes with it.  I wanted to be
desirable in a way I had never been in my entire life.   May sound sexist to
you, but you wouldn’t believe the perks I get.”  Josie continued as she dried
her hands.  “As for your comment about commercialized images of women, I had
nothing to do with that.  Yeah, I know, sex sells.  I probably know that better
than you ever will, but what are you doing about it?  How are women to
stop commercial images of skinny women in high heels?  You think because you
may be against sexy images, that it’s going to stop?  The toothpaste is out of
the tube, ladies.  After all I’ve been through, I’m not the one to fix
it.  You can demonstrate in the streets if you want.” Before
Josie exited the restroom, she turned to say, “Of course, it’s your right to
wear your hair that short, but consider what a man sees when your back is
turned to him.”


Ruben met Josie outside the restroom. “What took
you so long?”


“C’mon, let’s go to our next session.  I’ll tell
you later.” 






Chapter 8
“I don’t know if I can go cold turkey

with Marilyn.”

The day of sessions finally ended.  Ruben threw open the
hotel room door,  threw his sports coat on the chair, threw his packet of
conference materials on the bed, threw open the sliding glass door leading to
the balcony, and threw himself onto the patio lounger.  “Ahhhh!!” he exhaled. 
“You coming out here?”


“In
a while,” Josie responded.


Ruben
was thinking of a possible reprise of last night’s cuddle in the off-bay
breeze.  When thirty minutes passed, he got up to find Josie sitting on the
floor in her underwear going through the materials she had collected at the
conference.  She had brought a portable CD player, providing a compilation of
songs Marilyn Monroe had sung in her films.  “What’s up?”  he asked.


“I
can’t believe I’m going to be a teacher… like in two weeks.”         


Ruben
sat down, putting an arm around her, but did not pull her close until she
leaned in.  As he looked down at the articles she was perusing, he caught a
glimpse of her nipples revealed in a loosened bra.  Was she teasing him?  Was
she even aware of her exposure?  Was she really overwhelmed at the great
obstacles she had overcome to be sitting in this hotel room, a participant in a
new teacher conference?


“You
know we’re sitting with the same group for dinner tonight.”


Ruben
replied, “We can skip it if you want, except everyone will notice that you’re
not there.”


“You
mean Marilyn?”


“You
know what I mean.”


“I’m
thinking of coloring my hair back to brownish black.”


“Don’t
you think that will call even more attention to you?”


“Yes.” 
Josie paused to look at him. She seemed anxious.  “What am I doing here,
Ruben?”


He
drew her face close to his.  He could see that her powder was fading.  He could
see that she was in anguish.  “Josie, you’re where you’re supposed to be now.”


“With
you?”


“This
will be just a passing phase.  I’m talking about becoming what you always should
have been, a teacher.”


“You
don’t love me?”


“Josie,
that’s not what’s happening here.  You’re a walking miracle.  You went from
invisible to a woman of masterful control, and you’re still moving forward.”


“What
if I don’t want to move forward.  I feel safe with you here.”


“This
is just a weekend.” He studied her face. “Wait… are you scared?  Are you scared
about this dinner or the hard work that’s going to hit you like a brick wall
when you start your teaching?”


“Yes,
about the dinner.  What I planned to wear.  I’m not sure anymore.  It’s a
dress.  I don’t think other women will be wearing gown-type stuff.”


“Probably
not.”


“Shit,
maybe we shouldn’t go.” Josie started a tear.


“Or
maybe we should find a store.  I’d like to get out of the hotel.  Dinner is not
for two and a half hours.”


They
found the yellow pages and looked up stores.  They found a nearby shopping
center with a Target.  Two hours later they were rushing back to the
hotel through an entrance that by-passed the main lobby.  


 


Ruben
sat down at the banquet table.  The others were already seated, passing around
a bottle of red wine and buttering dinner rolls.  The two young male teachers,
dressed in sports coats and loose ties, searched beyond Ruben, who checked
their interest.  The two female teachers were dressed distinctly different from
their lunch attire:  Dresses, hair, and makeup.  The two who were part of the
conference committee were facilitating a dialogue about the day’s sessions. 
They broke off when Josie’s empty chair was obvious.  “Where’s Josie?  I hope
she’s feeling alright.”


“Oh,
she’s feeling just fine.  Just making last minute changes to what she’s
wearing.”


“We
were thinking she might be wearing that white billowy dress from Some Like
it Hot.”


    Ruben
returned, “You mean the one that Monroe was wearing when she stepped over a
subway vent and the skirt almost ballooned  over her hips?”  The women nodded,
but the four student teachers were clueless.  “That was Seven Year Itch. 
What were you guys talking about?”


One
of the male teachers volunteered, “New research on strategies to implement in
the first week of school to set a tone and limits.”


At
that point, a noticeable hubbub inflated the room, causing people to crane
their necks.  Marilyn entered.   Unnerved, she practically ran to join her
banquet table.  Josie had dressed down Marilyn, but could not disguise the
platinum tint, contrasted against a black, long sleeve turtleneck, black jeans
that were not as tight as they could have been, and the red heels from lunch. 
“Sorry I’m late.   Did any of you guys read that article on combining first and
second grade?”  No one nodded. “You should look at it.  It makes it seem like
it’s something that should have been done long ago.  I think it was just
rationalizing budget cuts.”


Back
in her pink sweats, they began the drive back to Los Angeles after the closing
lunch speaker, around one-thirty Sunday.  Josie slept for most of the ride. 
With still an hour to go, she  told Ruben, “I don’t know if I can go cold
turkey with Marilyn.”


“Then
do it in baby steps.”


“Like
how?”


“Ever
hear of Rita Hayworth?”


“Nope.”


“Rita
Hayworth was a pin-up girl, sorta like Marilyn, but her real name was Margarita
Carmen Cansino.  She tinted her hair, but she might be a good step between
Josie and Marilyn.  Or Rita Moreno who was in West Side Story.  Or the
woman who played Wonder Woman, Lynda Carter, whose mom was Mexican.”   Ruben
and Josie also passed the time with small snippets of conversation in Spanish.


He
dropped her off on a corner near the university.  She muttered, “I better go to
the gym.  I missed a couple of days.  Do I get a kiss?”


“Sure.”
He got out of the car, embraced her, and kissed her on the neck.  She didn’t
appear to want to let go.  Ruben told her, “Remember, you’re a miracle girl.  
Go to it.”


She
pulled out the handle on her roll-away luggage as Ruben got back into his car. 
“Aren’t you even going to ask for my phone number?  I’m not one of Luanne’s
employees anymore.”


“Sure.” 
He wrote it down on a scrap of paper.


“Uh,
can I have yours?”


Trapped,
unable to refuse, Ruben gave it to her.  When he opened the door to his
apartment, he literally threw the luggage through the door.  Slammed the door
behind him and securely locked it.  How the hell had this happened?  How did
Josie become his prom date?  Why was he sleeping with a former student?  What
had happened to his thought processes that he would actually be seen with
someone using Marilyn Monroe as a crutch?  If he could, he would stay locked in
his apartment until the floor opened beneath him and dropped him rightfully to
hell.







Chapter 9
“All I think about is

I’m fucking up my teaching.”

December 1995


Ruben
perused the school calendar noting the slate of activities through the holiday
season, both for students and adults:  club meetings, secret santas, faculty
happy hour on day before break, and, of course, the student holiday dance in
the cafeteria.  He smiled a wicked smile of determination.  He was determined
to do the whole month solo.  If the students begged him to chaperone the dance,
he would politely refuse.  If the faculty had a seasonal dinner at a
restaurant, he would just go alone.  When Margo called about New Year’s, he
would just go alone or not go at all.  When people asked about his flighty
flight attendants, he would just say he was too busy to hang out in airports. 
If Luanne called, he would hang up.  If Melvin came to the door, he would jump
out the bathroom window and keep his car situated for a fast escape.  If they
chased him, he would call the police.  If she attempted to blackmail him, he
might be able to threaten her back by going to the police, though that would be
the least desirable option.  Ruben was determined to break his habit of giving
in to temptation.


He
had friends who struggled with alcohol and drug habits.  He was dumbfounded
that they couldn’t stop with or without help.  He had friends who struggled
with sugar addiction, muffling his desire to scream at them, “Just don’t buy
sugary stuff.”    He had an acquaintance who was a sex addict, often leaving
her job when the opportunity arose.  Why couldn’t she take a medication that
would soften her drive?   He knew people who habitually offended people just by
their sarcastic tone of voice, a trait that cost them professional and personal
advancement.  Why didn’t they just get a voice coach?  And he knew people who
still smoked a pack of cigarettes a day, a habit they defended and denied
having health risks, as if the stop smoking campaigns were, in fact,
conspiracies to deprive Americans of liberty.


Now,
he had a struggle, one that he was fully aware of.  He told himself it was
victimless, wasn’t shortening his life, wasn’t  necessarily going to demean his
sense of self-esteem,  and, if or when discovered, was something that he could
probably get beyond with time.  He could even boast about it, that he had
savored many women without destruction to himself or to them.  He could
rationalize that he didn’t dehumanize them, didn’t force them, didn’t deceive
them.


Ruben’s 
practice of constantly questioning what is the right thing to do guided
him and plagued him with sleepless nights when the right thing to do was
a matter of context and a reality outside of his own.   He always considered
that the Robertas deceived him, covering up addictions and criminal pasts. 
When Ruben considered that he was abusing their humanity and intimacy, he
countered by considering that Luanne’s employees had long ago foregone their
humanity and guardian ship of their intimate senses.


Even Josie aka  Marilyn was certainly deceiving
him.  There had to be more to her story than just the need to be desirable. 
Her aspirations could not just be guided by a few of his classroom lectures. 
To survive as long as she had, she must be very tough, perhaps a by-product of
her barrio.  


Ruben 
hadn’t heard from Josie in two months.  Though not attempting to contact her
himself—he was still on the edge of what he might say to her when the call
inevitably came.


The
call finally came around nine o’clock on a Tuesday evening when a hysterical
voice on the phone whimpered, “I’m all fucked up.  I can’t handle it.  I want
to kill myself.”  Crying, coughing, and choking poured through the phone for
several minutes.


“Have
you seen your therapist lately, Josie?” He needed to know to set limits and
distance.


The other Josie barked, “What the fuck, Roberto? 
Don’t be a fucked up mind-fucker!”


He
didn’t answer her for several minutes, while she babbled about recent events. 
He gathered that the stress of student teaching, a course of preparation that
took ten hours a day, was tougher than she was.  He also wondered about her
finances since, at least as far as he was told, she was no longer connected to
Luanne for the simple reason that she had to cover her tracks.   She had also
cut off from family, though she had suspicions that they heard about her
through the friend she was staying with.  


So,
when after an hour he felt satisfied that most of the hysteria was erupting
from the stress of student teaching, he consented to her driving to his
apartment.  He gave in to his addiction.


As
she passed through his door about ten-thirty that night, he noted that her hair
was Latina brown with several frosted strands drawn back in a ponytail.   She
appeared to have had a full face of make-up, but it was faded.  She was
otherwise attired in her pink sweats, which appeared to be straining, as she
had gained some weight.  The embroidery of her bra strained through her top. 
She threw two bags down:  a backpack and an overnight case on wheels.


“Do
you have a diet soda, caffeinated?”


“I
thought you didn’t drink soda.”


“I
don’t.  This is what I drink to get high.”


“High? 
You want to get drunk?”


“I
want to get drunk, have you put your hand  between my legs, and then I want
you  to help me with all this shit.”  She spilled out piles of papers written
by the hands of third graders.


“When
does this have to be finished by?”


“Tomorrow!”
she screamed.  “Fucking tomorrow!”


“Then
let me look at it first.  It’s a school night for me.  I’m not going to start
helping you at three in the morning.”


“You
sure you don’t want to fuck me first?”


“Shut
up, Josie.  I didn’t consent to have you come over for a fuck.”


“You
sure you didn’t?”


“I’m
sure.  I’m fucking sure.”


“Then,
dear teacher, you’re just a big liar, hiding behind a mister nice guy.”             Josie
suddenly pulled down her sweatpants and touched the pubic hair entwined on the
hem of her panties. She glared at him.


Ruben
closed his eyes, thinking, “She’s off her rocker.  She’s nutso. This is what I
get.  I deserve every fucked up thing that’s going to happen to me.”


Scowling
at him, she grabbed his hand and forced it to plunge into her panties.  With
her other hand, she slid her panties to a point above her knees.  Though slim,
her legs were wrinkled from the loss of mounds of fat.  She slammed her legs
tight so he could not release his hand.  She glared and smiled wickedly.


“Let
go, Josie.”


“No. 
Feel me soaking your hand.”


“Let
go, Josie!”  He was desperately searching for the right words to calm her.  He
locked his eyes on hers in an attempt to stare her down.


“Do
you know how many guys have begged for my pussy?” she laughed wickedly.  “Even
my cousins.  My cousins pushed me down and pried open my legs.  I was over two
hundred pounds, but they opened my pussy.  They said my pussy smelled like
horse shit.  Ha!”  Her eyes were darting about, on the verge of hysteria.


Ruben was regretting allowing her to visit and
cursing himself for believing his was doing the right thing. “Josie, I’m not
doing that to you.  I just wanted to help you with your student teaching.”  She
gushed a wicked, mocking moan.  “Josie, what did you want help with?  How is
your master teacher?  How are you getting along with being closely supervised?”


“She’s
an old hag.  She says I’m doing everything wrong.  She says I smell like horse
shit. Ha!”  Her expression was both menacing and self-arousing.  Ruben
considered that she might be on the verge of a breakdown.  She grinned and
chortled.  


“Why
the fuck you ask me that?  Are we going to fuck all night?”


“Josie,
are you getting enough sleep?”


She
started to cry hysterically.  Her grip on Ruben’s hand loosened slightly. “I… 
I don’t know.  All I think about is that I’m fucking up my teaching.”  She
squirmed against his hand.


“Josie,
that happens to everyone.  Everyone reports going through fire during student
teaching.  I hated it, but...but Josie, I hung out with other people who were
going through the same thing.  Josie, I’m the one you’re hanging out with.”


“You’re
not helping me. Fuck you, Roberto.”


“Josie,
I’m going to help you.  I can see you haven’t been getting much sleep.  Come
with me, Josie.  Let’s go lie down in my bedroom.”


“Are
you going to fuck me?”


“Actually,
I thought of something better.  C’mon, let’s go into my bedroom.  Did you bring
pajamas?”


“Just
my working pajamas…  You’ve seen those.”


“Yes,
I have.  C’mon, let me get you into bed.”


She
released his hand, which was sticky damp from contact with her vagina.  He took
her hand and led her into the bedroom and into his master bathroom, where he
started warm water.  He first rinsed his hand.  Then he grabbed a washcloth and
gently pat her face.  She jerked back at first, but then closed her eyes.  He
rinsed the washcloth and re-warmed it.  He put his arm around her to guide her
back to the bed.  He pulled back the covers and bent her until she reclined on
her back.  Her breasts jiggled.  “Let’s take off your top.”  He removed her
pink top and her constraining bra.  “Roll onto your chest, Josie.”


He
gently warmed her neck, back, buttocks, and legs with the cloth, which quickly
lost its warmth.  He used another towel to pat her dry.  He began to massage
her temples.  “You rest.  Let me relieve some of your stress.  I’m going to
wake you around five a.m.  We’ll go over your work.”


She
was already asleep.  


He
glanced at her naked body, an hour-glass figure.  Her ass was alluringly
shaped, but not completely tight.  He wondered how long and what suffering she
must have endured in shedding mounds of flesh.  All liquid meals?  Completely
disavow carbs?  Workouts in a gym?  Could she afford surgical fat removal? He
covered her up.


Ruben
ambled back to the kitchen to make a pot of tea.  He picked up her lesson plan
folder and made notes on a separate sheet of paper.  He nodded and smiled. 
Great potential was in her planning, though it was evident that much of the
work was tied to pleasing an outside influence, probably her master teacher. 
He wrote her some notes, including substantial praise.  He flossed, brushed his
teeth, and got into bed.  Her face was turned toward him.  He thought he could
see the face he taught years ago, but the face lying next to his did not exist
then.  As he pulled the sheet over himself, the fragrance of sex was released. 
His mind raced with forbidden thoughts:  How many dicks had she held to her
face and survived this far?  


 


When
his alarm blared at five a.m., Josie rolled over on top of him.  “I’m not going
to let you go,” she commanded.


“Are
we going to start this again, Josie?”


She
rolled off him immediately.  “You probably think I’m a devil-wacko.”


“I
didn’t say you were.”


“I
saw it in your eyes.”


“Do
you want to work on your lessons?  I made lots of notes.  You’re on the right
track.  Unfortunately, not much space is allowed for creativity.”  He jumped
out of bed and returned with his notes.  She was sleepy-headed, but followed
along.


                “You always think you’re doing the right
thing, Mr. Renteria?  Like you always lectured in class?”  Ruben put the notes
directly in front of her eyes.   A calm came over her.  “Okay, I will release
you from a free morning fuck.  You can get ready for school.  I’m only teaching
in the afternoon.  Can I stay here?”  Ruben looked away.  “You can trust me,
Roberto.  I would never do anything to fuck you over.  Anyway, I’ll be leaving
by ten-thirty.  Takes me an hour-and a-half to get dressed, then work on my
lesson plans.”






Chapter 10
“I’ve even been thinking

of going back to Luanne.”

The drive back to his apartment after school was
nerve-wracking.  What if Josie were still there?  He held his breath as he
opened his apartment door around five p.m.  She was gone.  He put down his
backpack full of essays, kicked off his shoes, turned on the television, and
flopped onto the couch.  He was asleep within fifteen minutes.


A
knock on the door around seven p.m.  awakened him.   He looked through the
peephole.  It was Josie.  He felt obligated to let her in; otherwise, she might
cause a scene.  She was empty-handed, a good sign.


She
immediately announced, “I just wanted to thank you.  Today I had a much better
day.  I even used some of your notes on how to modulate my voice.  But, since
you’re a high school teacher, how did you know how to advise with my third
graders?”


Ruben
was amused.  He appreciated that kind of question.  “Like I have always said,
the technique is the same, only the content changes.  It’s the same as movies. 
I’ve watched most of the popular Disney films.  There’s always the hook. 
There’s always the conflict.  There are always moments when humor is
necessary.  Always moments to dial down the tone.   How did the spelling game
go?”


“Everything
went just fine.  My students were engaged.  My master teacher couldn’t argue
with that.”  Ruben walked into the kitchen.  He rummaged through the
refrigerator.  


“Trying
to see what I can make us for dinner.”


“Don’t
worry about it.  Let me take you to your favorite place.  That would be
Sitton’s, right?”  He looked at her questioningly.  “Roberto, I can afford it. 
Really.  And really, it’s the least I can do.”


They
stopped by her Honda Civic so she could change shoes.  Then they strode off to
walk the half mile to Sitton’s.   Josie exhibited a much lighter demeanor as
she skipped along, often taking him by the arm.  Once inside the restaurant,
Ruben insisted sitting on the opposite side.  He didn’t want to imagine that
Luanne might be gobbling down pancakes at her usual booth.


That
evening, Ruben and Josie Marilyn Lopez Monroe re-ignited.  When they walked
back to the apartment building, they stopped again at her car.  She pulled out
her backpack and her overnight case.  They sat on the couch sipping tea, while
each graded student papers.  She fell asleep in his bed long before he did.


Josie
became his date for the faculty holiday party where no one recognized her.  She
clung to him at Margo’s annual New Year’s Party, where she was considered “a
baby.”  They ran in the park several times a week, where other runners waved to
them.  Sometimes he ate the same thing she ate, a conglomeration of kale and
greens she had discovered in an obscure health magazine.   She slept with him
three to four nights a week when sex was an option, dependent on the amount of
energy she had expended in her own teaching.  She graced the prom (much to
Luanne’s chagrin), arrayed in a classic Mexican gown.  She wore a Minnie Mouse
dress to the Senior Party at Disneyland.  He escorted her to her first
end-of-year faculty luncheon and happy hour.


 


July 1996


As
they sat on the beach watching fireworks on Fourth of July, she peered at him
silently for a long time.  “What?” he poked her.


She
responded by pushing him onto his back on their blanket and straddling him. 
“Why are you so nice to me?  You’re making me love you.”


“I’m
just me.”


“I
love you, you know.  I have since I was seventeen.”  Ruben always avoided
responding to this oft-repeated statement.  She put her face close to his.  “I
want you to marry me.”  Ruben closed his eyes peacefully.  “I’m serious,
Roberto.”


“I
believe you, Josie.  I love being with you, but marriage wouldn’t work out.” 
She rolled off him.  “C’mon, you must have figured I would respond like this.”


“I
hoped you would forget that I’ve fucked my way here.”


Ruben
didn’t respond to that; he had considerably more to answer to than her
inference.  He did tell her, “Remember, you’re not my first Roberta.  But you
are my former student, and there’s more than ten years difference.”  


She
stood up, grabbed her beach bag, and began folding the blanket with Ruben still
prone.  “I want to leave.  Let’s go.”


“But
the fireworks aren’t over.”


“I
don’t give a fuck about the fireworks.  Get me out of here before I make a
scene.  That would be your worst nightmare, wouldn’t it?”


A
week later, she called hysterically.  “I’m fucking up again.”  He invited her
over, and she stayed the duration of the summer.  Whenever Ruben caught her
gazing at him wistfully, he would return a similar un-infatuated gaze.   


Ruben
once lectured her.  “Everyone thinks that the feeling they call love is
strongly based on some mutual connection.  I read in a science magazine that
love is really a biological triggering of some chemicals in your brain.  The
infatuation you have for me was probably triggered long ago, with a lot of
horrible shit in between.   You were a teenager then.  What do you think adult
Josie would love in a man who would readily marry her?”


“I
haven’t the faintest fucking idea.  I have too much shit in my head.  I use all
my mental energy to cover up memories of being a fat pig, a whore, an abused
woman.  Even with you, I have nightmares.”


“You’ll
meet someone.”


“I
don’t even know how to be a serious girlfriend. You know, one who crosses the
line from fucking to that head over heels shit.  I’ve even been thinking of
going back to Luanne.”


“What?! 
No fucking way!”


“She’ll take me back.  It’s just about making
money, and I’m thinking I need a change up.”


Half
way through August 1996, Josie began interviewing for elementary school
teaching positions.  She drove all over Los Angeles.  By the end of August,
Josie was faced with the hardest decision of her life.  She burst through
Ruben’s apartment door.


“I
have three offers!  Three fucking offers!”


Ruben
took her to a public library where they looked up the schools in question [No
Google in 1996.]  They photocopied the information and poured over it at
Sitton’s.  They eliminated one school almost immediately.  By the end of
dinner, Ruben circled his pick.  Josie leaned toward the other remaining
possibility.  When they returned to his apartment, she slipped into her car and
drove off, finally preoccupied with something other than Roberto.


Three
weeks later, already at her new school, she called, not hysterically, but
anxious about her teaching preparation.  She came over for help.  Ruben told
her she had the normal new teacher jitters and that her best option was to seek
back-up from another teacher at the school site.  She left by nine-thirty.  She
had a forty-five minute commute with traffic each morning; getting ready was a
major challenge for her, a synthesis of Rita Hayworth and Josie Lopez.


After
a month of silence, Ruben called her.  She quickly told him that her routine
was getting easier.


At
the beginning of November 1996, Ruben called her to fish around for her holiday
plans.  When she didn’t raise the subject, he praised her for surviving the
initial hell of her new teaching position.  He called two weeks later.  She
interrupted his business-like inquiries.  “Roberto, I’m not just doing well,
I’m doing very well.  Actually, I’m sort of seeing the principal of my school.”


“Your
principal is male?  At an elementary school?”


“Yes. 
At first, I was scared to death because I thought he might find out about me. 
We’ve just been out to dinner a few times, but he’s hinted about Thanksgiving. 
I’m going to go for it.”


Ruben
sat alone at Thanksgiving with his family.  He laughed the loudest at the
principal’s jokes at the annual faculty holiday party, where he sat alone.  He
sat alone at Margo’s annual New Year’s Eve party. He went to one gathering
during Spring break.   He was thankful that he was not asked to go to prom that
year.  He participated in graduation ceremonies, but told the principal he was
too tired to join them for their annual toast to the class, the class of 1996. 
Summer was spent alone, not even summer school.  He kept busy, but was anxious
to start a new semester, the 1996-1997 school year.


 


Epilogue:


Two
years later, Ruben received a wedding invitation from Josie.  She wasn’t
marrying the principal, but another teacher.  Josie was thirty-three.  At the
wedding, she introduced Ruben as the single greatest influence in her life.


In
May of 2002, Ruben received a birth announcement from Josie, a boy.


In
February of 2005, Ruben found a second birth announcement in his letterbox, a
girl.


In
June of 2010, she emailed him that she was getting divorced.  She made a point
of telling him that she had gained fifty pounds, which had a personality
effect.  “I’m going to have to put my Marilyn Mojo on…”


In
2012, Ruben received a package at school.  It was a book authored by Roberta
Lopez.  It was dedicated to Roberto Renteria and to the wisest woman she had
ever met, inscribed only as Luanne.  The four hundred page hardcover was also
published digitally and with an audiobook version.  It described a rape at age
twelve, parental neglect and abuse, merciless verbal attacks on the sidewalks
in her neighborhood,  public ridicule, the scene she had once described where
she had been held down and fingered, and her do or die attempt to save herself
by transfiguring into a Latin Marilyn Monroe.   Two chapters recounted her
timeline with Ruben, including a graphic description of his anatomy, his
fumbling with condoms, the romantic weekend at the teacher convention, and
rationalizing that he had dismissed her because he had severe intimacy
problems.  She described the anxiousness on his face when he escorted her past
head-twisting people, pointing at Marilyn, and how the desperate identity
change forced her to live in the now.  The only man she ever truly loved, the
result of some chemical imbalance he had claimed, pushed her out the door.  A
recurring theme was the physical differences between men and women, and why
they should always be as opposite as they could be while acknowledging that the
average woman wanted her figure to be accepted.  There was a picture on the
back cover as Marilyn and as she looked now.  The last chapter described how
she was just now applying to become a teacher.


He
emailed her congratulations.  He swore that he would never reveal her
identity since she had recently become chapter chair of her school’s teacher
union.  When asked if she were seeing anyone new, her response was, “I still
get nightmares about forests of penis trees blocking my way, but I awake to the
cure and restorative of being a full-time single mom, which has eased Luanne’s
curse—that we were all fucked up, beyond fixin’.”  They discussed getting
together—she wanted him to meet her children—but no plan ever came to fruition.
















Chapter 1
“Remember, it’s Tuesday night dinner special.”

September 1996


Ruben was staring intensely at the
computer screen reflecting an accreditation chapter when there was a sharp
knock on his apartment door.  No one had knocked in months.  Through the
peephole, Ruben saw an elderly, thin, short man in working clothes carrying a
clipboard. When Ruben opened the door, the smiling, gray-haired man handed
Ruben a business card:  “Mendoza Property Management.”   “Are you Ruben
Renteria?” he asked.


“Yes, how can I help you?”


“I’m here to possibly help you.  Your
landlord sent me to inspect your premises.”


“Oh?  I didn’t get any notice…”


“Yeah, sorry about that.”  He flashed a
business card and a letter from his landlord.  “I just need to look at your
walls, bathrooms, and carpets.”


“What?  Why?”


“Well, Mr. Renteria, you’ve been in this
unit twelve years.  Your landlord wants to see if this apartment needs paint
and carpeting.”


Ruben, somewhat stunned, allowed the man
to enter.  The inspector went right to work closely inspecting the walls.  He
asked, “Any squeaking from your floors?”


“Excuse me, I haven’t been here twelve
years…”


The man stopped kicking the baseboards
and thumbed through some pages on his clipboard.  “Yes, you have, sir.  My
notes are based on your original rental agreement.”  


Ruben glanced at the clipboard.  He fell
back on his couch.  “I bought this couch when I moved in here.”


“That would make that couch twelve
years-old.  Of course, we’re not responsible for that, but you may want to make
a trip to Ikea.”


All of a sudden, Ruben’s  head swirled. 
His eyes darted about his living room.  He realized a worn spot on the carpet
where he had sat eating dinner and watching television while grading papers. 
The man came out of the bathroom.  “I’m going to put you down for new vinyl in
your master bathroom.”  He must have noticed that Ruben seemed dazed.  “I guess
time does get away from you.”




About a week later, Ruben did explore
Ikea to look at couches.  He realized he could afford any couch he desired,
plus a new bed, but he walked out of the store without making a purchase.   He
was still comfortable on his twelve-year-old couch.  He was still cozy in his
bed, but he did resolve to buy two new sets of queen sheets when he saw a
sale.  


Working out in his living room and
running the track in the adjacent park were part of maintaining his lifestyle. 
He kept in shape out of habit.  He looked better than most of the men at
Margo’s last party; most of them married with children.  He still received
flirtatious notes from some of his female students, which he disposed of
immediately.




February 1997


As the months advanced and the span of
time Ruben spent with Josie narrowing to a pinpoint, Ruben began to re-evaluate
his life.  He didn’t dwell on purposeless inquiries into the meaning of life,
but rather, what was his purpose in life?  Where did his purpose fall on
a scale of one to ten?  While he was increasingly feeling that universal low
when one feels abandoned and alone in the world, he realized that he had
contributed to the education and growth of thousands of students.  Students who
had graduated a decade ago still wrote him and praised his influence in their
personal successes.  Objectively speaking, his life as a teacher was as purposeful
as a ten.   He knew he had been influential in Josie’s life, now a teacher
dating a school principal.  He had letters of recommendation from embattled
schools where he had edited the action plans the schools submitted to the
California Board of Education.


Still, as he increasingly ordered dinner
or breakfast at Sitton’s, feelings of isolation uncontrollably intensified.  
His regular Tuesday waitress, a striking woman who had the demeanor of a
college student,  interrupted his void.  “Will you be having the meatloaf and
mashed potatoes tonight, sir?  Remember it’s Tuesday night  dinner special.”


“Tuesday night, huh?  Has the chef made
enough for everyone here tonight?  I think I see regulars, not unlike myself.”


“Would you like me to check with the
chef, Sir?”


“Yes, I would like to know if your chef
is preparing American style or Italian style meatloaf.”


“Sir?”


“Do you know if your chef trained at a
culinary school in America or in Italy?”


“Would you like me to ask him, sir?”


“Sure, why not?” smirked Ruben.


She bolted off with a slight smile on
her face.  Ruben directed his gaze at the other regulars.  A chubby,
fifty-something woman was reading a book two booths away on his left.   Across
from the woman sat a frankly obese man, with several moles on his face, staring
at the large soda before him.  Further down were two women, seemingly in their
late sixties, waiting to place two orders of meatloaf.


A thin voice called out with a thick
Spanish accent, “Who wants to speak to the cocinero?  I am the chef of this
establishment.  Who is questioning the style of my meatloaf?”      Everyone
turned to this scene as the waitress directed the chef to Ruben’s table.  “I am
chef Martinez.  I went to the finest culinary institution in all of Boyle
Heights.”


Ruben smiled.  “And what institution was
that, chef?”


“King Torta on Valley Blvd.  I was on
the grill and on the register.”


While the others looked puzzled, Ruben’s
face exploded into an expression of being greatly impressed as well as amused. 
He stood up in the aisle in Sitton’s.  “Ladies and gentlemen, if this chef got
his experience at King Torta, a place I frequented numerous times in my youth,
this man can handle anything.  King Torta is one of those places with a line
out the door just about every day.”  He turned to the twenty-something waitress
and said loud enough for everyone to hear, “I will take an order of the
meatloaf special.”  The rest of the guests in the immediate vicinity echoed,
“One order of the meatloaf special.”   There was a short public chuckle, then
the regulars returned to the isolation of their booths.


When the cute waitress with cropped,
neon-red hair reappeared with the dinners, she served Ruben last and appeared
to linger.  “Do you need anything?  Is your dinnerware clean?  An extra
napkin?  Oh, let me refill your water.”  She hopped off and quickly returned
with the ice water pitcher.  Ruben smiled at her instinctively.  She peered at
him.  “You look smart.”


“Well, I’m a teacher.”


“Hmm, I thought it might be something
like that.”


“Very perceptive.”  Ruben wondered if
something was about to happen.  “Is there something I can do for you?”  He
noticed that her name tag revealed, “Agnes.”


“No, I was just testing a theory I had. 
I’m a psychology major.  I keep score on my perceptions about my customers. 
Thank you for being so cooperative.” 


“Well, then let me make an observation. 
Your name is not really Agnes.”         


“Oh, you’re good! Extra points for you.”


“Works to keep guys from hitting on
you?”


“Something like that.  I have another
name tag which says Mabel so smart-ass guys may get the idea I’m
old-fashioned. I also act kinda clumsy.”


“I’m sure that works with your affected
hair color.  But can I ask you something?”  Ruben asked with a put-on leer.
Agnes’ infectious smile soured, perhaps anticipating that she was about to be
hit on.  “What’s your take on that man over there?”  Ruben crooked his head
toward the large man with moles on his face.


“Oh?  Oh, him?  At least three times a
week.  I get the impression he still ponders the wreck of his life.”


“Psychology major?  Evidence, please,
Miss?”


“Doesn’t make eye contact with me. 
Sometimes reads the newspaper while he eats, but more often just stares into
space.”


“But what gives you the impression his
life is a wreck?”


“Having us make dinner for him three
times a week, sometimes breakfast.”


“Well, I come here a lot.”


“Yes, we know.  You’re on our
list.”


“There’s a list?”


“Yep.  Not a big deal,
probably more than fifty people on the regulars’ list.  Sitton’s is a regulars’
place. You’re an interesting case because you don’t look like you have a wreck
of a life.  You’ve been observed with many, shall we say, ‘hotties?’   And then
there’s that mysterious big black woman and black man you’re often seen with.”


Ruben’s head jerked back despite his
self-realization that someone must have picked up on Luanne’s presence.  “I
work for her.”


“May I ask doing what?”


“Website stuff.”


“And the other large man that always
accompanies her?”


“Melvin?  That’s her bodyguard.”


“Oh, yeah.  All our regulars bring in
bodyguards,” Agnes jeered sarcastically.


Ruben
added, “He loves your
pancakes.”


“I can’t argue with that.”


Ruben pointed an elbow at the
fifty-something woman.  “And her?”


“She’s a tough one.  If I engage her in
conversation, she will talk and talk.  If I don’t talk to her, she will say
nothing, as if not wanting to be a bother.  Her choice of reading is puzzling. 
Everything from non-fiction to romantic trash.”


“And the two other women farther down…”


“They just give me their order.  Stop
their conversation when I come for their order.  If I linger near them, they
suspect me of eavesdropping, which I am.  I’m thinking, old school lesbians.”


Ruben asked whimsically, “And what leads
you to that conclusion?”


“Well, they could be best friends…but
come together, here,  every meatloaf Tuesday?  And the secretiveness?”


Ruben stared at the women seated about
fifteen feet away.  “I think there’s a simpler, but bleak picture.”


“And that would be…”


Ruben
continued, “I’ve seen this
before.  Two women who held out too long for Mr. Right, or he never crossed
their path.”


“Or they didn’t look for him.  He was
probably living just around the corner,” Agnes countered.


“You watch too many movies.  Life
doesn’t work that way.  Look at that woman over there. Look at the man over
there.  I never realized it before, but your Sitton’s could be a feeding ground
for lost souls.”


Agnes left to pick up her orders. 







Chapter 2
“...a lot of women coming
 and going from your
apartment.”

The following Tuesday


Ruben,
who loved meatloaf almost as much as pancakes, found a vacant booth at
Sitton’s.  He had brought a stack of student papers to grade.  A busboy brought
him a glass of water.  After Ruben had arranged his papers on the table, he
looked up to take inventory.  The same people from last week, with some others
he recognized from previous visits to this local restaurant.  Agnes appeared
shortly.


She
smiled weakly, but spoke sarcastically.  “Welcome to Sitton’s, the feeding
ground of lost souls.  You’ll be consuming our meatloaf tonight, Sir?”


“Hmm,
somebody sounds a tiny bit annoyed,”  Ruben commented, feigning disinterest by
not making eye contact with Agnes.


“Well,
here it is, Mr. Teacher.  This past week, my colleagues here at Sitton’s House
of Lost Souls have been discussing our congregation.”  Agnes took out a piece
of paper from which she read: “Of our fifty known regular souls--which we
define to be customers who come in at least twice a week and not at lunch--you
do know we are a popular lunch stop for the nearby businesses--about thirty
appear to be completely alone, never eating with anyone.  They pop in between
four-thirty and seven in the late afternoon or evening. There are fifteen who
seem to come in with an assortment of dinner companions, but without a strong
connection.  That is, they usually come with someone, usually of the same sex. 
A few more seem to be elderly married couples who probably want to cut down on
cooking and cleaning up afterward while taking advantage of our dinner
specials.”


“Sounds
like you’ve done excellent research.  Any conclusions?”


“Yes,
but can you hold on?  I have to deliver some dinners.  Meatloaf, you know.”


Ruben
scanned the restaurant feeling a little guilty of having termed some of the
clientele “lost souls.”  He had seen the two women, possibly lesbians, many
times as he had observed the man with the disfiguring moles on his face and
many others eating alone.  Ruben realized that he fit the basic definition of a
lost soul, someone who takes his meals at a restaurant more for the atmosphere
of being in a room with others, than disdain for cooking and cleaning up.  He
began to imagine that the other diners often stared at him and wondered about
his history.


Ruben
had often considered how loneliness was a component of human existence, how
loneliness could drive someone’s life off-track into random places and
addictions. He had assigned novels to his students where the theme was the feeling
of abandonment or isolation.  Ruben had created a lesson plan for the Beach
Boys’ megahit, “God Only Knows,” to demonstrate the universal acknowledgment of
the feelings associated with separation from love.  The song now seeped into
his consciousness as he panned the faces of the regulars wondering if God
really knows their desolation.


Agnes
returned with his dinner.  “Here is one order of our meatloaf special, sir. 
Will there be anything else?”


Ruben
looked up at her.  “Well, I was kinda hoping you would continue with your
analysis.”


“I
see.  Well, sir, did you notice that among our fifty regulars, I only accounted
for about forty-nine?”


“I
hadn’t really noticed.”


“Well,
given our house definition of a regular and also qualifying as a ‘lost soul,’
number fifty would be you, sir,  if you don’t mind me saying so, purely in the
interest of science.  Uh,  I’m sorry, I have to pick up an order.”  


It
was several minutes before Ruben was able to flag her down.  She spoke as she
rushed past him.  “Can I get you something, sir?  More water?”


“Slow
down, Agnes.  What did I do wrong?”


“I
can’t say any more.  You’re a customer.”


“Don’t
worry about it.  I have a feeling I’m not going to be coming here too much
anymore anyway.”


“I
talked it over with everyone here and even started a short report about you.”


“About
me?”


“Yes,
sir. You’re not like the other lost souls.   It seems that while you have most
of the qualifications of being a lost soul, you are way different.”


Ruben
turned away.  Acid pooled in his stomach.


“We
watched you with a Mexican woman who dressed like Marilyn Monroe.  Before that,
the cooks were telling me that you would occasionally come in with an
assortment of women who were super sexy.  Kinda ironic, we thought.   Then
there is the big black woman…  She doesn’t fit in.”


“Luanne? 
I told you I work for her.”


“And
the other women?”


“I
meet them in airports--I’m also a regular at airports.”


“Still,
it seems that you are somehow able to balance on the edge of loneliness.”


“Balance?”


“Yeah,
how you do it?  You should be sitting here a couple of nights a week, eating
alone, only talking to your regular waitress.  You should be going home to a
couch and television, maybe a pet, or talk to your relatives if they’re talking
to you.  You should be getting fat, letting yourself go such that you’re barely
identifiable as an opposite sex.  Or if you did stay with a spouse, you barely
speak, not enjoying any companionship…”


Ruben
looked down at his meatloaf.  “That’s quite a speech…”


“Been
thinking about it all week.  How many people are regulars at Sitton’s and how
many are not?  How do you keep from falling in the pool?”


“All
I did was do someone a favor.”


“Well,
whatever you did, keep doing it.”




Ruben
walked home deep in thought.  His so-called secret lifestyle had been more than
casually observed.  At first, he was mortified, though he believed he concealed
his unease well.  Then he realized that despite the observation that he was
often seen in the company of Luanne, Melvin, and a provocative assortment of
women, that nothing terrible had happened. No police rushed to question him. 
No one connected him to aiding and abetting girlfriends for hire. 


He
reached his apartment building.  He entered via the main entrance to check the
mailbox he had been neglecting for a few days.  As he thumbed through his
envelopes, another tenant, a woman in her mid-fifties, approached the
mailboxes.  Ruben noted that though he had maybe said hello to her a handful of
times, he didn’t really know her at all, except that he made the connection
that she must have been living in the building as long as he had—at least
twelve years.


The
woman stopped to stare at Ruben.  “Can I tell you something?”


Ruben
thought nothing of her inquiry.  “Sure, what’s up?”


The
woman launched right in.  “Are you aware that you’ve been seen with a lot of
women coming and going from your apartment.  One night I saw you with three
women. I saw a big black man pounding on your door.  I’m not a peeping Tom, but
this is a nice building.”


Ruben
stared at the woman, his brain on fire.  “Oh, my God!  Oh, my god!  I’m
busted.”  But that’s not what came out of his mouth.  “How long have you lived
here?”


“Me? 
About fifteen years.”


“Are
you married?”


“I’m…
I’m divorced.”


“How
many men have come to your apartment during the time you’ve lived here?”


“What?
I’m not the subject here.  Some of your women, especially that one who used to
live in apartment 212…”


Ruben
paused to wince, probably visibly.  He feared his face reflected shock and
defensiveness.  However, his years being pushed around by Luanne had given him
the confidence to take a different tack.  “Ah, yes,” he said, “I remember her. 
Very interesting woman.  That was many years ago.  Did you ever speak to her?”


“Me? 
Speak to that woman?”


“I
don’t recall seeing men enter your apartment.  Of course, I don’t even know
which is your apartment.”


The
woman stepped back.  “Okay, I see I shouldn’t have said anything.  I’ve
mentioned this to the apartment manager.”


“Oh,
you have?  That’s interesting, very interesting.  I hope you told him that I
happen to like women a lot.  I love their affection.  I love their smell.  And
I love meeting new women.  Most of my women friends come and go, as you say
very late at night, so you must be spying on me at night.  As for the big,
black man, he works for a limousine company that often picks me up when  I do
computer work for his boss’s company.   Now, I just noted which mailbox yours
is.”


The
woman scampered off.  Ruben marveled that he didn’t feel anxious.  Rather, he
felt completely empowered, probably influenced by Luanne.















Chapter 1
“...you couldn’t afford  my services anymore.”

August
10, 1997


Ruben’s phone rang at six-thirty a.m. 
He sighed.  It had to be his mother, maintaining her tradition of being the
first to wish her second son happy birthday.  After eight rings, the phone
ceased to be an annoyance. His head fell back on his pillow.


 While considering
how he should appear to be overjoyed to hear from his mother, his mind reviewed
his status: Summer school had finished about a week ago; he just had to wait
out three weeks for school to re-open.  He thought of driving to the Grand
Canyon, about nine hours away..  When he eventually did return his mother’s
call, he will earnestly try to just listen and not defend himself on his
birthday.


The phone rang again.  No sense
upsetting his mother.  “Hello, Mom.  How are you today?”


An unfamiliar voice responded, “Am I
speaking to Roberto Renteria?”


Without thinking, he said, “Yes, it is. 
To whom am I speaking?”


“Yes, Mr. Renteria, this is Michelle at
Lucort Enterprises.  I’m calling to wish you a very happy birthday.”


“Lucort Enterprises?  It’s seven a.m. 
Never heard of you.  Who told you it’s my birthday?  Is this a wake-up
service?”


“No sir, I’m an assistant, and I am to
tell you that you need to be at Sitton’s by nine-thirty a.m. for a birthday
breakfast.”


“Sitton’s?”


“In two-and-a-half hours, Sir.”


“Wait, you called me Roberto.”


“Yes, I did.  That’s what’s on my note. 
Do I have the right party?  You are Roberto Renteria?  Today is your
forty-fifth birthday?”


“Uh, you know that to?”


“And you will be at a restaurant called
Sitton’s by nine thirty this morning?”


“No, I don’t go there anymore.”


“My note says I’m not to take no for an
answer under any circumstances.”


“Okay!” he barked.  “It’s a definite
yes.  But we have to move it to the Denny’s a block away. And she better
not be late.”


“Who would that be, sir?”


“Luanne.  I’m guessing Lucort
Enterprises is Luanne.”


“I’m sorry, sir, I don’t know who Luanne
is.   My instructions are coming from someone named Roberta.”


Ruben was about to say, “You can tell
her to go fuck herself,” but he refrained.  Maybe something was about to happen
to break up the isolation of the past several months.




At nine-thirty a.m., Ruben entered the
nearby corporate Denny’s where he was definitely not a regular.  Even on a
Thursday morning, the breakfast rush was still on.  A busboy directed him to a
booth in the back of one of the side rooms.  He plopped down on the side of the
booth facing the entrance.  He hadn’t laid eyes on Luanne in quite some time.
Two menus were placed on the table.  He drummed his fingers on one, but didn’t
bother to open it.  He knew what he was going to order.


When Luanne strode in like she owned the
place, Ruben immediately noticed that much was different about her.  She was
wearing makeup.  She had a professional hairstyle, and she wore gold jewelry. 
Luanne was also carrying an expensive looking purse, not the baggy thing she
carried previously from which she dug out crumpled cash to pay for pancakes. 
Also different, Melvin was not in tow.  She stopped to speak to a busboy,  who
hustled to bring two cups of coffee to the table before she sat.


Luanne sat down and immediately thumbed
through the menu.  A female server approached.  Luanne uncharacteristically
made eye contact with the server.  “Sweetie, can you make me an egg white
omelet with ham?”  The young woman nodded.  “Okay, I gonna have an egg white
omelet, no potatoes, give me tomatoes, dry wheat toast, butter on the side, and
he gonna take the large stack of pancakes and scrambled egg whites.  And I be
ready for my second cup of coffee.”


Luanne looked around the coffee shop as
if to face down anyone who might be staring at her.  Ruben couldn’t discern if
she was funny by performing a caricature of herself, or she was showing off a re-invented
woman.


“So how did you know today was my
birthday?”  Ruben finally asked.


“From your driver’s license.”


“What?  How did you get that?”  He was
genuinely shocked.


“I got it a long time ago.”


“Did you have one of your staff steal
it?”


“Nothing illegal, Roberto.  One of the
Robertas took a picture of it.”


“Which one?”


“Not sure, but I think it be the first
one.  She be a take no chances freak.”


Ruben mused.  “I remember how it took
her a long time to feel safe in my apartment.  She would hold onto the door
knob.  I think she brought a knife on one of our dates.”


“Well, I wouldn’t know anything about
that.  How you  be doing, my old friend?”


“I’m all right,” he shrugged.


“You gettin’ married?”


“What?  Why do you ask that?   I think
Josie might be getting married.”


“Who Josie?”


“The one who costumed herself like
Marilyn Monroe.”


“Roberto, that don’t  help me.  I got a
bunch of those.  Of all the shit I seen over the years, the Marilyn thing be
tried and true. We can take any old  bitch, any  color, and turn her into
Marilyn gold.”


Ruben stared at her.  A question formed
on his face.


Luanne cut him off.  “Don’t even go
there.  I be  much younger than you.  It just be that I seen more than you that
makes me look much older.”


Ruben inquired, “How come you’re not
swearing, fuck this, fuck that?”


“Because I be a business woman now. 
Have to talk to banks, real estate agencies, investment firms, lawyers.   Don’t
worry, I still got a toilet mouth, gotta keep my staff in line.”


“Are you still in the escort business?”


“Who wants to know?”


Ruben cut-off the interrogation. 
Luanne’s professional demeanor suggested something had changed, but still
operating below the radar.  The busboy came to refill their coffee cups.


“I be  feeling generous today, Roberto. 
Anything I can get you for your birthday?”


“No, I’m good.”


“There you go lyin’ to me again.”


“I’m not lying.  Since I figured I
haven’t heard from you in a while, I moved on.  This is nice having breakfast
with you, but you don’t owe me anything, and I don’t owe you anything.”


“You be  the only motherfucker who say
shit like that--everybody owe something.”  


Ruben was anxious, but he put on a game
face. “Sorry, I don’t want to say or do anything to upset you.  Please, I want
to move on. I no longer have an addiction  for your services.”


“That be good because you couldn’t
afford my services anymore.  Do you need some money?”


“What?  No.”


“Since I can’t give away nothing else, I
thought maybe you might want a down payment on a new car.”


Ruben’s head jerked back.  “No, I’m
good, but I must say that’s an incredible offer.”


The food was set down on the table. 
Luanne ate slowly, not saying anything for several minutes.  “How ‘bout I give
you a job?”


“What?  What’s going on, Luanne?”


“My accountant showed me a way I can pay
you untraceable.”


“I don’t need a job, Luanne.   I love
being a teacher.  The work I get with other schools is challenging and
creative.”


“See, that be the thing about you,
Roberto.  You be in it for the challenge and creativity.  Probably why you
don’t got  any woman by your side.”  Ruben, increasingly suspicious of an
ulterior motive for this birthday breakfast, said nothing.   He lectured
himself, “Get up and leave.” 


Luanne had an uncanny sense of human
nature. “You want to leave, I ain’t  stopping you.  And I ain’t trying to get
you into any trouble.   You be the one who helped create this thing.  I just
thought you should have something.”  She took out a piece of paper.  “My lawyer
told me that you probably won’t sign nothing legal, so he came up with the idea
that all you need do be to read this paper aloud to me.  Don’t worry, you don’t
got  to use your name.  This be only used if you change your mind later.”


Ruben muttered through, “I make no claim
to any real property or financial property legally owned by an acquaintance I
only know as Luanne.  I make no claim to involvement in the operations, income,
or assets of Lucort Enterprises.  Luanne affirms that she has no interest in
any real property or financial property belonging to me.  She has never
compensated me for any exchange of property or consultation. She bids me well.”


Ruben put the paper down.  Clearly,
nowhere was he asked to sign or say his name.  The intent at least protected
from what he could only assume.  He figured that after all these years, Luanne
had something big to hide.  What was more jolting, was that, obviously, she had
discussed him with a lawyer.


“So all I have to do is read this aloud,
and you’ll leave me alone.”


“Yep, my friend.  I put the paper in my
purse.”  She touched the expensive purse by her side.  “We figured you wouldn’t
sign nothing, but I gotta have at least some flimsy oral agreement that you
don’t come after me.”


“Why would I come after you?  I am just
now beginning to sleep better at night.  You must be making a lot of money.  Is
your website doing well?”


“Are you going to read that paper over
again?”


“Can I think about it?”


“What the fuck for?”


“Luanne, who is your lawyer?  I
sincerely doubt any of this is legal.”


“Well, that settles it.  You got half a
brain.  My lawyer said if you got half a brain you will say this be illegal.  I
got to have something that say we had a conversation.”


Her tone of voice made him anxious.  It
reminded him of the seamier side of Luanne.  If only he hadn’t answered the
call for help from apartment 212.  He grabbed the paper and started to read it
aloud very rapidly.  Luanne snatched it out of his hand and glared angrily at
him.


“Idiot!  What the fuck be the matter
with you?  You wouldn’t be here or even living in California if you really
scared of me.   Okay, here be the deal.  That website that you helped me start,
now brings in a shit load of money.  And it be doing it based on some ideas I
worked out with you.  Course, no way can you have one of my employees stay with
you for an entire weekend for less than a thousand, but I do cater to the
low-rollers like you and I  got it worked out.  I don’t keep no fuckin’, skinny
ass fashion models on my staff.”


Ruben, having been chastised, lowered
his eyes and stared at his pancakes.


“You know that flower shop on the
corner?”


“Yeah, where I used to pick up…”


“I own it.  I also own the little
boutique across the street.  Got the picture?”  Ruben didn’t want to
acknowledge anything.  “Melvin just watches those locations.  If a client
drives up in a Beamer or a Benz or maybe a fuckin’ big redneck truck, deal be
off.”


“You shouldn’t be telling me this,
Luanne…”


She ignored him. “I tell bitches that
walk in that they gotta pay to go to a woman doctor that has an office across
the street from me.  They gotta pee in a cup, plus the doc checks them for
scars, cuts, tats, and stuff.   They don’t got the money for the inspection,
Melvin tell them to hit the road.”


“But…”


“Shut up, Roberto.  They give me all
their money. I launder it for them.  They get a check that can be used to give
the government.  I hold onto some in the event they be needing medical
treatment.   And you know what else?  I be thinking of getting a shrink on my
staff if they need to unload all the shit building up in their heads from
lookin’ at uriney dicks all day long.”


“But why are you telling me all this? 
Your lawyer…”


“Fuck my lawyer and my accountant!” 
Luanne bent her head closer to Ruben.  “I just want you to know I be keeping
everyone safe.  And no fuckin’ high school girls step one inch into my
establishment.  Everybody gotta be twenty-one.”


Ruben looked dumbfounded.  He thought,
“She must have been working her ass off.  No wonder she looks thinner.  She’s
dangerous but also intriguing.”


“Well?”  she demanded.  “You got any
questions?”


Ruben shook his head.


Luanne was on fire as she rambled.  “And
I be an equal opportunity employer.  I got all races.  They can be tall,
fat, skinny,  big chest, no chest, and they can be ugly, but not too ugly.  But
they gotta be over twenty-one, even if they ain’t, but look over twenty-one. 
And everyone gets the same pay.  I tell them don’t take no gratuity because
that be where I get in-house problems, but they could easily lie to me, but not
for long.  And then I tell them, they got a choice.  Do what I say or get the
fuck out.  Walk the fuckin’ street if you think you be better off.  Stay with
me, and you got a better chance of keepin’ your teeth in your head, keepin’
cuts and broken bones off your booty, your pussy gonna last longer, and maybe
you walk away with enough dinero to start your own business.”


Ruben was trembling at her intensity. 
“Okay, you proved your point.  I want to thank you for my birthday breakfast. 
I gotta get home and do some stuff...”


“You not going anywhere yet.  Relax. 
Sit down.  Have another cup of coffee.”


Ruben trembled.


“And stop that damn shaking.  I told you
about that before.”   Uncharacteristically, she took his hand and pat it to
soothe him.  “How come you not married yet, Roberto?  I figure you be great
with kids.  Get a wife, backyard, all that shit.  Be a regular guy.”


Ruben winced at the epithet “regular
guy.”  She stroked his arm.  “It not like you haven’t had opportunities.”  She
waited for him to speak.  “You know what your problem be, my friend?”  


Ruben shook his head slowly.


“Sure, you do.  You ain’t a normal guy. 
And you gotta take my word on this because I got decades of experience dealing
with dudes and listening to the stories my staff tell.  My bitches say you be
weird, but weird in a good way.”


She had his attention.


“You be looking for someone who takes on
personal challenges and does creative shit, but for real, not some phony.  They
have to look a certain way—not some Marilyn Monroe wacko—and they got to make a
connection to your brain.  And your brain always be makin’ up new crazy shit. 
You don’t think normal.”


“Thanks for the compliment, Luanne, but
I don’t know what would have given you all these ideas.”


“I got it all back when I debrief the
staff.  For the first couple years, we still didn’t trust you.  You took one of
the bitches on a cruise?  But the thing that gets us the most is those little paragraphs
you write up that describe my bitches.  Some of them write it down so they can
remember to act like that when they be on a date.  I always get some bitch
askin’,  ‘Who wrote that? It be so cute.  Lots of motherfuckers want to meet
me.’”


Ruben finally smiled.  “The truth is, it
was fun to write them. I just whizzed them off.  I think I wrote ten a night. I
don’t even know how many I wrote.”


“Forty, and I could use more.”


Ruben sat back.  “Is this what this
meeting is really about?”


“I be  trying to offer you money.”  She
became strategically silent.


Out
of intrigue, Ruben asked, “How
many more do you need?”


“Maybe twenty, but just a little bit
longer.  I got a new kind of inventory.”


“What kind of new inventory?”


“You know what a MILF be?”


“Never heard of it.”


“How about a cougar?”


“An animal, isn’t it?”


“Shut up, Roberto.  Don’t you ever look
at porn on the Internet?” 


 Ruben didn’t say anything, but looked a
little guilty.  


“Well, here be the thing.  A MILF is a
‘Mother I’d Like to Fuck.’  Basically, it be an older lady who fucks young
guys.  A cougar is about the same thing.  So, one of my younger bitches brings
in this fifty-two-year-old who says she needs money.  I told her she be wasting
her time.  She told me she fucked two twenty-year-old horny dudes and got
money, but they tore her up.  You know, down below.  She heard I run a safe
operation.  She showed me a picture of her fixed up.  So I got to thinkin’
about it, and I put her on the calendar.    She brought in some dough, but fuckin' disappeared like they all do,  so now I
want to put on about ten more.  And I need you to do some write-ups for my new
section  on MILFs.”


“Does sound interesting.  But, why do
you need twenty more?”


“So I can pad my inventory.  Sell the
same bitch under a different name.  Didn’t you ever hear of ‘bait and switch’?”


“So you want to advertise older women as
esccorts?  What makes you think your clientele is going to go for it?

      “Because I did market research.”


“How did you do that?”


“I got some stuff out of a book and talkin’ to
competitors.  I send the bitches out to ask questions at the end.”


“Like what?”


“They ask, ‘If you was to brag about your
girlfriend would it make you feel better to say your girlfriend be a sexy girl
younger than you or a sexy woman older than you?’  It almost be half and half,
but the dudes said they would brag about a sexy older woman because it be more
believable that they be doin’ an older woman with accessories.”


Ruben mused, “Sounds smart, but how am I
supposed to make up all these profiles?”


“How does any company promote?” Luanne
lectured disdainfully. “Do some market research.  You talk to these old
bitches, find out who they think they be.”


“I didn’t say I would do it.”


“It gonna be worth your while.  How your
computer be doing?”


“Uh, it’s old.”


“Maybe you need a new one.  Could be a
birthday present.”


After talking for close to two hours,
they walked out together.  Ruben noticed that many patrons stared at them. 
When Luanne paid the bill at the antique cash register near the entrance, she
said to the cashier, “He be my accountant.  Only does math when I buy him
pancakes.”


Outside was considerably warmer than
inside the restaurant.  Ruben walked Luanne to what appeared to be a new
Lexus.  “I guess I have to compliment you on your success, and for the great
care you’ve given your staff.  Someone should do an article about you.  I guess
you must have had a lot of powerful experiences to set you on this goal of
yours.”


“To keep my bitches' bones from being broke?” she said,
without looking at him as she unlocked her car. "Not all of them listen.  It ain't like how  you write fail on their homework.  I seen what happens when they don't do as I tell them.   


Ruben began to turn to leave.  “Well, bye, Luanne.”


With her back to Ruben, she asked, “You
remember someone called Kiko?”  


Ruben froze. 


“You remember her, don’t you?” she
continued as she sat behind the wheel of her white Lexus.


He nodded, barely moving his head.


“She came by to see me a while back.”


“When?” Ruben interrupted.


“A while back. You remember her friend? 
The one whose shit you cleaned up?”  Luanne clenched her steering wheel. 
Ruben’s face paled.  “Of course, you do.   Kiko told me they moved to Vegas. 
They started out dancing, but no pussy work.  They did join up with an escort working out
of a building across from a hotel.  One night Roberta didn’t come back
from a date.  Kiko checked all the hospitals because that shit hole of a
service said it be none of their business.   Some motherfucker told Kiko it be
some kind of drug overdose, but Kiko said Roberta didn’t do no drugs ‘cause she
wanted to  go back to Nebraska with some bucks.”

[image: Image] 
Ruben uncontrollably fell against the
car.  Luanne handed him a piece of paper through the car window:




“That be  all I got to say about it.”


Ruben cried all the stumbling walk back
to his apartment.  He stopped by apartment 212, checked to see if anyone was
watching, and kissed the door.  Once inside his apartment, he bawled for hours.








Chapter 2
“And wear a red flower on your coat, 

so she’ll recognize you.”

It was the first Friday night ending the first week of school for the 1997-1998
school year.  Ruben sipped two light beers over a  two-hour duration at a happy
hour on the patio of Luminarias Restaurant.  He made short work of an order of
nachos.  Teachers don’t usually stay too long at these events.  Ruben was the
exception.  Most of the female teachers had families at home.  Ruben,
forty-four, made the hard realization that he was a little too old to hit on
the new female teachers, though he spoke to every one of them.


He
was still hungry, so he picked up some Panda Express to eat on his couch in his
freshly painted apartment.  After he had deposited his first paycheck, he
intended to buy a new couch and maybe some other things to freshen up the
place, since he had no incentive, let alone desire, to move to a new place.  
In addition to his regular bi-weekly housekeeper, he made an appointment for a
deep cleaning service that would scour the cabinets, move the beds, and detail
his two bathrooms.   He was also intent on buying some new clothes. 


It
was still warm outside, the sliding glass door to his balcony was open.  The
sound from his TV competed with traffic.  Ruben didn’t care.  With two beers
and a stomach full of fast food, he believed he would soon be sound asleep. 
The phone rang.


He
answered in a drowsy, slurred voice.  “Hello?”


“What?! 
You fucked up?  What the hell, Roberto?”


“Is
that you, Luanne?”


“No,
it be your mother, you fucked-up fool!  You still whimpering over dead
Roberta?”


Ruben
had gotten over Tracy Klepacki; after all, it had been many years. Still, he
had often replayed scenes with her while driving home, while jogging, and even
during proms.  “I was at a happy hour, Luanne.  I had two beers, and it has
been a long day.”


“You
got plans tomorrow night?”


“Saturday
night?”


“Yeah,
Saturday night.  You got a hot date?”


“What
do you want, Luanne?”


“I
want you to do market research at restaurant tomorrow night.  You got to dress
professional, maybe look like a computer nerd.”


“Wear
a tie?”


“No,
but a sports coat.  Look serious and professional--don’t look like you there to
squeeze her ass.”


“Luanne,
I never confirmed that I would help you out.”


Luanne
played him with a begging tone.  “Could you just be there?  Trust Luanne.  This
going to be an interesting, creative experience for you.  Bring something to
take notes with.  And you need to get one of these cell phone things.”


She
hung up, but two minutes later she called back.  “And wear a red flower on your
coat, so she’ll recognize you.” 








Chapter 3
“Why you asking me these questions?”

September 1997


Of course, he couldn’t help himself—the intrigue
was overwhelming.  After receiving the address from a female who identified
herself as an “assistant,” he drove to the steak restaurant, where he gave the
name Roberto to obtain his table, which had been reserved by Lucort
Enterprises.  As the hostess showed him to his table, she said, “Thank you for
your consideration, Sir, or should I thank your firm?  Lucort has already paid
the bill, including gratuity to include dinner for two and one bottle of wine
from our cellar.  Do you know the name of the second person in your party so
that I might seat him or her immediately?”


“Actually, I don’t know--this is a business
meeting.  I’m from out of town.”


“Very good, Sir.”


As the hostess turned to leave, a woman appeared
at a distance.  The woman was looking around, but when she spotted Ruben’s red
carnation that he had purchased in a supermarket, she approached.  “Mr.
Roberto?”


Ruben rose.  “No, just Roberto.  Won’t you have a
seat?”


She moved to stand close to him and whispered, “Am
I dressed okay?”


Ruben gave her a quick up and down inspection. 
She was drawing some attention from other restaurant patrons; he didn’t want
anyone to catch him gawking.  “Yes, you’re fine.  Please sit down.”


Actually, she was a little inappropriate.  Very
high heels, a little too much eye-popping cleavage constrained by a tight
blouse, dangling earrings, and most noticeable—heavy make-up and perfume.  Her
figure was adequate and appealing for a woman, whom he had been informed, was
fifty-five.   What attracted Ruben was her longish hair with a few carefully
arrayed gray strands.


“I’m a little nervous.  I haven’t been on a job
interview in twenty years.”


Ruben was stumped; he didn’t know what to say
except, “Would you care for red or white wine?”


The woman looked puzzled and whispered, “I thought
I’m not allowed to drink.”


Ruben faked confidence.  “Uh, you’re allowed to
drink, but not to get drunk.”


“White, then.”


Ruben ordered the wine and suggested she look over
the menu. “Take your time,” he told her so he could stall while thinking what
to ask.  Then it occurred to him that he could proceed anyway he wanted.  His
goal was to get this woman to reveal enough so that he could compose some
vignettes.  He could and would ask her anything that popped into his mouth.  He
hid behind his menu.


He peeked at the woman.  She seemed nervous, which
was to be expected, but perhaps not as nervous as he was.  The woman had
rendered herself attractive by way of cosmetics, dangling earrings and
cleavage, but she was not someone who could be a professional head-twister.  
She probably made her way through life by being the only sexy one wherever she
worked, easily attracting men.   Ruben wondered what she would look like in the
morning and whether she had varicose veins or a cottage cheese ass.  He made a
mental note that she was perfect for the business model:  alluring, but not too
intimidating.


The server came.  Ruben asked his date, “Have you
decided?”


She responded, “Uh, no.  You go first.”


Ruben asked the server, “Is the meatloaf good?”


“Sir, everything is good here.  Ours is based on a
German recipe with some of the ingredients imported, such as mushrooms and a
special kind of tart apple.”


“You know what,” responded Ruben.  “I’m going to
have the Chinese chicken salad.”


The woman spoke up immediately.  “That sounds
good.  I’ll have that, too.”


When the server departed, Ruben commenced with,
“I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”


“I was told to say Roberta.”


“Roberta?  Hmm, good choice.  Very creative.”  He
took another moment to run his eyes over her.  “I gotta ask you, Roberta, why
do you want to be…”  He stopped in mid-sentence, despite his impression that
Roberta would tell him her whole life story, which was not the point of this
meeting.  “Roberta, uh, tell me about your personal life in  high school.”


“High school?  That’s pretty far back, isn’t it?”


“Tell me about any boyfriends.”


“What does that have to do with how I am now?”


“Just tell me anything you want, but from back
then.”


“Well, I didn’t have a boyfriend in high school. 
But it was sorta all I thought about.  I read magazines about how to get a boy,
but my mother would find the magazines and take them away.   I remember that a
new boy moved into the area.  Actually, he was a tenth grader when I was a
twelfth grader.  We didn’t live in no great neighborhood, so I could only guess
how he was brung up.  Anyway, I had to pass by his house every day, and one day
he calls out to me something like, ‘How big are your tits?’  Well, I ran off,
but I heard him laughing.   So, I told some of my friends about it, and we all
decided we’d get back at that little rat.  So, we all walked by his house, and
now he doesn’t say anything because there was a bunch of us.  He starts to walk
away, and I don’t know where it came from, but I yelled out, ‘Where you going,
little penis boy?’  Of course, we all ran, but I think something changed in me
that day.”


“Why do you think you were changed?”


“Hell if I know, but I got a little braver around
boys.  I called another guy at school penis boy, and he started talkin’  to me
and hangin’ out with me.  And a few weeks later he got me to take off my top,
and I let him squeeze my boobs.”


“And…” Ruben led her.


“I liked it.  I liked it a lot.”


“I thought so.”


The woman looked quizzical.  “Are you supposed to
be a sex expert or something?”


“Nope, not at all.  I’ve heard the same story many
times.  And I read a lot.”


“Is it good enough story for you, or do you need
me to say something else?”  She bent to whisper, “I can tell you what I can do
to my… my what you call them?”


“Not Johns.  Don’t ever call them that.   You’re
an escort, a professional girlfriend.  Your work is to make sure your date
doesn’t feel like a failure, to build up his confidence, maybe give him advice
on how to get a real girlfriend.”


“So what do I call them?”


“Uh, your boyfriend, your date… Oh, when you’re
with them, you can call them ‘my love,’ or ‘my sweetie.’”


“All that?  When do I fuck ‘em?  Isn’t that part
of it?”


“I’m sorry.  That’s not what we do.”


“What the hell?  What am I gettin’ paid for?”


“I just told you.  To be a professional
girlfriend, and, in your case to make a guy who is much younger than are you
feel good about himself.  That’s how they come back for more.  That’s how you
get repeat business.  That’s how come I’m asking you questions on how you are
as a girlfriend.”


“Fuck, all I ever did was show tit and put out.  I
can talk real dirty, get a dude all horny.”


“Is that how you got your first husband?”


“Huh?  Well, sorta.  He was my boss.”


Ruben was getting bored.  “It figures.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Let me ask you, Roberta, when you were being
courted by your boss, where did you go on dates?”


“Dates?  We went to dinner a lot.  Sometimes to a
bar.  Sometimes to a movie.  I got him to take me dancing once.”


“What sort of trips did he take you on?”


“Oh, we went to Vegas.”


“Did you go on any road trips, visit any national
parks?  Go to special events?”


“No, we always needed to be near a bed…”


“And he married you because you were good in bed?”


“Not exactly.  I started playing hard to get. 
Went out with another guy and let him see me all dressed up like this going out
with another guy.”


“You got him jealous?”


“Fuck, yeah.”


“But you liked him enough to want to get married?”


“You’re pissing me off, Mr. Roberto.  Why you
asking me these questions?  All I want to do is make money doing something that
comes easy for me.”


Ruben had a hunch and asked her, “Have you ever
been arrested?”


Roberta clenched her fists, and her face turned
beet red.  “You’re not supposed to ask me that.”


“I was just validating what I was starting to
wonder about you.  One last question.  Can you be nice and understanding? 
Suppose you date a guy who’s ten years younger than you, nervous, and shaking. 
What would you do?”


“Give them a blowjob.”


Ruben changed the subject.  They finished dinner. 
He told her, “We’ll get back to you.”


      


Around eleven-thirty that night, Ruben was wrapped
in a light blanket on his couch watching TV.  The caller sang, “Guess who?”


“I’ve been  waiting for your call, Luanne.”


“Did you get  a good dinner on me?”


“Look, Luanne, I don’t want to tell you how to run
your business…”


“Because you don’t  know the first fuck about it…”


“Anyway, Roberta has the look and potential, but
she’s probably going to be a problem.”


“They all be problems, my friend, every single one
of them.  That be why I don’t keep them on my calendar long.”


“Well, this one has no clue about how to treat a
guy except to seduce them.”


“So?”


“I don’t think she’ll be good for repeat
business.”


“Yeah,  if all she got be  pussy, there be plenty
of that.”


“Sorta what I was thinking.”


“But did you get any ideas out of her so your
right brain can write up some shit for the website?”


“Right brain?  Uh, let me work on it.”







Chapter 4
“Because the whole world be upside down.”

October 1997




This
is Jane.  Jane never learned about love.  She told us that her parents kept
her close at hand, but one day, when she was seventeen, while walking home from
her high school, some younger boys teased her about her breasts.  Every time
she walked by, the boys teased her about her chest.  A friend advised her to
fight back by calling out “How big is your penis?” which stopped the teasing. 
The boys became more interested in her; in fact, they all gave her attention. 
Simone learned love from younger boys and magazines.   She told us that she
never really had a true love, though married twice (no children).  Single
again, she feels she is best doing what she did when she was in high school. 
She just wants to be someone’s girlfriend.



This
is Ellen.  Though still attractive and active in her mid-fifties,  apparently
Ellen never got it right:  divorced three times.  She told us, “I never learned
my lesson.  I always fell for the wrong man.  I never really knew what to do. 
Now, I just want to take it slow, do different things.”   Ellen knows how to be
good company, but wants to do down- to-earth things on dates, like car shows,
hikes, picnics, and maybe a cruise.




Luanne
called to tell him that she received the profiles in her email.  “Yeah, these
be better than I thought.  Will you take two hundred a piece?”


“I
don’t want any money for you.”


“You
big fool, I gonna give you cash in non-sequential twenties.  Whatcha think, the
FBI, the fuckin’ CIA, and Interpol will be puttin’ you on the most wanted
list?   The only person you have to fear is James Bond if he goes after you for
human flesh trafficking.  But we be in the calendaring business—just helping
professional women manage their busy schedules.”


“Please,
Luanne, I just want to have peace of mind.”


“But
you do good work.  Everyone I show says so.”


“I’m
okay, Luanne.  You bought me some dinners.”


“Well,
then how am I supposed to ask you to write me at least ten more?”


“Ten
more?  How am I supposed to do that?  You need to find me more ethnic types. 
I’ve been writing about white women.”


“Roberto,
the white women, they be the gravy in this.  We got this nerdy Mexican dude ask
us if we could ‘please’ get him a date with a white woman.  Not a chunky, old
Latina, not a light-skinned African queen, but a white woman.  Actually, we
just loaded him up with a very light-skinned afro.  He didn’t know the
difference, and we coached the bitch to act white.  It be easy.”


“Well,
don’t you have any mature women of color applying?”


“Listen
to you!  Roberto, I think you should come down here to tour the home office.  I
got all kind of colored skins working here that can pass as white.  You should
see the interview department.   You should see the feasibility department.”


“Feasibility? 
What does that mean?”


“You
don’t know the definition of feasibility?  Ain’t you a teacher, dumb ass? 
Feasible means…”


He
barked back, “I know what the word means.  How are you using it?”


“Say one of these old MILFs come in.  We all know the really old hoes can’t get fuck
work off the street, so they tryin’ this new game.  My Feasibility Department
try to figure out if we can make money off their booty and their brains. We
look at them real close--at their eyes for crow’s feet--and Melvin asks them to
show their bare asses to see if they be saggin’.  When we get a beaner or an
ebony bitch that’s been around, they usually really younger than a MILF, but
look like they been through the wringer.   Then we talk to them, see if they
gonna pick up the game or fuck themself up.   And you know what we think?  We
ask ourselves what Roberto might write about this one or that one.  We figure
it be easier for you to write about white or light-skinned to bring in business. 
We can just copy and change they skin color.”


“You’re
making me out to be racist in the worst possible way.  That’s just another
reason  I don’t want any connection to you.”


Luanne
hiked her tone. “Fuck that racist shit!  I know if I get some nerdy white dude
and I got a feasible black bitch, he gonna dive for it.  But no drop dead
gorgeous black bitch has applied for the advertised position, dumb-ass.”


 After
a long pause,  Luanne sneered, “You going to hang up on me, Roberto?”


“No,
I’m thinking.  How many more profiles do you need?”


“Ten
or twenty.”


“Let
me get back to you.  I want to try something.  Watch your email.”


It
was ten o’clock on a school night.  Ruben went into his second bedroom/office
to turn on his computer.  He wrote until one-thirty a.m.  He emailed two
samples to Luanne.




Well
into her fifties, Lydia has experienced both sides of life with a white mother
and a black father.  Her first marriage was to a black man and her divorce five
years ago from a white man.  She’s never been able to figure out what she’s
attracted to in a man, so all she’s interested in is dating.  She told us, “If
I like a guy, I just want to curl up in his arms and rest my head on his
shoulder.  He doesn’t have to impress me because I’ve been there, done that,
and got divorced twice.  Interested in doing fun stuff, like at the beach. 
“Remember, I don’t drink or do drugs.  Just want to hang with a normal nice guy
that can help me forget about the  mistakes I made.”  




Camila
was born the middle of seven kids from the same mother, but probably not the
same father, as the other kids.  She might be part Mexican, part something
else.  In her interview, she said, “My mother had that sexy Latin look that
automatically attracted men, so I guess I inherited it.  Except for my boobs, I
didn’t get her figure. I have to use make-up, but when I do, I attract men like
flies.  That’s the story of my life:  I always attracted pests.  My kids are
grown and out of the house.  I’m just looking for a guy that won’t make me nervous,
keep me company.  I’ll be there for him.”  And Camila is bilingual.




The
next evening, Luanne called around ten-thirty.  Ruben was already reading in
bed.  “Why do you always call me so late, Luanne?”


“Cause
I be working my ass off getting the staff out on their dates.  We had a close
call tonight, had to pull a bitch out of a car.”


“Why? 
What happened?”


“It
always be the stinkin’ young twenties.  Smart-ass dude parks next to the flower
shop.  He gets out of the car alone, but when he takes the bitch back to the
car, Melvin spots two guys sit up in the back seat.  You know how big Melvin
is. He gets his baseball bat.   He reaches into the open window of the car and
grabs the driver by the throat.  Of course, there was the usual bad boy shit,
calling Melvin every name in the book, but Melvin he squeezed the boy’s neck
harder.”


“What
if one of the guys in the backseat had a gun?”


“One
did, and pointed it to Melvin.  Melvin always gets them with, ‘You think I be
alone?  You really think you gonna make it out of this parking lot with no
dents on your car and no dents on your head?’  Then Melvin points to my guy
across the street waving his camera.  We got the bitch out.  Sent her out with
an older dude two hours later.  Now, I got time to talk to you.”


“I
guess you see stuff like that a lot.”


“Maybe,” she said blithely.


“Okay,
if that’s all you want to say…”


“Roberto,
I told you I seen a lot.  You would think that gettin’ pussy would be no big
deal in life.  I mean, walk down any street, and there be pussy everywhere.”


“Well,
most of it’s married or spoken for.”


“No,
it ain’t. Over half the pussy on the street be cryin’ out for a dick.”


“Is
that what you believe?”


“I
wouldn’t said it if I didn’t know it to be one hundred percent true.”


Ruben
laughed.  “Oh, yeah.  I read your article in Playboy magazine.   So,
Professor Luanne, how come a business like yours flourishes?”


“Who
wants to know?”


“The
whole world.  Why can’t everyone have love?”


“Because
the whole world be upside down.”


“No
one would know better than you.”


“The
whole love and marriage thing is the stupidest thing on planet Earth.  That’s
why the aliens don’t come here.  What they gonna see?  Dudes be no better than
a dog jumpin’ the backyard fence lookin’ for another bitch.”


“Not
all dudes…”


“Yeah,
just every dick, ‘cept  Roberto.  Why does a dude want to pay for it?  Why does
a dude need more than one naked body?  Why does a dude want to punch the bitch
up?”


 “That’s
been going on  for a lot longer than you and I been on the planet…”


“It
be the only world I know.”


“Did
you get my email with the profiles.”


“Yep. 
But I got some questions, and the staff wants to know, too.  How come you don’t
write down stuff like she got big tits, or ‘please call, my pussy be dripping,’
or ‘I guarantee that a date with me be better than jerking off to porn’?”


Ruben
chuckled.  “Has your staff checked out your competition?  That’s what the
competition is saying.  You want to be the same?”


“Fuck
no!”


“The
way I understand your business model, you want repeat business from some normal
guy who isn’t going to be trouble.  You want to be under the radar.  You want
no hint of illicit activity.  You want to provide fantasy dates for the
undateable.”


“Yeah,
that be it.  But dudes still want big tits.”


“So
show it in the online images, but if you use fake pics, you’ll eventually lose
out. We don’t want to intimidate your target audience.  He’s a normal looking
guy;  provide him normal looking women with realistic backgrounds.  Make him
feel good about himself.”


“We
talkin’ about dudes or you, Roberto?”


Ruben
didn’t answer.  He exhaled, “Fine, don’t use the profiles.  I gave it my best
shot.”


“Oh,
I be using them—since they be bi-racial.  You got me this far.  I don’t know
anyone else who think like you do.  Probably why you can’t find a real bitch
for yourself.  Write me up a few more.”


“I’ll
try, but I’m sort of dry on  material.”


“Just
leave that to me.” 







Chapter 5
“What are you

going to write about me?”

October 1997


Not
feeling uncomfortable in Sitton’s for concern of being spied on, Ruben sat down
at a Starbucks about two blocks from Sitton’s, still walkable from his
apartment complex.  When Melvin walked in, Ruben was both disappointed and
delighted.  Maybe it would be his chance just to talk to Melvin and pump him
for stories about Lucort.  Melvin entered, spotted Ruben, then left.  A few
minutes later, a chunky, but glamorous, long-haired woman entered.  Other patrons
looked up as she walked toward Ruben.  “I’m your coffee date, Mr. Roberto.” 
Ruben rose while she sat.


“I’m
supposed to say my name is Roberta.”  She looked around the restaurant. 
She made eye contact with a young man peering from behind a laptop.  She was
dressed inappropriately--a tight dress and heels.  Otherwise, she was light on
make-up, no plunging neckline, no dangling earrings.  


Ruben
offered, “Can I get you a cup of Joe?”


“How
about a flavored water.  I don’t want to stain my teeth with coffee.  These
pearlies cost too much.”


“Okay,
sure.”  Ruben procured two sparkling waters and observed this latest Roberta as
he waited in line to pay.”  At first, she seemed indifferent to the situation,
but then focused on Ruben. 


“Am
I okay so far?” she asked.  “I was told I had to meet your approval.”


“No,
it’s not like that. Who told you that?”


“The
guy who drove me here.  I don’t know his name yet.  It’s not the first time
I’ve been driven to a date.”


“I
can’t tell exactly how old you are.”


“I
was told to streak my hair gray, so I would look older.  I’m really forty-nine
going on the big five-O.” 


“Hmm, you’re actually older than me.  You
mentioned you’d been driven to dates before…”


She
began as if to get something off her chest.  “Trying to find out how come I
want to make money this way?  The short story is because I can. My husband was
a school principal.  He left me for a young teacher.  Look at me.  Do I look
like I let myself go?  He kicked me out.  I ended up in a one bedroom apartment. 
My kids barely came to see me.  There’s a gym in the building.  I started going
every day.  Guys started hitting on me, but I could care less.  Then one guy
offers to take me to Vegas.  Said I didn’t have to pay a dime.  Said I could
even have my own room.  My own room turned out to be sharing a suite with him
at the Versaille.  I didn’t get money, but I had a free vacation.  He said he
would take me again, but I had read about escorts.


“At
first I said to myself, I can do this without an escort agency.  You know, just
go on a date and see if some guy will pay for everything.  So next time I went
to the gym, I put on a lot of perfume.  I knew this one nerdy guy would be
there.  I started working out next to him. He noticed me and checked me out,
which proved to me I can do this, even if I was nervous.  I got him to take me
out to dinner about five times when he finally got around to asking me to come
to his apartment.


“I
had my plan.  I played shy.  I told him I wasn’t ready because I was just
divorced, which wasn’t exactly true.  I got this out of a book.”


“What
book?” Ruben interrupted.


“Just
some trashy novel about a hooker.  I read lots of them.”


“Did
your research, huh?”


 “Well,
I wasn’t sure I would really go through with it.  One book said to say I was
behind in my bills and needed money and to make out that money worries made me
a Nervous Nelly.  I told him that, and he offered to help.  First time, I
kissed him and let him squeeze me--one hundred dollars.  Second time, I
stripped and let him just look at me--two hundred dollars. Third time I went
over to his apartment, I shocked him by wearing lingerie under my jeans.  I
danced around and sat on his lap.  He took out his pencil dick…”


Ruben
interrupted.  “ Okay, I get the picture.”


“What’s
the matter?  Am I making you horny?”


“Yes,
you are.  Your story is good.  I’m the guy who will write a description of
you…”


Melvin
was suddenly standing by his side.  “Mr. Roberto, I just got a call.  I gotta
go.”


“Something
up?”


“Yes,
sir.  They need me.”


“Well,
it was nice meeting you, Roberta…”


Melvin
pressed both large hands on the table.  “You got to keep her.  I’m not going
back to the office.”


“Something
up with Luanne?”


Melvin
glared at him.  “Just keep her.  I’ll be back in a few hours.”  He threw forty
dollars on the table and jogged out.  Ruben watched Melvin whip open the door
on a black SUV, and screech rubber tearing out of the parking lot.


At
this suddenness, Roberta stood up panicked. “Oh, shit!”  She picked up her
purse and ran for the exit, heels clicking.  


Ruben’s
first thought was to go after her, but then an internal voice lectured him. 
“Are you out of your fucking mind?  Just let her go.  She probably has more
experience at this than you do.”  He sat down to finish his drink. 


When
Ruben exited the Starbucks a short time later, he looked in every direction. 
He shrugged and began to walk back to his apartment. He had gone about a
hundred yards when he heard the clicking of high heels ahead of him.  He broke
into a jog to catch up to her.


She
turned on him hysterically.  “Get away from me, asshole!  I’ll scream!”


Ruben
backed away a good ten yards.  He even put his hands up to suggest he meant no
physical harm.  “Did you call someone to get you?  Do you want me to call Lucort?” 



“You,
just keep away from me.”


“Okay. 
I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”


“Shut
the fuck up and leave me alone, or I’ll scream.”


At that, Ruben immediately turned to run the last
hundred yards to his apartment building.  The thought occurred to him that she
might follow him.  He made a sharp right down a side street to an alley and
circled behind her.  He watched her make several calls on a bulky cell phone
and pace back and forth on her heels next to the main intersection.  A police car
drove by and gave her the eye.  She crossed the street and paced under a street
lamp.  Ruben concealed himself behind a short wall.  He extracted his cell
phone from his pocket and called Lucort.  When he identified himself as “Mr.
Roberto,” he was told that they were aware of the situation, but only through
Melvin.  Ruben suggested someone call this Roberta to check in with her.  He
hung up.


As
he watched Roberta, he saw her answer the phone, then start screaming and
swearing so loud that it carried across the street.  The same police car passed
by and slowed down.  Ruben hid within the landscaping before a store front. 
The black and white vehicle u-turned in the middle of the intersection and
pulled up alongside Roberta.  Ruben realized he was about to witness dark
reality for the first time.  He remained in the shadows and called Lucort.  He
just said, “She’s about to get busted.”  The line went dead, but he could see
Roberta answering her phone.  She handed her cell phone through the window of
the police car.  He observed her pointing back in the direction of Starbucks. 
She crossed the street back to his side.  Ruben’s phone rang: A voice, not
Luanne’s, firmly ordered:  “Go back to Starbucks. Get there before she does. 
Say you’re her husband late for picking her up.”  


Ruben
knew a back alley that ran parallel to the street.  He ran as fast as he could
to Starbucks, straight into the entrance, arriving a minute before the police
car pulled into the parking lot.  Shaking like a leaf, he went out and approached
the police car.  “Have you seen a woman all dressed up?  I told my wife to meet
me here.”  The cops looked at each other suspiciously.  Roberta caught up a
minute later.  Ruben called out, “Honey, where have you been?  I’m sorry I’m
late.”  He grabbed her hand and winked.  As soon as she acknowledged knowing
him, the police car drove off.  


Roberta’s
chest was heaving, tears threatened to storm, and then her voice exploded. 
“Fuck!  Fuck! Fuck!”  Ruben put his hand over her mouth and backed her away
from Starbucks’ windows to prevent gawkers.  “Just come with me.”


“Where? 
What are you going to do to me?”


“To
my place.  I’ll give you a drink.  Melvin knows where I live.  He’ll pick you
up there.  We’re going to walk through this alley, so the cops don’t see you.” 
He took her hand and gently pulled her.  She didn’t speak, but trembled.  At
times he had to tug on her arm.  His cell rang.  She heard, “Yes, I’ve got
her.  Ok, I understand.  Tell him to call first.”


As
he opened his apartment door, he had to urge her in.  She began to jabber
nonsensically.  As he stared at her from behind, he could only see Tracy
Klepacki, Roberta two, three, four, the three Latinas on the run, Josie.  He
shook himself when he realized that he didn’t think of Jill, Diane, or
Clarissa.  He snapped out of it to find himself standing in front of a cabinet,
transfixed by a pint-sized bourbon bottle.  He stared into his living room
illuminated by a single lamp, backlighting Roberta’s form.  He opened a cold
can of lemon-lime soda and flowed the bubbling contents over the bourbon.  He
turned on the soundtrack of Miss Saigon, which he had been listening to
earlier.  He put the drink on the coffee table in front of her.  He sat down
and just stared out the sliding glass door.


Roberta
commented, “Oh, I like this.  Miss Saigon?”


 Ruben didn’t look at her.  “I like movie soundtracks. 
Do you want another drink?” 


“Yes,
please.”


“How
can I refuse such a polite woman.”  He pushed himself up from the plush chair
next to his coffee table to return to the kitchen where the bourbon bottle was
still sitting on the counter.


From
the living room, Roberta spoke.  “That has never happened to me before.”


“Me
neither.  And it’s not going to happen again.”


“I
never should have run.  If I had just stayed with you at the restaurant.”


“Yep.”


“You
must think I’m stupid.”


“Yep.”


“What
did Lucort say?”


Ruben
looked away.  


“They
were going to fuck me over, weren’t they?”


“The
truth?  They said if I didn’t want to go back to Starbucks, it is what it is.”


Roberta
was silent.  He handed her another drink.  


“I
could be in jail now?”


“Probably
taken in, questioned, and then released.  You just looked suspicious.  They
didn’t catch you doing anything.  Why’d you run?”


“I
don’t know who the fuck you are.”


“Considering
how you’re expecting to make money from strangers, what made you think I was
going to do anything to you?”


“It
was the way the big guy ran off.  That part  I wasn’t told.”


Ruben’s
cell phone rang.  He answered, “Yes, I still have her.  How much longer?  An
hour?  Shit, this wasn’t the deal.”  He hung up.


Roberta
waited for him to update her.  When he didn’t, she said, “I’m stuck here with
you?  Am I supposed to blow you in the meantime so you can check me out?”


Ruben
responded testily, “You can wait outside if you want.  I’m never going to get
involved with any of Lucort’s staff again.  I don’t want this drama.  By the
way, that’s the bathroom over there.”


“Oh,
thanks.”  She got up to use the bathroom.


It
seemed like she was in there forever.  Ruben repeatedly glanced at the clock on
his kitchen microwave.  When she finally exited, she seemed a bit more
relaxed.  Ruben asked, “Feel better?”


“Much
better, but for the first five minutes I worried that you were going to knock
down the door and take pictures of me shitting.”


Ruben
shook his head in exasperation. “Honey, if you’re this nervous, you need to
find another line of work.”


“Well,
the work is easy, flexible hours, and the money is easy.”  She was no longer
wearing her high heels.  She stood by the sliding glass door.  “How much
longer?”  


“It
better be any minute now.”


“I
was thinking about everything while I was in your john.  When we were still in
the Starbucks, you were starting to say something about writing descriptions. 
Do you work for Lucort?”


“No. 
Not at all.  Never received any money from Lucort.”


“Something’s
wrong here.  Why was I supposed to talk to you?  What about these
descriptions?”


Ruben already had a cover story.  “I’m the one who
writes the profiles for the website.  I have a friend who is the webmaster for
Lucort.  He got me to write the original ones.  Now, whenever they need more, I
do them for fun.  No money involved.  I just want to feel like I’m a published
author.”


“I’ve
read those profiles on the Internet!  Probably all of them.   Probably why I
decided to check out Lucort.  Were you going to write one on me?  Were you?  I
want to be famous!”


“Uh,
they’re not a hundred percent true.  But I think I got enough notes out of you
to write a profile, maybe two.  I can usually take one interview and create two
MILF profiles.” 


She
began to pester.  “What are you going to write about me?”


“Not
sure yet.  The key is to embroider a story that will interest a normal, safe
guy, enough to want to date you.  Something not intimidating, but exciting
enough.”


“How
come you don’t write like the other escort agencies.  They describe a girl’s
tits, her ass, how she has a  mouth that can swallow a baseball bat…”


 “Most
of those are teases.  The client realizes he’s been  lied to and tries another
agency.”


“So
you’re not going to mention my tits or my belly sticking out?”


“Nope. 
Maybe mention that you’re looking for a man who can handle a woman who has been
dumped.  A woman who is scared of men, but knows they like her for whatever
reason.”


“But
don’t they want to know what I’ll do for them?”


The
phone rang.  Ruben threw her purse at her.  “C’mon, follow me.  There’s a back
way out.”  Ruben took her far enough so he could point out Melvin’s car.  He
turned his back without seeing her get in. 








Chapter 6
“Tinker Bell or  French maid?”

Halloween 1997


Ruben’s
cell phone rang at eleven p.m. on a Thursday night.  He now had an arrangement
that if he didn’t answer after twelve rings, Luanne was not to bother him
further.  This she had agreed to.  If only Ruben could stick to his allegiance
to the agreement.


Luanne
always went straight to her point.  “What you dressing up as?  You gonna go to
your haunted house thing this year?”


“I
don’t know,  Luanne.  I didn’t buy tickets.”


“You
didn’t?  That don’t sound like you.  Good thing I bought some.  Got a pair here
for you.”


“Really? 
If you’re not going to use them, maybe I can give them to a student for a
prize.”


“Fuck
that shit.  I got these tickets for you.  I even got  a date for you.”


“Luanne,
I’m done with that.  You’re too dangerous.  I almost had a heart attack last
time.”


“Me
dangerous?  Fat ole me?  Ok, Roberto,  my old friend.  What if I said I got two
pair of tickets?  You keep one and the date, and I don’t give a shit what you
be doing with the other pair.”


“Who’s
the date?  Did I write her profile?”


“Fuck,
yeah.  It be the one we holed up in your crib.  She be wanting to see you
again.”


“I
don’t have money to spend on your dates anymore.”


“Not
even a measly three hundred dollars, out the door, tax, license, and crack
showing undies?”


“Why
so cheap?”


“Yes
or no?  And I won’t take no for an answer.”


“Maybe…”


“Fuck,
maybe.  Put the three bills under your doormat right now.”


“I
don’t have that much cash.”


“Then
write me a fuckin’ check…”


“A
check?!”


“Yeah,
make it out to Lucort Enterprises.  Put on it ‘three dozen roses.’”


“Now?”


“Yes,
now!”


Within
thirty minutes, there was a muffled knock on his door.  Ruben waited a few
minutes before opening the door.  He noticed his Welcome mat askew.  Beneath
the mat, he found an envelope with four tickets to Knott’s Berry Farm’s Fright
Night.


On
the drive to school the next morning, his cell phone rang.  A cheery woman’s
voice said, “Good morning, Mr. Roberto.”


“Good
morning.  To whom am I speaking?”


“This
is Roberta from Lucort Enterprises.”


“Roberta?!”


“Yes,
Mr. Roberto.  Just want to wish you a Happy Friday.”


“Uh,
thank you.”


 “There
is just one itsy bitsy piece of business.” 


“I’m
listening, Roberta.”


The
woman’s voice roughened a little.  “I have a memo that says, and I quote, ‘If
you don’t use those tickets personally, you will have a serious problem.’”


“What? 
How did she know?”


The
voice returned to that of a cheery, efficient receptionist. “Mr. Roberto,
that’s the message.  Have a great Happy Friday.”





Ruben,
wearing a fright mask and zombie rags,  announced to all of his classes that he
had one pair of tickets to Knott’s Berry Farm’s Scary Farm event.  The tickets
would be won by someone who deserved an unexpected miracle based on academic
achievement. When Ruben announced a lucky winner of the Scary Farm tickets
after lunch, the student’s name resounded throughout the school.   The student
said he would use the tickets the weekend after the following weekend, giving
him time to arrange a ride.  Ruben would go the upcoming Saturday night to
avoid a conflict.


Roberta
was delivered to the sidewalk in front of his building around three p.m.  Ruben
was disappointed.  She was completely plain.  No make-up, flip flops on her
feet, wearing loose, comfortable jeans.  Ruben had intended to rush her in the
back way, but as is, she was completely unremarkable. 


“You
sure you want to do this?  This event is mostly attended by teenagers and
fright aficionados like myself.”


“It’s
not my first choice, but I haven’t done anything on  Halloween for ten years,
so what the hell.  I didn’t want to hang around Lucort, and I’m a little bored
of sucking dicks in my apartment building.”


“Well,
I’m going to wear the zombie costume I wore to school yesterday.  You look
comfortable.  People throw stuff and squirt silly string.  What you’re wearing
won’t get destroyed.”


“What
the fuck, Roberto, I’m going to change.  I brought a few costumes:  You
pick:  Tinker Bell or  Pocahontas?  They’re both leggy.”


Ruben
shrugged.  “Uh, I sort of like them both.  You pick.  Whichever is comfortable
for you.  Surprise me.”            


“Okay,
I’ll need about two hours…”




As
they stood at the will call line at Knott’s Berry Scary Farm to redeem their
tickets, many women were wearing the same costume, not  Tinker Bell nor
Pocahantas, which turned out to be one of Luanne’s jokes.  Roberta earned the
most gawks because she was the most mature, and therefore authentically booby Elvira,
Mistress of the Night, the costume courtesy of Luanne’s vast connections.
Though the younger Elvira’s were just as booby, Roberta carried it off
steamier.  One of the other Elviras wanted to take a picture with Roberta [cell
phones did not have cameras in  1997].


As the evening darkened and every turn in the park
threatened to elicit a scream, forty-nine-year-old Roberta hobbled on her
six-inch heels and clung to Ruben.   She had not been to an amusement park in
fifteen years.  “I’ve been on at least ten dates since I started for Lucort,”
she told Ruben as she stood close to his ear.  “I’ve been to a couple company
dinners, a car show, danced in a bar, but nothing like this.  I’m not sure I
like it, but you’re all right.”


“This
is what I would want to do on a date.”  Ruben peered sideways at her heavily
powdered face that blurred the wrinkles above her lip.  Roberta caught his
focus and turned it to a head twist by turning her cleavage into  his face.”
Ruben’s eyes popped.


“Made
you look, made you look, made you buy a pennybook,” Roberta chanted.  “You
nervous because I’m older than you?”


“I
kind of like it.  It would look even weirder if you were younger.  If you want
to change into your other shoes, I’m okay with that.”


“When
I see the other Elivras go flat, I will.”   They were often stopped for
pictures.  Ruben stepped far aside while younger males wanted to pose hungrily
with his Mistress of the Night.  When they were seated at one point, she told
him, “This is the most exciting date of my entire life!”


“Well,
I find that hard to believe.”


When
Ruben brought her to an extreme roller coaster, he noted anxiety spread across
her face.  She became a little less talkative and distant as the line crept
along.  Suddenly, Ruben took her by the hand and exited the line.  “What’s
going on?” she asked.


“I
can see you’re scared to death.  We don’t have to do this one.”


She
took his hand and pulled him back to the line.  “Yes, we do.  I’m practicing to
be the perfect date.  I’ll do whatever you want me to.”


Ruben’s
head slanted to one side as he considered her tortured face.  “Then, for sure,
we’re not doing this.  However,” he took her arm, “let’s start you off on
something a little less daunting.”


“What?”


“How
about a train ride through an underground cavern?”   


The
line to get on Knott’s famed Calico Mine ride was short.  At one point, it was
necessary to climb a flight of steps; Roberta winked at a young man from above
gazing down at her cleavage.   As they sat squashed against other costumed
riders, many of whom asked to take her picture, Roberta pressed her body
against Ruben.  As the old-time mining car passed through a completely dark
passage, Ruben squeezed one of her breasts.   She whispered, “I wondered when
you were going to do that.”


Roberta
screamed and laughed on the ride, but the real horror occurred when just a few
steps from the ride’s exit, someone called out, “Mr. Renteria!”   Ruben cursed
his life:  This was not a prom date; he was standing next to one of the sexiest
costumes in the entire park and now everyone would find out. Excusing himself,
he walked quickly forward to separate himself from Roberta Elivira


He was suddenly surrounded by four of his
students, and two people who Ruben guessed were their drivers, probably
parents. He extended his hand to greet the students and their tag-a-long
parents.   He spoke
about the park attractions, while keeping a close watch on Roberta,  who seemed
to be keeping some distance.  The parents complimented Ruben’s costume and 
noted that he must have gone to a lot of trouble to dress-up for the occasion. 
However, while they speaking to Ruben, their gaze re-directed beyond him.


Roberta was standing closely behind Ruben.  She
extended her hand to the parents.  “I’m Roberta.  Please believe me, I have
never dressed up like this in my entire life, but you only come around once,
don’t you think?”  While the teenagers gawked at Ruben’s zombie and Elvira, the
parents sheepishly backed away.  The parents were not costumed; clearly, they
were at least ten years younger than Ruben.  The mother had a big smile on her
face when speaking.  She wore sweats clinging to a very large ass.  The husband
was having trouble averting his eyes, which bounced from his wife to Elvira. 
The husband wore jeans belted under his belly and an extra large yellow
t-shirt, “Go Lakers.”


Ruben’s
feelings of horror turned to compassion as he observed the epiphany expressed
on the parents’ faces.  Roberta tightened an arm around his waist while
planting a kiss on his cheek as the students and parents looked on.  As they
walked off, Ruben chastised her.  “I really wish you hadn’t done that.  You
didn’t need to put on a show.”


“Fuck
you, Roberto.  I wasn’t putting on a show.  I was just glad.”


“Glad? 
You embarrassed me!”


“Whoops,
sorry if I thought about myself.  I could have easily been that mother, letting
myself go.  And you could have easily been that pot-bellied husband, an old man
before his time.”


Ruben
dropped her off at the flower shop. She glared at him.  He told her, “It’s just
a first date.” 


As
he got into bed later that night, Ruben realized that he had a satisfied smile
on his face.  He could have had Elvira, Mistress of the Night next to him, but
as he felt now, her exotic company made for the best time he had ever had at
Fright Night.  He had noticed a number of all male and all female throngs in
the park, especially those that pointed to his zombie and Elvira escort. 
Satisfied, he chuckled to himself, “Luanne should be President, because she can
save the world from the feeling it fears most.”
















Chapter 1
“So, you would only want

to date a Christian?”

December 15, 1997


At eleven p.m., just as his book was about to
collapse like a tent on his face, the phone rang.  He shook himself to answer
briskly.  “Good evening.  Do I have the pleasure of speaking with Ms. Luanne? 
I was just getting ready to call you.”


“Now, if that ain‘t a pile of bullshit higher than
the tallest building in New York City,  I be living in a hole.  What would a
high school teacher want to talk about with the president of a corporation?”


“Corporation?  You sell stock in this
corporation?”


“Who wants to know?”


“Luanne, I was just invited to my annual New
Year’s Eve party.  I wanted to haggle over Roberta, aka Elvira.”


“What you gonna haggle over?  I just be her
scheduling assistant.  Looks like she be busy for New Year’s.”


“Really?”    


“Yep, really, but I can maybe send her a email,
see if there be anything she can do, especially since you be a repeat customer
with a discount coupon.  Hey, you remember that idea you had to finance a
year’s worth of dates by paying up front?”


“Something like that.”


“Well,  I been reading about what amusement parks
do.  Sell a season pass. I read where Disneyland will let you go as much as you
want for six hundred bucks.”


“I read it was closer to nine hundred.  Disneyland
has ‘blackout’ dates.  Like you can go an unlimited number of times, but not
during holidays, Christmas, New Year’s, etc. unless you buy a more expensive
pass.”


“So, I gonna be selling season passes to put a
dude on a schedule, with ‘blackout’ holidays and Saturday nights for more
money.  And I get the money up front, which I could use for medical bills.”


Ruben carried this a step further.  “And you could
add additional services.  Like free drop-off and pick-up, discounts to various
bars and restaurants. You could be getting kickbacks.  And what about hotels? 
You could offer a whole dating package.”


“You be freakin’ on me, Roberto.”


“I’m serious.  How many times does one of your
daters come back saying that the client didn’t have a good date plan?  He
didn’t know where to take an escort.  Remember that time you provided tickets
for Knott’s Berry Farm?” 


“Will you stop freakin’ on me, sir.  I got an
interesting talent problem.”


“Talent?  What are you talking about?  You,
Stop freakin’ on me!”


“You stop freakin’ on me!   Roberto, you
know that I heard every story in the book.”


“Yeah, but you always have a new one.”


“Damn right, my friend.  Now listen to this.  You
a Christian?”


“What kind of a question is that coming from
someone in your corporation?  I’m Catholic, but I’m not a big church-goer
except for funerals, weddings, and quinceaneras.”


“A kinsawhat?”


“Never mind, what’s your story?”


“My talent department auditioned an interesting
case.”


“Talent department?  You have a talent
department?”


“Yeah, I got a talent department, and a
feasibility department, a health department, a legal department, a make-up
department, a costume department, a shoe department, a hair department, even a
deportment department.”


“A deportment department?”


“Yeah, that be another one of your big ideas. 
Most of my employees don’t got manners and style, especially on a date.  The
deportment department be where we give them some pointers, especially if they
be at the entry level or a little short on the looks.”


“Sounds like you have a big operation going.   I
always wonder if you should find a way to advertise on the Internet.  Supposed
to be huge one day.”


“I be advertising a little.  Got to be careful
giving out my online address.  Plus I got another department that chats with
prospective clients.   Found me this white kid who know all about this stuff,
but I don’t totally trust him.  Don’t let him near the place or he probably
want to be paid in  pussy.”


Ruben suppressed a snicker.  “Okay, so why did you
ask about religion?”


“The talent department just interviewed this
white, redhead with creamy skin, fifty-six years old, and all she talk about be
how she been saved by Jesus.”


“A Jesus freak?”


“Ain’t that a kick in the head?”


“Wait a minute, Luanne--I was just wondering.   How
many people do you have working in your talent department?”


“One.”


“Oh? And how many people in your feasibility
department?”


“One.”


“Would it be safe to say, most of your departments
have just one person?”


“No!  The make-up and costume department got a
staff of four each.”


“So, may I ask how many employees work behind the
scenes, so to speak?  The total?”


“Uh, maybe four.”


“Four?! Just four in all your departments?”


“Roberto, I didn’t call to talk about employee
staffing.”


“Okay then, what did you call to talk about,
religion?”


“Will you stop fuckin’ with me?”


Ruben continued to fuck with her. “Are you going
to start a religion department?  Of course, you would have to be very
tolerant.”


“What the fuck, Roberto?”


“Yeah, you might have to put on the website that
you have Catholics, Buddhists, Protestants, Latter Day Saints—you have any
Jewish employees?”


“Jew employees?  How the fuck would I know?”


“You don’t ask your staff to state their
religion?”


“Pussy is pussy,” Luanne screamed into the phone. 
“Pussy don’t have religion.  And you know what else?  Pussy don’t have race. 
Dude will put his dick in any colored hole.”


“Maybe so, but what about the rest of her?”


“What the fuck you talkin’ ‘bout?  Tits?  Ass?  Tits
and ass don’t have no religion either,” sneered Luanne.


“How do you know?  You think one of your dudes
squeezes a breast and can’t tell what religion it comes from?”


“Well, they can on this one.”


“Yeah? How’s that?”


“I want you to do a write-up on this Jesus freak.”


“You have a Jesus freak?  Why would you want to
use her?”


“Because she be a draw, just on her looks—half
oldie, half sex-pot.  The Jesus freak thing might be a good angle.  You could
interview her and write up something.”


“Aren’t you concerned what she might tell
clients?”


“I think you should interview her.”


“Uh…”


“Hey, now you got to deal with the same shit that
I have to deal with!  Now, do you want me to drop her at Sitton’s on meatloaf
night?”


“No, I told you I can’t meet anyone at Sitton’s
anymore.  Don’t ask.  It’s going to have to be a different place.  There’s a
McDonalds.”    


“You want Melvin to drop the Jesus Freak at Mickey
D’s?  Don’t you got a Chinese food joint or a doughnut shop?”


 


Ruben found a dark bar in a strip mall within
walking distance of his house.  He had never been in it, so he naturally
assumed no one would recognize him.  When he walked in the narrow, shadowy,
alcohol perfumed establishment, a classic statuesque redhead rose from a booth
in the rear.  The immediate striking note dangling upon her cleavage was a very
large gold cross complete with a detailed medallion of crucified Jesus.  In
fact, the first thing she said after they sat down was, “I see my savior has
got your attention.”


Ruben forced a smile.  “Yes, indeed.  I’ve never
seen one like that, and so well-endowed.”


She smiled.  “Yes, my Jesus crucifix has helped me
save many.”


“What’s your name?”


“I read somewhere that I shouldn’t give you my
real name, though it would be lying.”


Ruben mused, “That sounds like good practice.  Can
I just give you a name for the sake of this conversation?  How about Roberta?”


“Call me Roberta Mary.  I have always liked that
name.  What should I call you?”


“Just Roberto…”


“Are you Roberto?  I heard them talking about
you.”


Ruben was painfully reminded that he was more than
just a conversationalist with Luanne, but also a topic of conversation.  “I’m
the guy who will write a little blurb on you to give the clients some idea of
how you’re different and what kind of date you’d be receptive to.”


Roberta Mary responded, “I read some of those.  I
want a picture of me and my cross and some words how  Jesus  saved me.”


Ruben’s technique with these interviews involved
some routine questions and utilized his intuition to formulate other
questions.  “So you would only want to date a Christian--a client who would
also be wearing a cross?”


“Can you set that up?  It would help me a lot.”


“Really?  You only would date another Christian who’s
buying your time? Who might ask you to…  to go further?”


“I know what I’m doing.  Jesus will guide me.”


Ruben looked away to hide his smirk.


Roberta Mary caught his smirk. “You think I’m one of those Jesus freaks, don’t you?”


“Or you’re lying or up to something.  I’ve met
people like you before.  When were you saved?” asked Roberto. 


“Jesus saved me five years ago on Christmas Eve.”


“And how many times have you been  married?”


“What does that have to do with my savior?”


“More than twice?” Ruben guessed.


“Four times.”


“And was this last time, the first time you prayed
to Jesus?”


“I’ve always prayed to Jesus!”


“Ever done drugs?”


“Not anymore.  I have been saved.”


“Do you drink to excess?”


“Haven’t had a drink since I was saved by the Lord
Jesus, Christmas Eve nineteen ninety-four.”


Ruben pushed back from the table.  He wanted to
call Lucort and tell them that religious fanaticism probably  could be a security risk.”


She took Ruben’s hand.  “Go on with your
questions, my faith is steadfast.  Ask me anything you want.”


Ruben peered into her eyes.  “How many abortions
have you had?”


Her eyes dropped before answering, “Some…”


“And Jesus has saved you from that sin?”


“Yes.  I am so grateful to the Lord for giving me
an early menopause.”


Upon hearing that revelation, Ruben decided to go
forth.  “So you’re comfortable dating numerous different men on a weekly
basis?” 


“Jesus listens to everyone’s prayers twenty-four
hours a day.”


“Do you have trouble telling the truth, Roberta
Mary?”


“Doesn’t everybody?  But I’m not lying.  Remember,
I have been saved by the Lord Jesus Christ, who died on the cross for my sins
and has forgiven me those men who impressed their love into my body, giving
pleasure to them and satisfying the cravings I was born with.”


Ruben peered at her questioningly.


“I am living with
the only solution that saves me.  I went to church.  I was taught the
difference between a good girl and a bad girl, and I wanted to be so very
good.  But when one of God’s male creations gets near me, my underwear gets wet
and my boobs tingle.  I need to have a penis inside me.  I crave cock.  It is
my curse and my blessing.”


Of all the profile writing assignments, Ruben was
dumbfounded.  He wasn’t scared off, but challenged how he could repackage this
female’s fate.  He could only stare at her.


She smiled back.  “I know what you’re thinking. 
You’re thinking ‘I wonder if she’s getting turned on now.’  And the answer is
yes.”


“I’m still trying to figure out what’s in this for
you?   Not just money?”


“I think, maybe plenty.  I read the website. 
You’re trying to help unloved men get through their dark times, tryin’ to give them
self-confidence and the spirit to go on.  I can help out.  I know that Luanne gonna kick my ass if I
get to my knees and praise the Lord ‘like a kook.’ She say it would be bad for
business.  Why is saving men in their dark times bad for business?”


Ruben smiled.  “Well, come to think of it, you are
saving men.  That’s good for business, I suppose.  It’s just that if you were
to recite a prayer of forgiveness,  it might take some men out of the mood,
maybe make them feel guilty. Besides, what would you be saving them from at the
moment?  From you, maybe?”


“From me?  Mary Magdalene was a…”


“No she wasn’t.  That’s some interpretation.  It’s
not really in the Bible.  Have you actually read the Bible?”


Roberta Mary was silent.  She seemed to be on the
verge of crying.


“But most people probably know the story as you
do.  The true story of Mary is that she was a great leader and speaker for
Jesus’ beliefs. You can still believe in that.  What Luanne’s concerned about
is you doing something that could bring her trouble.”


“I just want to help men and do the Lord's work.  I won’t be trouble.”


“I guess I have to believe you.”  Ruben wrote the
profile.  Luanne said they would try her out.  If the client didn’t like what
they paid for, it would be Roberta Mary who would need to be saved… again.






Chapter 2
”Christ had put her on the planet to help save

men from the sin of loneliness.”

December
31, 1997


“Oh, no. No way,” Ruben had told Luanne.  Roberta
Elvira had been scheduled for a New Year’s date with a tire salesmen offering a huge bonus too good to
be refused.  Thus, he found himself driving to Margo’s party with
fifty-six-year-old, born several times again, Roberta Mary in a classic black
cocktail dress with just enough cleavage to allow Jesus to bounce freely.


When he entered Margo’s house,  having not made
the party the previous year, he was warmly welcomed, and so was Roberta Mary
who became the immediate center of attention like so many Robertas before her. 
Margo had grown pudgy, and two children toddled around her kitchen.   Many of
the guests were the same he had seen in years gone by, with the exception of
new employees from Margo’s office.  Margo spoke to Ruben only briefly to
comment on Mary and to leave a hint how boring marriage had become.  


While Ruben mingled and caught up with people he
had known for decades, he kept a close watch on Mary, who flaunted her cross,
made witty remarks, elicited laughter by flaunting her great love for Jesus. 
He also noted she also kept a close watch on him.


While trying to discern what manner of meat infused the hors d'oeuvres, a chubby unkempt man approached Ruben and waved shyly. He muttered, “Hi, Ruben.  Remember me?”


Ruben stared at him knowingly and conceded, “Yes, aren't you Margo's brother?  I'm sorry I don't remember your name.  You haven't come to her New Year's in  a long time.”


“Yeah, I haven't come in years.    Don't like showing up to these parties without a date, but that's always the case.  I'm Carlos.  Call me Carl.”


“Good seeing you, Carl. What have you been up to?” It was obvious that Carl was leering in Roberta Mary's direction.


“Just working, Ruben.  That's all I do.  Wake up and go to work.  My sister said that it would be fun to see what kind of woman you brought to her party.  How on earth did you meet her?”


“She's a friend.”


“Bullshit.”


“I know your sister has all kinds of theories, but she know very little about me and what I do to meet women.”


“I have never talked to a woman like that.  Hell, I barely talk to any women.”


“You can't meet anyone?”


“It's so complicated these days.  I can't even find a fat woman I would like or like me.”


“I know, Carl.  I know.”
  

“Well, nice talking to you, Ruben.  I'm going to tell my sister bye and get the hell out of here.”


“Why?  It's not midnight yet.”


“I feel like shit.  Be better to be in bed.  See you around, Ruben.”


Ruben felt Carl's isolation.  He imagined that Carl moved about within a reverse spotlight, dimmed in the room. He wanted to grab and shake Carl.  You're out of style.  You're out of shape.  You're just plain out of it, man.  Fuckin' do something about yourself or you'll end up a regular at Sitton's.  You need to save yourself.  No one is going to...  Ruben walked over to Roberta and whispered in her ear.  “He needs to be saved.  I'll pay.”


After midnight, Ruben and Roberta Mary walked out with Carl between them.  Roberta began to whisper in Carl's ear.  Months later Ruben would find out what she whispered, but Ruben felt sure a close view of Jesus atop Roberta's cleavage held some sway.  Ruben picked her up outside Carl's apartment building in the morning.  Roberta consoled Ruben that Carl was not likely to reveal her identity to his sister.  “I gave him a good massage.  He fell asleep like a baby and the tightness in his face disappeared.”







Chapter 3
 “Just don’t make me out to be a grandma.”

February 1998


“Oh, so now you be calling me?” grunted Luanne in
mock shock.


“I saved enough funds to take out Elvira.”


“Who that?”


“The one I took to Knott’s Berry Scary Farm.  You
gifted me the tickets.  Surely, you remember.”


“What do you mean, the one?  What do you
think this be, a fuckin’ animal shelter?”


“I’m sorry.  That’s the only name I know her by. 
I certainly didn’t mean to dehumanize her.”


“Well, after we posted a pic of her as Elvira
standing next to a nerdy guy, she been a hot item.”


“But I saved her from the cops!” Ruben nearly
begged.


“Oh, that one!  I can get you a date with
her in a month.”


“A month?  I needed her to go to a wedding with
me.”


“Sorry, no can do.”


“Okay, how about the Jesus freak?”


“What the fuck, Roberto?  You can’t refer to my
staff like crap on a fast food menu.”


“Yeah,  well, I don’t know what you call her.”


“Her name be Roberta Mary.”


“Oh, yeah. The one with the five-pound crucifix
dangling on her neck is known as Roberta Mary?”


“We’ve got lots of Robertas here.”


“Well, is that Roberta available for a
wedding?”


“Maybe.”


“Maybe?!” he returned sarcastically.  “Well, can
you check and get back to me?”


“Maybe.”


“Okay, Luanne, thank you.  I’m taking the hint. 
You and I are through.”


“No, we not.”


“Yes, we are!”


“You want to be through with me after all these
years of discount pussy?”


“Yeah, that’s right.”


“You threatening me, Roberto?”


“Threatening you?  No.  You’re threatening me. 
I always did whatever you wanted me to.”


“You never gonna give me up.  I got you.”


This horrified Ruben.  “Okay, Luanne, I’m
hanging up.”


“Fuckin’ hang up already.  It ain’t my fault you
got a dick bigger than  a kielbasa.”


“That’s my personal business!” Ruben
screamed into the phone.


“The fuck it is!  You think that be a secret? 
Dick like that gotta be used.  You the one got to use it, can’t loan out
something like that.”


Ruben slammed down the phone.  He thought, “Just
when I’m beginning to think she’s safe…”  


The phone rang.   “What you so upset about?”


“I’m a teacher.  I don’t want my personal
attributes a topic of conversation.”


“Too fuckin’ late for that!  You the talk of the
town down here!  But some of the new bitches be talkin’ how they scared if you
ever date them.  That’s why I have to keep a doctor on hand, case you tear up
one of them!”


Ruben hung up again.


The phone rang again.  Ruben was drawn to
answering.  Luanne had a mocking tone in her voice.  “Another thing.  You got
car insurance for that thing?  What if you can’t park it in a garage and you
have a collision?  Who gonna pay damages?”


“Luanne!”


“Yes, sweetie.  Luanne just be fuckin’ with you
the same she been doin’ for many years.”


“Well, please don’t say anything else.  I’m
self-conscious about it.”


“Why?  Ain’t no different than a bitch with fat
tits!  What you so self-conscious about?  Big tit bitch got to live with it, so
do you.  And speakin’ of big tits, I got someone that you just gotta see with
those manufactured tits.”


After a long consideration—40 seconds of
silence—Ruben only said, “Can’t be at Sitton’s anymore.”


“I know.  They probably think you a pimp or
somethin’ worse.”


      


Luanne had only told him: “She be fifty-six or
fifty-seven.  She spent twenty-five thousand fixin’ her booty.  You’ll see.”


Ruben spotted Roberta number whatever from a
distance, sitting under a “patio” awning inside a chic mall restaurant at the
Beverly Center near Beverly Hills.   He stopped and leaned against
a pillar to gawk at her, and clearly, he observed, he wasn’t the only gawker.  She
sat sipping an iced tea at exactly the table Loucort had described.  She
concealed her age via sunglasses, makeup, and long, silvery blond tresses.>She
was dressed in work-out attire, snug enough to outline a skewed figure:  twenty-four-inch
waist and thirty-eight-inch bust.   His only thought was, “How the fuck did I
end up here, and why would Luanne even consider this overt anomaly of a woman
for her clientele?”  He had a firm invitation to approach this anomaly, but he
was considering running back to the parking lot.  However, he feared Luanne
would call him a chicken shit if he left.  He walked up to her, passed her, and
continued on to the men’s room.  Then returned to stand behind her.


She was looking around, obviously irritated, but
unfazed by gawkers.  By chance, she turned around to catch Ruben staring down
at her.  “Are you Roberto?”


“That would be me.”


“And what is the name of your firm?”


“My firm?”  The woman put down her drink to peer
at him suspiciously.  “Do you mean Loucort Enterprises?  I’m just helping out a
friend.  I don’t really work there.”


She gestured to the chair next to her.  Ruben
nervously sat, sneaking a peek to see other guests in the restaurant clocking
his move; his anxiety intensified with a desire to run.  She put on a cool air,
sipping her tea for several minutes before saying anything.


“I thought I was already interviewed and checked
out.”  She turned to inspect the contorted expression on his face.   “Why do I
have to meet with you?  You are from Loucort?”


Now, Ruben was suspicious.  He quickly added, “We
don’t have to meet.”   He immediately got up to leave.   He did a quick turn to
see the woman’s bewildered face.  Ruben noticed a shopping level above him
where he could look down to observe the woman.  He found a place of
concealment.  Within minutes, the woman appeared beneath his vantage point. She
panned the indoor mall.   She took out her cell phone and while standing amid a
throng of shoppers and gawkers made a call.


Moments later Ruben’s cell rang.  “What the fuck
you doing, Roberto?  Why did you ditch her?”


“I had a bad feeling about the way she looked at
me.  She could be a cop.”


“What the fuck do you know about what a cop be
looking like?  Do you think you be in the fuckin’ mafia?”


“Didn’t you think there was something wrong with
her?”


“Yes, I did.  How many times I tell you they all
be wackos.  This one be a recovering fuck-up. I saw pictures of her
before.  Her face and tits had fallen to the floor.  Butt Ugly.   But now she
fixed up to be one of those trophy bitches you see on TV, like the Housewives
of Podunk,  and that be all she knows, except every one of her old Johns knows
what she looked like.  You find her and get something for the website, so I can
get her out  there.”


Ruben caught up with Roberta as she was heading
for the parking structure.  He tapped her on the shoulder. “Okay, I made a
call.  You check out.  Although I don’t know why you would want to work for
Loucort.”


Her response was, “I want a thousand an hour.”


Again Ruben was suspicious.  What if he were being
recorded?  He became guarded and looked for an exit.  “What are you talking
about?”


“I didn’t borrow money and spend my last dime to
make this body for less than a thousand an hour.”


“A thousand an hour for what?”


“What’s going on here?”  She backed away.  Ruben
backed away. An epiphany spread across her face.  She dug out her cell phone,
punched in a number, and turned her back to speak.  


Moments later Ruben’s phone rang.  “What the fuck 
you be doing now?”


Now Ruben turned away.  “I think she’s a cop
trying to entrap me.”


“She not a cop, fool. Cops don’t look that way.”


“Maybe she’s wearing something underneath,
prosthetic boobs.”


“If you mean fake, of course, they be.  But
they’re her fake tits.  Melvin saw them.”


“Melvin?  How did he see them?”


“I give him the hard jobs.  I told him to do the
squeeze test.  A cop wouldn’t let you do that.”


“She says she wants a thousand an hour.”


Luanne guffawed, “They all say that.  If they were
worth that, why do they come to poor little me?”


“I don’t want to do this, Luanne.”


“Hold on, I got her on the other line.”


Ruben backed away another ten feet, rotated, and
pretended to be nonchalantly window shopping.  A few minutes later, he felt a
tap.


“Okay, Roberto, just ask me the questions, so we
can both get out of here.”


Her appearance still drew head-twisters.  Ruben
suggested that they find another restaurant with a booth situated way in the
back.  She ordered another iced tea; Ruben ordered coffee. He began, “I’m the
writer who will compose your profile for the website.  I’ve got to make you
appealing to Loucort’s clientele.  They are guys with regular jobs who save up
for a date, and if they like you, they save up again.  You make money by dating
as much or as little as you like.  You, my dear,  have a figure which looks
like a porn star; you may intimidate our clients.”


“I just want ones who will shell out a thousand an
hour.”


Ruben, still guarded, chose his words carefully. 
“I’m not here to negotiate anything with you.  I just need to get background
info on you.”


“What do you want to know?”


“Why did you do over your body?”


“What kind of a fucked-up, stupid question is
that?” she sneered.


“You will most likely intimidate Loucort’s
clientele.  I need something to make you real.”


“I like men, and I like them to undress me with
their eyes.”


“You get off on that?”


She angled her head to express that  Ruben behaved
like an idiot.


“What would you wear on a date to a Dodger game?”



She dug out and flashed a picture in Ruben’s
face:  micro-mini,  fishnets, a cleavage-revealing top, classic hoop earrings. 
“Don’t ya think that’s worth a thousand bucks an hour?”


“My opinion?  No way.  Everyone sitting next to us
at the game would be gawking at you.  But more than that, you’re obviously not
anyone’s girlfriend.”


“Fuck you!”


“Honey, don’t you think I’ve heard all that?  I
can leave anytime.  Just keep up the tough-broad bitch talk.  It’s worthless.”


She averted her eyes.  “Okay, why is it
worthless?  Why ain’t  my stuff worth a thousand?”


“How many people have given you a thousand?”


“Many.”


“Many, huh?”  Ruben peered at her intensely,
daring to move his head closer.  “How many a month?”


“Uh, I don’t know, maybe a couple.”


“Two?  Three? Three at one thousand each?” Ruben
interrogated.


“Well, I got about two-fifty an hour.”


“But on a monthly basis, you make just a little
better than a kid working at McDonald’s.”


She averted her eyes.  She seemed to have already
come to the same conclusion.


“Where did you meet these high-rollers for a
thousand a night?”


She didn’t say anything.


“Anything bad ever happen to you?”


“Like what?” she asked softly.


“We assume you would know if something bad
happened to you.”


A tear appeared.  “The last guy locked me out of
the hotel room.”  She looked away.  “I’m fifty-seven, and I was buck naked in a
hotel hallway.”


“What did you do?”


“I screamed.  He laughed and took pictures. When
someone came, I got a robe and blamed it on him.  He paid off the maid who
helped me.  But I did get my money.”


Ruben sat back.  “Ok, I’ve got enough to compose
your profile.”


“Don’t make me out to be an old whore.”


“I won’t.”


“And don’t make me out to be a grandma.”


“Why?”


“Because I am.”


“Hmm, that I can use.” 






Chapter 4
“Says she could do a road trip.”

March 1998


As
the end of March approached, Ruben faced the bleak reality that he would be
spending Spring break alone in his apartment.  He could configure the
new laptop computer that had mysteriously shown up on his doorstep.  He could
work on the book he started, beginning with the incident inside apartment 212. 
He could polish new lesson plans, grade a stack of essays, begin an application
to teach summer school, wash the carpets in his apartment, and a million other
small tasks that would put him ahead.  His thoughts paralyzed him.


As
he began pondering spiritual renewal, he considered a trip to the Grand
Canyon.  Then he remembered a previous quest for spiritual renewal to the
Canyon ten years earlier.  Spiritual renewal was clouded by oppressive thoughts
that he had driven nine hours all alone.  And he never shook off the memory of
two men bending too far over the railing very early in the morning, disturbing
because Ruben knew that suicide was common in the Canyon.


He
found himself calling Luanne the weekend before Good Friday.   The receptionist
knew his voice and put him directly through.  “What you need, Roberto?  Very
busy today.  Inventorying the costume department.  Think I be ripped off.”


“Oh,
okay, I won’t get in your way.  Nothing important.  I’ll talk to you another
time.”  He hung up.


Two
hours later Luanne called.  “What up?”


“Nothing
much.  Were you ripped off?”


“Yeah. 
If she come in tonight, Melvin going to have the talk with her.”


“You
think she will come back?”


“Probably.”


Ruben
gasped.  “Must not be very smart.”


“Roberto,
what do you think I got here, a fuckin’ university?”


“What
does Melvin say to them?”


“Nothing
you need to know about.  But put that brain of yours to rest.  He won’t lay a
hand on her.”


Ruben
blurted out, “I’m driving to Grand Canyon next week after Easter Sunday.”


“Road
trip?  Grand Canyon?  Never been there.”


“You
want to come?”


Long
silence.


“You
asked me to go with you?  What the fuck?  My pussy been dried up for
ages.  You ain’t gonna  get no rub out of me, fool.”


“Fuck,
Luanne.  The drive is nine hours long.  With you in the car, I probably
wouldn’t have to turn on the radio.  You are probably a walking audio book.”


Long
pause.


Luanne
lowered her voice.  “What the fuck is down with you?  You asking me to
go with you?  You down in the dumps?  You thinkin’ of killin’ yourself?  You
gonna quit the life?”


“What? 
I’m not…”


“Well,
something be very wrong with you, old fool.  I heard it in your voice when you
called while back.  I gonna send Melvin out to you with a pussy.  Ain’t free;
you get your standard discount.  What would fix you?  Black, white, Mexican? 
Young ass?  Old ass?”


“I
told you I’m not doing that anymore.”


“Well,
then I gonna send Melvin out there to drag you to a looney bin.  Don’t want
pussy?  You some kind of fucked up!  Pussy fixes everything, better than a
shrink.”


Ruben
returned with put-on anger, “I’m not fucked up!”  He hung up.





Easter Sunday, 1998       


Ruben
left his mother’s ham and turkey dinner early.  Didn’t feel much like having
his brother and sister look at him pitifully.   He stared out his apartment’s
sliding glass balcony door into passing traffic.  “How could this be?”  he
wondered.  “Outside of this apartment everything goes smoothly.”  He resolved
to pack immediately and set out first thing in the morning for the Grand
Canyon.  He pulled out his duffle bag.  He grabbed a stack of underwear from
his drawer.  The cell phone rang.  


“Me
and the bitches just had us a ham dinner with all the fixin’s.  Better than
Thanksgiving.  We was talkin’ about you.  Everyone said you should come down.”


“Sounds
great, but I’m leaving any minute for the Grand Canyon.”


Apparently,
Luanne put her hand over the mouthpiece.  “Who you going with?”


“Myself,
Luanne.”


She
put her hand over the mouthpiece again.  “Roberta Mary said she ain’t workin’
this week on account her mind is on her savior and how he died for our sins. 
Says she could do a road trip.”


“Not
interested, Luanne.”


“It
be free, dumb fuck!  I told them at dinner what you told me once—God lives in
the Grand Canyon.  Dumb fuck that she be, wants to go talk to Him.”


“I’m
not going to spend nine hours in the car listening to her rant about Jesus.”


“Why
not?  Don’t you believe in God, dumb fuck?”


“Yes,
I believe in God, but a god that is all around us, a nameless god, a wondrous
god, a god who doesn’t need people to remind themselves to believe in Him
morning, noon, and night.”


Luanne
muffled the phone.  “She say as long as you believe in God, she can keep her
mouth shut.  She will only talk about the weather and none of the shit that
goes on here.”


 


And
so, the next morning, Monday, with five days of Spring break ahead of him,
Ruben picked up Roberta Mary at seven a.m. in front of the Hollywood flower
shop.  He didn’t have to go inside.  As she threw a medium-sized overnight case
onto the back seat,  Ruben’s cell rang.  Luanne said, “Don’t bring her back
anymore fucked up than she already be.  Drive safe. Have a good trip.  I love
you, dumb fuck.”


As
they drove off, he asked her, “Is that all you brought?”


“I
didn’t know what to bring.  How do they dress at this canyon?”  


Ruben
steamed.  He cussed himself out. She slept four hours, through a bathroom stop,
a gas stop, and a snack stop.  He drove in dead silence; tears rolled down his
cheeks as he realized that some desperate inner crumbling was bringing him
closer to the brink of disaster—he thought about those two men leaning over the
Grand Canyon.




“Where
are we?  I’m starving,” she finally yawned.


“We’re
almost to Needles, about a third of the way to the Canyon.  We can stop there.”


“Needles? 
Sounds familiar.”


“It’s
famous, but only if you’ve read the books.”


“Is
it in the Bible?”


“No.” 
Ruben chastised himself again. He would be dragging dead weight, no matter what
she looked like with her Jesus cross scaling the walls of her conspicuous
cleavage.


“Wait. 
Is Needles a cartoon character?”


“Close.”


“In
the newspaper or TV?”


“Actually
both.”


They
found a Mexican restaurant on East Broadway in Needles.  When the tortilla
chips were placed on the table, she pushed them out of the way.  She dumped out
the contents of her taco and discarded the tortilla.  They ate silently.  Again
Ruben was kicking himself.  He was struggling with a decision to turn back.


He
didn’t.  A semi-warm body to sit beside him was better than nothing.  He
figured she has to talk at some point.  As they approached Seligman on Highway
40, he read aloud signs “Visit Grand Canyon Caverns.”  He asked her, “Would you
like to go see those Caverns?”


“Whatever
you want.”


The
detour for the cavern visit sidetracked them by four hours.  Roberta’s eyes
popped upon viewing the expanse of a two hundred by four hundred foot “room,”
two hundred feet below the surface. She revealed that she didn’t know such
wonders existed.  Ruben had brought an extra sweater for her, which she
appreciated by lavishing him with a piercing stare.  On the way to Williams,
Arizona, she fell asleep.


He
checked them into a motel room with two beds.  She dropped into one of the beds
immediately.  Ruben went to Denny’s by himself, bringing back a BLT sandwich. 
He brought in her overnight bag containing few practical clothing items,
cosmetics, but happily, no evidence of drugs or alcohol.


She
didn’t have time to shower the next morning when he told her to get in the
car.  “One hundred miles to Tusayan, just outside the Canyon.  Then we have a
hotel near the rim.  Here’s a coffee.”


He
noticed that as Roberta leaned against the car door, she continually stared at
him as she sipped her coffee.  “How old are you, Roberto?”


“Forty-five. 
You?”


“Fifty-five
if I tell the truth.  Sometimes I say fifty-eight just to see the surprise on
their face.” 


“You
still sleepy?”


“I
think I’m done with sleeping.  I went on four dates last week.  Was in bed with
four guys half my age, none of them could keep it up. I never sleep on a date. 
Tired all the time.  Luanne said you probably wouldn’t poke at me if I
crashed.”


“That’s
okay.  I’m not paying for this.”


“I
wasn’t sleeping the whole time, just had my eyes closed while I was praying to
the Lord to keep me safe.  I know you think I’m a Jesus wacko, so I kept my
devotions to myself.”


“Fair
enough.  That’s your business.”


“So
you don’t mind if I not fuck or suck you off or anything?”


Ruben
took a moment of silence to reflect on his disappointment.  “Well, like I said,
I’m not paying.”


“You
said this trip is for spiritual renewal.”


When
they reached Tusayan, Ruben insisted they stop to see the IMAX film as an
introduction to the Canyon.  Afterward, outside the theater, Roberta seemed
puzzled.  “All I see is trees and bushes.  Where is this canyon thing?  Also,
the Lord Jesus was crucified two thousand years ago; how could that movie say
this canyon took millions of years to grow?”


About
twenty minutes later, around one in the afternoon, they pulled into Grand
Canyon Village on the south rim.  “This is it?  It’s nothing but a tourist
place!”


Ruben
stared at her thinking she’s a dumb fuck with big tits, but an interesting
study in ignorance.  “C’mon follow me.”


“We’re
walking?”


“Yes,
don’t want to drive there.  I want you to come upon the Canyon as they did in
the IMAX film.”


She
complained.  She dawdled. She drew stares with her sexy, porn demeanor atop
inappropriate high-heeled sneakers.  As Ruben strode faster, she began a trot. 
“Stop, you’re going too fast.”  He didn’t slow.  She persisted and raised her
voice quite noticeably.  “Roberto, slow down.”  At one point, Ruben stopped
about twenty paces from the rim.  “Why are you stopping?”


“Go
forward by yourself.”


Many
have described the first view of the Grand Canyon.  Ruben had described the
first view to his students as a punch to the stomach.  As he approached
Roberta, she had that punched look on her face, her hair blowing in the
updraft.  She took his hand and let him lead.


They
shared the queen bed in the motel room.  Ruben gave her one of his t-shirts
because she wasn’t in the custom of packing pajamas.  The t-shirt barely
covered her shaved pubic region, while her nipples protruded.  She propped
herself on the pillow.  “I’m confused.  I don’t think the Canyon is mentioned
in the Bible.  When did Jesus make it?”


Though
six years older than he was, Ruben treated her like a high school student. 
Pillow to pillow, he lectured her.  He pontificated how God’s wonders, though
not specifically mentioned in the Bible, are foretold.  Yawning, she released a
pent-up Jesus rant, how Jesus saves, which thankfully diminished as she fell
asleep.


Ruben
slept late, making up for driving close to ten hours.  The scratching of long
fingernails on his penis startled him awake.  Roberta’s face was close to his. 
“Good, you’re up.  I want this zucchini in me.”  An opened condom waited on his
belly.  Well practiced in condom rolling, she mounted him and rode for
twenty-five minutes.


Around
noon, they stopped by the Canyon rim, found a shady spot to share a foot long
submarine sandwich. Roberta seemed distracted as she nibbled on the rounded end
of the sandwich.  She set the sandwich aside and stared at the expanse.   Then
she took off her shoes and socks, revealing red-painted toes,  and picked her
way over a gravel walkway to the rim.  She climbed over the railing and moved
closer to the precipice, curling her red polished toes over a rock.  Ruben
watched her in marvel.  He had known many women, but Luanne’s females operated
in some parallel universe.   He watched Roberta Mary outstretch her arms.  With
the sun in her face, she appeared a perfect cross in silhouette.  The
crucifixion shadow she cast on the ground shortened as she leaned forward. A 
force drawn from his instincts, pulled  Ruben to his feet and into a run. As
Roberta leaned over the precipice, Ruben snatched the waistband of her tight
jeans, yanked her backwards and down, such that her ass scraped along the
precipice and the back of her head and nape of her neck clanged against the
tourist railing.  She panted and twisted wide-eyed to Ruben’s stern face.  Both
his hands had a firm grip on her jeans, revealing the waistband of her thong. 
“Not on my watch,” he growled at her while continuing to pull her to the safe
side of the railing before her action attracted attention.  He grabbed the
sandwich and pushed her in the car.


During
the first part of the return drive passing through Arizona, Roberta Mary gazed
at the scenery silently. As they drove across the desert of Nevada and
California, she spoke for hours. When they approached L.A. and began to crawl
on the freeway, Ruben was left to imagine the scenarios where unspeakable
things had transformed the woman snoring to his right.






Chapter 5
“How would you like to date me

 this coming  weekend?   I’ll pay half.”

August 1998


The
sliding glass door allowed a summer night breeze to enter, as well as the
sounds of life.  Ruben was perusing a magazine under a dim light bulb while
sitting on a patio chair.  His cell phone rang.  “Hello?”


“Is
this the guy they call Roberto?”


He
felt he recognized the voice, but hesitated.  “Who is this?”


“So,
I got the right guy?”


“What’s
this about?”


“How
would you like to date me this coming weekend?  I’ll pay half.  It could be a
birthday present.”


“Who
is this?”


“Fuck,
you don’t remember me?  This is Roberta, but you called me Elvira because I
look like the mistress of the night.”


“Why
are you calling me?”


“Well,
business has been a little slow, so the boss lady said we have to get more
business.”


“So
you’re cold calling me?”


Elvira
paused.  “What’s that?”


“You’re
calling me out of the blue to get business, like someone selling a free
vacation…”


“This
ain’t free, just half-off and you have to drive. You also gotta do something
else.”


“And
what is that?”  He toyed with her.


“You
got to dress up like a zombie, the way you did that other time.”


  


Ruben
drove to Las Vegas to escort Roberta Elvira to a costume show for the Halloween
industry where she was competing to be an  Elvira look-a-like model who might
appear in TV commercials.  There were dozens of bosomy vampiresses, but few
zombies.  Leery at first, Ruben found himself in his element. While he drew a
lot of attention, Roberta Elvira was passed over, probably due to her age.  She
did compete well in the dirty dancing segment.  At one point, she abruptly
said, “Let’s get the fuck out of here.  If you’ve got a rubber, I’ll dick you.”


“Why
do you want to leave?” Ruben held her hand back.  “This scene is beyond weird.”


“What
the fuck? You have been in the game longer than me, and you can’t tell this
place is full of pussy for sale?”


Ruben
scanned the room.  “I just thought everyone was dressed for the part.”


“Jesus
Christ, Roberto.  Will you rat me out if I get fucked up at the bar?”


“Go by yourself then.”


“Fuck
you, Roberto.  I’ll just drink the little shit bottles in the room.  I don’t
care what it costs.”


She
gulped down a mini bottle of vodka, then another.  She got down and dirty.  “My
tits might be sagging, but I still got a hungry pussy.”  She dirty, dirty
danced, looking gruesome, obscene, and alluring.  She ripped off Ruben’s pants
and mouthed him hungrily.  She pulled him to the bed, her arms flaying about in
search of a concealed condom.  Her voice sounded choked, perhaps on the verge
of vomiting.  Although an erotic experience, fortuitously, she passed out on
the floor.


Around
nine a.m., the sound of her peeing without closing the bathroom door awakened
him. She marched up to the side of the bed, saluted him with one hand, while
the other arm supported her pendulous breasts.  Most of her makeup had
dissolved.  Deep crow’s feet walked away from her bland eyelids.  Her tone was
slurred.  “Your pussy is reporting for duty, sir! I am ready to serve my
country!” Ruben pulled her down.  She passed out again.


 


He
showered, shaved, got dressed, went to breakfast alone.  Then he got directions
at the hotel front desk to Woodlawn cemetery, a county-supported burial ground.


Tracy
Klepacki’s place of internment was in a wall about ten feet off the ground.  He
could barely read her simple bronze plaque, just large enough for her name and
her date of death, no birthdate.  He sat opposite her on the mausoleum floor,
his head tilted back in an uncomfortable twist to stare at what remained of a
woman—her grave marker--whose screaming he could still hear.  “That’s my shit
you’re standing in,” “I drink cum for a living,”  “He’ll have water.  You drink
too much coffee,”  The voices of his students applauding her doing YMCA, “fuck,
fuck, fuck” when she left the prom, her revealing lost innocence in Disneyland,
and “Good job, teacher!”  “Good job, teacher!”


What
if he had just walked past her apartment that day, ignored her.  Life is a
series of happenstances.






Chapter 6
“Think of the story you’ll get!”

December 1998


Margo called to describe fifteen years of marriage
with kids.  She was discerning but admitted she had become a textbook case,
nothing more.  Ruben could not tell her that her once witty appraisal of her
life had devolved into obsessive repetition.  She did offer Ruben a single
woman’s phone number to call.  He did.  He dated her once.  He liked her
appearance, but her age, 44, never married, and an easily divined long
checklist, set her aside.  He called Margo to thank her for thinking of him
(and her), at which time Margo told him that her annual New Year’s Eve party
had collapsed from the weight of full-time motherhood.


New Year’s passed, like for so many, at home
alone.  He had new interests.  He was always pursuing an education grant.  He
had become intrigued by “distance learning,” using the Internet to create
online classrooms enriched by audio, images, and the introduction of video [at
the time, high-speed Internet and online video were still new].   Even on New
Year’s Eve and day, he so submerged himself on a grant application, that when
he looked up, he was late to his mother’s dinner.


Luanne had not called to offer a discount date for
New Year’s.


      


February 1999


The second semester began at the end of January. 
Five weeks later he was submitting the first of four quarterly report cards,
the one most teachers lamented because it was really based on three weeks of
instruction.  He had submitted his application for a fifty thousand dollar
grant.   He might not hear anything until summer.  Spring break was six weeks
away.


He recalled last year’s Spring break with Roberta
Mary.  It wasn’t so bad, even considering her attempt to fly on her own cross
into the Grand Canyon.  Though silent for most of the drive to the Canyon, she
talked for hours on the return trip.  He learned about the culture of women who
were born with looks that matured into the overt sexual attraction. Roberta
Mary had known many females whose allure  had dropped them into a groove that 
spun to being pawed at an early age, catcalled wherever they went, raped before
twenty, pregnant before twenty-one, abortion, lured by money, abandoned, and
saved, but convinced that life was one big experience to mistrust, even the
sanctity of marriage and children.  She only
told Ruben because she believed he needed the material for the website.


“I know that I
have been put on this Earth to do one great thing.  I can drive the loneliness
out of a man’s heart.  I can make them feel saved, loved, and wanted.”  She
cried, “But no one, but the Lord, does this for me.”


Despite the
bleakness of her story, Ruben considered that it was far more interesting than
listening to some woman talk about her checklist: where she wanted to live,
kind of car she wanted to drive, how she wanted to decorate a house and have
friends over.  Thus, he decided to call Luanne, go out on a few one-night
dates, then take one on a road trip this coming Spring break.


After several
days of no answer, Luanne finally answered her cell.  “Oh, good.  Been meaning
to talk to you.  I got work for you.”


“What?” inquired
Ruben, though he hadn’t called to inquire about work.


“I be going into
the FFM slash Lesbo business.  Need you to write up a new section on the
website.”


“You have
lesbians on your calendar?” asked Ruben.


“Fuck no.  Real
lesbians look fucked up unless they be movie stars, which don’t generally show
up to work in my establishment. I be telling the regular bitches to be like
lezbos.  Did you know that dudes will pay triple or more if they got  two
bitches to do each other and suck their dicks?”


“I know lesbian
websites are very popular on the Internet.  Guys want to see women having sex,
but not with another guy.”


“Fuck yes!  My
old bitches be totally grossed out and refused to eat pussy until they heard
how much more they can get.  Plus, now get this, if they don’t got to swallow
dick, they feel safer.  It be  a win, win, win, and I be  the one who gets the
last win.”


“I’m very happy
for you, Luanne.”


“Okay, when can
you write me up some lesbo shit?  You want me to send round a couple of pussies
for you to interview, if that be  all you want to do?”


“Actually, if
it’s fake, I can make it up easily enough.  Remember, I did a lezbo story for
you a long time ago.”


“When can I get
it?  I need to keep my website fresh.”


“I suppose I can
work on it this weekend, but that’s not why I called.”


“What you want, mijo?”


“Mijo?”


“I heard that
somewhere.  Don’t know what the fuck it means.”


“You remember the
woman you had me meet in a mall, and I thought she was a cop.”


“Yeah.  You don’t
want her.”


“Why?”


“Cuz she does get
her thou a night.  Another one of those who think her pussy smells…”


“Okay, then what
about Roberta Mary?”


“She in and out.  Don’t see her that much.  I can
leave a message on our bulletin board.”


They chatted a little more.  Luanne told him to
look at the website if he wanted a bitch about fifty-five.  “You might get a
thirty-year-old for cheaper, cuz nowadays they just want the quick buck.  The
business be changing.  Lots of competition.”


 


A few nights later, Luanne called. “I be telling
Roberta Granny about you, and said she’d date you for three days free.”


“Free? What’s the catch?”


“She want you to take her to see her daughter and
grandchildren.  They live in some fucked up place called El Cajon, somewhere
near San Diego.  She say if you make her look good,  you can taste every square
inch of her fifty-six year-old booty.”


“No way.  I’m going to get fucked over by an ugly
situation.  Lots of yelling and screaming and unpleasantness.”


Luanne sighed and chuckled before answering. 
“What the fuck, Roberto!  I wish I could go with her.  Yeah, it gonna be
great!  Think of the story you gonna get!  Her daughter gonna tell her off with
every word ever invented.  Her daughter’s husband gonna stare at his
mom-in-law’s big tits.  They gonna tell the kids to leave the room.  They gonna
think you some kind of pimp.  You gonna be outta there in forty minutes once
Roberta Granny opens her mouth, and cum drools out.  Then you do whatever the
fuck you want.”


“Luanne, that’s kind of…of mean, what you said.”


“Mean?  Me mean?  You should listen to your
Roberta Granny.  She causes me problems that I could tell you about for hours. 
She deserves to be put down.  This gonna be the best way possible.”


Ruben decided he didn’t want the problem, but five
days before Spring break he called to see if the deal was still available.  It
was.  He could pick her up at the flower shop the following Monday.  But on
Saturday before, Luanne called.


“Roberta Granny be backing her ass out.  She gonna
fuck up your Spring break.”


Ruben was at first disappointed but relieved that
somehow the powers that be intervened.  “It’s all right, Luanne.”


“No, it ain’t all right.  Here, you cuss her out. 
I already did.”  There was a muffled sound, then “Here, tell her she gonna get
her rubber tits shoved down her throat.”


Despite threats that Ruben had long since learned
to not question, even look away, he listened to a strong voice.  “It’s Luanne’s
fucked up fault.  I was going to go, but she kept telling everyone that I would
just get my ass kicked.  She’s probably right, so I’m not going.  Fuck my
daughter and my grandkids.”


Ruben didn’t speak.  He realized she was still on
the line because he heard her breathing.  “I just got to ask you one thing.  How
did your daughter find out what you do?”


“She always knew I had many dudes on the side. 
She told me off when she was sixteen.”


“But what does she know now?”


“Fuck if I know.”


“But she invited you to her house?”


“I told her I am a secretary now.”


“And she believed you?”


“She didn’t say she didn’t.  She said I could have
her spare room for one night.”


Ruben voiced shock.  “You’re going to sleep in her
house?”


“She offered…”


“Look, Roberta, do you really want to see your
grandchildren?”


“I want to give them something.”


The same heart that prompted him to save apartment
212 heaved within his chest.  He told Roberta, “Pack some normal clothes.  No
high heels.  Nothing tight.  See you Monday morning.  I will take care of
everything.”


 


When Roberta Granny bent down to get in the front
seat, Ruben inspected her carefully.  “Lose the ear hoops and pull your hair
back in a ponytail.  Where did you get those shoes?”


“What’s wrong with them?”


“You’ve got an expensive pedicure and a tattoo. 
We’ll have to stop and get you sensible footwear.  You’ll be doing a lot of
walking.  And we’re not staying at your daughter’s house.  They’re coming to
your turf.”


During the three hour drive, Ruben provided her
with background info.  She was a school secretary in the counseling office.  He
filled her with details such as the personalities and quirks of the school
counselors she worked for.  She would be able to speak with passion about the
good of some counselors and how some barely did enough to collect a paycheck. 
Ruben would be Roberto, a teacher from her school with whom she was having a
secret affair.


They checked into the hotel where Ruben had stayed
many times for teacher conventions, the same hotel he had stayed with Josie
Lopez, the author, AKA Roberta Lopez and  Roberta Marilyn.  They inspected
their room with one king bed.  They swam in the pool, which brought
head-twisting because of Roberta’s skimpy bikini and bone-thin legs.  Finally,
Roberta got up the nerve to call her daughter, telling her to come to the hotel
for breakfast and then they would all be going to nearby SeaWorld.


“Now, all we have to figure out is how to hide
your ten thousand dollar tits from the gawkers.”


      


Luanne was definitely right.  When Roberta’s
daughter arrived, the drama was more intense than a Shakespeare play.  There
was Roberta, called Grandma Julie by her grandkids, with her long sexy tresses
re-colored a washed out blonde with streaks of gray. Normally, curled for
allure, she pulled her hair back in a prim ponytail.   She wore new sneakers,
baggy running pants, a plain sweatshirt, and a windbreaker.  (She had insisted
that she not look overweight).  No jewelry, and her largest concession, minimal
make-up.   Roberta fended off initial questions by insisting that her daughter
call her mom and the children call her grandma.


Ruben explained that as a teacher he got a huge
discount on the SeaWorld tickets.


Grandma told them, “Everything is on me.  You
don’t pay for anything, not even a souvenir.”


 


Once in the park, Ruben played go-between to ease
the conversation between the adults.  He even broke the iciness between mother
and daughter.  “Your mother knows she let you down when you were a kid.  She’s
not asking for forgiveness.  She’s not asking to be in your life.  She just
wants to check in on you because, after all, she did spend eighteen years
raising you.”


The daughter replied sarcastically, “She didn’t do a
very good job.  I’m in therapy.”


Ruben disarmed her.  “Go say that to her, but she
came to give something to her grandchildren.  Are you going to spoil that? 
There isn’t a thing you can say that she hasn’t anticipated, and believe me,
from what I know, she has paid dearly and continues to pay for her errors.”


“She should have rotted in hell.”


Ruben kept his smile and glanced at the listening
son-in-law.  “She already has.  The woman who gave birth to you has been beaten
up, raped, fucked over many times, slept in shelters…”


The daughter broke in, “Looks like she spent her
money on tits…”


Ruben lowered his voice dramatically to deliver a
rehearsed line.  “Your mother has breast cancer.  Those are reconstructed.  Not
the best job.  She tries hard to cover them up at school.”


Over the course of hours watching sea lion shows,
whale shows, feeding dolphins, going on rides, and lunch, conversation ensued. 
Ruben always stood close to Roberta to mediate with the parents and children.


The next day Ruben and Roberta lounged around the
pool.  They were invited to her daughter’s home in El Cajon for dinner.  Just
before Grandma left, she gave each child an envelope.  Her daughter’s eyes
popped.  “Mom, can you afford this?”


“I just want to know that you’ll hold on to it for
them.  I left you when you were nineteen.  Maybe you should give it to them
when they turn nineteen.”


 


Back at their hotel, Roberta exited the bathroom
in lingerie.  Ruben told her, “You’re not working tonight.  You’re under no
obligation.” 


   Roberta just stared at him silently, with a
faint shaking of her head.  She pulled back the sheets and slipped next to
Ruben.  Her bent knee rested on Ruben’s crotch.  “No obligation, huh?  You
might have meant that kindly, but I take it as rejection.  I had enough of that
this weekend.”













Chapter 1
“Leaving so soon, Ruben?”

1999 to 2003


Commencing his fourteenth year of teaching, Ruben
took stock of the highs and lows  on his timeline.  His classroom skills kept
the lid on discipline and delivered engaging, relevant curriculum.  His
students did well on standardized tests and he received all manner of perks ,
including recognition and opportunities for additional income.  His work for
other schools had slowed, but the tedium of preparing documents  loaded with
educational jargon, wasn’t missed.  His career was a high.


Ruben was debt free, career happy, enough friends
and family, and he even had dates when he wanted or could afford.  Another
high. 


However, he felt something missing over the years
of his timeline.  Despite years of adventures with Luanne,  his timeline had
many low points.


How could one have so much going, but have one
yearning  unbalance the whole of existence?  Ruben began to feel unwise  for
passing up opportunities.  He could have stayed with Marilyn Josie.  He could
have agreed to Clarissa’s terms.  He could have hung in longer with Jill, but
that would have ended.  And why hadn’t his relationship with Margo in college
flourished?


Maybe he dodged a bullet with Margo.  Always one
to maintain relationships, Margo called at least once a month.  She usually
repeated how boring life had become, including classic perfunctory marital sex,
or the lack of it.  “But the worst thing, Ruben, is that I feel lonely a lot
and cuddling up on a rainy night isn’t the same.”  She talked about divorce,
the number of single women in her office who were experimenting with bi-sexual
lifestyles, and chided men in their thirties for intensifying their loneliness
by partying with flights of craft beer, while dismissing bulging bellies. 
“Ruben, I’ve known you for thirty years, since college.  What stopped you from
living like the rest of us?  How do you handle the loneliness?  How do you
handle missing the comfort of intimate contact?  And don’t tell me it’s the
hookers you find in airports.”


As Luanne had insisted, Ruben did not date
hookers.  He dated professional girlfriends who were usually, though not
gorgeous,  physically alluring and fun on dates when the conversation was
considerably different than the women he had met with checklists.  Still, he
realized that Luanne’s discount girlfriends were not for the long term, even
if, from time-to-time, he wished otherwise.


Ruben realized that he was experiencing what many,
many people experience.   And he realized that his association with Lucort had
simply delayed reality.  And he knew  that the universal  feelings of
isolation  was something that people had to deal with on their own.


So Ruben registered for a dating service, which
proved interesting as he read hundreds of profiles while comparing them to the
profiles he had written for Lucort.  What the profiles had in common was that
they were both fictionalized, especially the pictures, but that the images on
Lucort’s website were not only more provocative, but more likely to be
reflective of the actual date, though she might have different colored hair.  
Another major  difference was that calling Lucort always resulted in a date. 
After an introductory conversation with a prospective from the dating service,
he often never called back.  If he did date a prospective, there was a
routine—meet and greet, coffee,  typical movie date—but which often evolved no
further.  


Ruben tried to select a prospective date based on
similar interests as opposed to selecting from Luanne’s alluring images and
fake profiles.  He actually tried to set aside physical attraction in favor of
companionable.   He found that attraction and companionable rarely reconciled.


Of course, the biggest difference was the
cost/benefit ratio.  The dating service [at the time] charged about thirty
dollars a month.  If he arranged for a meet and greet, another twenty to forty
dollars for a pair of dinners, wines, or desserts, which Ruben always insisted
on paying, even if he had concluded that he would not be calling back.  An
evening with a professional girlfriend was far costlier, but often did result
in calling back for a second or third date.


Feeling he had a tough choice between conventional
dating services and Luanne’s service, which he helped to create, he stuck with
the conventional service as least likely to get him into trouble.  And no
trouble came; neither did anything else.


Luanne sporadically called while waiting around
her office on Saturday nights. (He hadn’t met her for breakfast in years.) They
chatted about politics, her ironic views on race relations, and most
fascinating, her views on human motivation.  She also brought up selling the
business; however, she wouldn’t sell out her notions of a safe working
environment for sex workers.   


After Ruben’s frequent inquiries, Luanne  barked
at him, “You ain’t never gonna hear from any of your Robertas again.  That the
way it be.  If they moved on to some other gainful employment or hitched
themselves to a non-paying dick, contacting you gonna be a bigger problem,
‘specially if you try to contact back.  The one who run to Texas got lots to
worry about if she ain’t been tracked down and stabbed to death.”


Luanne listened to Ruben’s observations about
dating services.  He told her that dating services, with all their flaws, 
would probably be huge competition for her in the future.  Luanne snickered. 
Ruben explained, ““If I had paid full price, I would have paid out over
twenty-five grand a year and what would I have to show or it?”


“You, dumb fuck!  What you gonna get from  a bitch
from that lying dating service?”


Ruben loved messing with Luanne.  “Don’t you think
I should get some kind of tax deduction, like married couples?  You should have
some kind of paperwork to hand to the clients.”


Luanne responded, “So you would want to claim my
bitches as dependents?”


“Why not?   My Robertas received financial
support.  Roberta Four made at least twelve grand off just me.  I was suporting
her.  I should get a tax deduction.”


“Yeah, but how that gonna work?”


“Well, your employees provided intimate services
that a wife generally provides.”


“The fuck they did!  They provided slutty
girlfriend services.  What kinda wife gonna provide fuck fantasies on demand? 
They ain’t dependents because they don’t be doin’ wife shit.  Plus, dumb fuck,
you got to have legal papers like a marriage license to claim a  woman as a
dependent.”


There was a pause from Ruben before he conceded,
“Ok, you’re right.  What you need to change is the way the escort business
works.  Instead of escorts, you get them a quickie marriage and a contract that
says they get to keep a Roberta for about a year.  Then you get them a quickie
divorce.  You think your employees would agree to that kind of scheme?”


“What
the fuck?  How they gonna make big money offa only one dick?  Now, maybe if
they could get four, five of these quickie marriages.”


“Yeah,
that might work, but then the client might also want four, five quickie
marriages.  That would keep things interesting.  Then everyone would be happy.”


Luanne
sounded convinced.  “Might be against the law, and probably the churches don’t
like it, and it would be a lot of extra paperwork that I would have to charge
for, ‘specially if I give money-back guarantee, but this might make a better
business and a better world.”


“You
sure of that?” prodded Ruben.


“Sure,
I’m sure.”


“You
think having extra marriages per person might work?” chided Ruben.


“Ain’t
that what you want, Fat Dick?”


“Luanne! 
Don’t call me that!!”


“I
be making a point!  You dicks want to fuck all the time. Why a man want one
woman in the first place?  Animals fuck all over the place!  Why just one
marriage?  It be just the way it always been done, so somebody got to pay for
all the children that come out of fucking.”


“Have
you ever been married, Luanne?  Or maybe had a long-term boyfriend?”


“What
the fuck, Roberto!  Ain’t you listenin’ to me?  If I be married, then I got to
give some dick control of my money.  If I have a boyfriend, then I got to give
some dick control of my money ‘cuz he thinks he be doin’ me a favor.  Then they
end up losin’ interest.”


“Well,
don’t you feel lonely, going through life all by yourself?  Don’t you want
someone to put their arms around you?”


Luanne
took a long pause.  “I always be surrounded by people.  I lost that feelin’
long ago.  Put their arms around me?  How long that gonna last?”


Ruben was silent for a moment. He mumbled, “How
can you lose that feeling?”


“What did you say?”


“I wondered how someone can lose the feeling for
physical touch.”


“Okay, I be lyin’ to you.  I still want a real
dick instead of that plastic one, but, like I said, real dick be wantin’ to
take over.  And that ain’t worth it.”


“But people need touch...”


“Why the fuck you think I stay in business?  If
some doctor could cut off dicks or take out what makes ‘em stick up, me and
millions of other bitches be out of work.  It not just fuckin’, I be in the
pain reliever business.”  Ruben went silent.  “Hey, Fat Dick, I mean Roberto,
whatever your name be, you still listen’n to me?”


“That’s it!” Roberto exclaimed.  “You go legal, by
setting yourself up as a pain management clinic!  You see big ads in the
newspapers all the time, usually scams for back pain or sciatica.”


“You mean my bitches be like  doctors?”


“Yes, ma’am. You take out ads saying you can cure
low-self-esteem, depression, stress, even arthritis.  Except most guys will
know right off that what you provide isn’t a scam.”


“Fuckin’ will cure arthritis?”


“Probably better than Tylenol!  But here’s the
beauty of it! We find out if your services can be covered under a health plan
like accupuncture!”


“You mean instead of some quack doctor stickin’ in
needles, we accept stickin’ in dicks?”


“The client pays you a hundred bucks deductible,
then Lucort Enterprises bills Kaiser for the rest.”


Luanne sounded excited.  “I always thought my
business was really legit. I be getting regular fees, bitches be gettin’
respect like a doctor...”


“And bosses will probably want to pay more into
health care plans because their employees will be far less stressed and more
productive.”


“And you know what else, Roberto?  They gonna be
less crime.  I got to tell you that my bitches tell stories about how they
regulars went out and robbed a Seven-Eleven, not for cigarette money, but fuckin’
money!  A dude tol’ how he swiped from his granny’s purse cuz his dick be
swollen so much!”


“Yeah, and as a health care provider, you can send
out reminder mail to come in for a regular check-up!  You could say your boss
needs to make sure you’re getting stress relief.”


“We can relieve stress for women too!”


“Wait a minute.  This idea will kill your
business.”


“How it gonna kill me?  I already thinkin’  how I
gonna remodel like a fancy doctor office...”


“Well, the problem is the plan will probably turn
into something like legalized marihuana.  The big health care providers will
move into your business.  They already have the offices, big parking lots, 
sophisticated appointment systems.  Probably won’t be much left for you to
profit on.”


“Yeah, you  be right.”


“Wait a second, I got another way.  You set
yourself up as a religion!  Lots of religions claim to heal.  Men will know
that even if you can’t heal arthritis, you can certainly heal something, at
least until the agony returns next week.”


“Shut up, Roberto!”


“No!   This will work.  Men can pay you as a
donation to your church and they get a tax deduction.”


“Roberto, shut the fuck up!  That plan already
been tried.”


“What?  Really?


“Yeah, it went down just like the marihuana. 
Other churches didn’t want no competition.”   


“Ah, I thought I had a big problem solved.  People
need to have regular, exciting sex.  It’s supposed to be healthy.”


“And get all kinds of healin’ in their fucked-up
lives.”


“Luanne, why are you so sure setting up a religion to
heal the lonely won’t work?”


“Cuz I already tried it!”


In moments of weakness or when Luanne just
happened to call, Ruben was able to cash in gift certificates at Lucort.


      


June 2003


Mrs.
Thornwall was retiring at age seventy.  The event was at a banquet hall;  most
attendees would be teachers, former teachers, and former students.  Bringing a
MILF might cast too much attention in Ruben’s way, so he saved his money.  He
would just sit with the other unattached, aging teachers.


He
picked out Mrs. Thornwall’s daughter, Diane, mingling and apparently directing
the event.  Two tall boys followed her around doing her bidding; probably her
sons, Ruben thought.  At one point, Diane signaled at him as if to express,
“I’m busy, but we will chat later.”  Ruben tracked her movements, thinking she
would eventually speak to an adult male who he could pick out as her husband. 
No one stepped forward to assume the role.


Ruben
had been asked to say a few words on Mrs. Thornwall’s behalf but declined,
certain that there would be more than enough long-winded well-wishers.  Diane
introduced her mother, followed by two colleagues from the social studies
department, and finally the school principal—about 90 minutes of speeches,
ending about nine-thirty.  A cake cutting, coffee, dessert, more wine, and
mingling.  Ruben began saying his goodbyes after ten-thirty.


Diane
was shadowing her mother in a tight circle of congratulatory friends; Ruben had
to break through to shake hands with Mrs. Thornwall, and barely touched Diane’s
hand as she was drawn back into the circle.


As
Ruben walked to his car, he withdrew his keys and door remote.  His car’s
lights blinked on and his door locks beeped open.  He also heard a woman’s
heels behind him.  He turned to see Diane following him.  “Leaving so soon,
Ruben?”


They
spoke briefly, inconsequentially.  Diane glanced over her shoulder frequently. 
“I really should get back.  Help pack up the gifts and cards.  Help out my mother
and her brothers and sisters who came tonight.”


Good
ole’ Ruben found himself saying, “Do you need some help?”


 


Around
twelve-thirty a.m. everyone and everything were back in its place.  Diane’s
sons went home to Grandma Thornwall’s.  Aunts and uncles back to hotels. The
presents, with Ruben’s help, packed in Diane’s car.  “Thanks, Ruben.  You were
always the good guy.”


“My
pleasure.  Take care, Diane.” He turned toward his car.


He
was in full stride when he heard, “Ruben Renteria, can’t you take a hint?  Do I
have to spell it out for you?”


He
turned, “What?”


“I
could use a quiet cup of coffee, decaf, of course.”


“Uh,
I just thought, you had family and…”


“What
are you, blind?”  She held up her bare ring finger.


Of
course, Ruben had noticed the absence of a ring when he shook her hand earlier
but didn’t want to ask questions. They sat in a local Denny’s booth until
two-thirty a.m.  Her history was typical but ended with a startling conclusion
as she said, “If I ever get serious again—which I doubt—I will never use a
checklist again.  I will never hold my heart hostage to what I think I need.”


Ruben
followed her home as a courteous gesture, but as she got out of her car, he
just waved and drove on.  “Yeah, right,” he muttered to himself.


As
things turned out, two weeks later, he met Diane in a mall.  She was sitting
alone, apparently on chaperone duty, while her oldest son was hanging out with
mixed friends, one of which she had divined was more than just a friend.   The
conversation continued with more catching up.  Ruben had long ago composed a
credible story about who he had been dating over the years, emphasizing that
working on school reports and his distance learning grant were his passion.  


Diane
had been teaching almost ten years.  She admitted that she was just average,
the typical female teacher slash wife slash mother slash daughter.  Holidays
included her ex-husband’s grown children and families.  “My head has just been
under water for years.  Don’t even really know what died in my second
marriage.”


July 2003          


Two
weeks later Diane called ostensibly to chat, but after a while, said, “I have
to drive the boys to the beach.  One wants his girlfriend to come.  So I’m
going to be sitting under an umbrella for hours.  I don’t suppose…”  Ruben
brought a stack of papers and a book to read.  He didn’t do much of either.  As
the teens drifted with the current, Diane and Ruben waded after them.  At one
point, she took his arm.  Afterward, the whole sunburned crew went to
McDonald’s for ice cream.  The kids sat together while Diane’s knee leaned
against Ruben’s knee at another table.


 


Diane called to say that her mother had gifted
her  a getaway cruise.  “Just the weekend thing to Ensenada.  She’s going to
take the kids to the beach…”


Ruben
made no assumptions.  “Who are you going with?”


“I
was hoping you.”


Ruben
immediately said, “Let me think about it.  I’ll let you know tonight?”


Ruben
ruminated about his decision for hours.  He was mostly on the off side of the
fence, remembering how she had once turned him down for a cruise.  He had
considered that Diane was a dead issue, but now here she was standing in front
of him.   By ten p.m.
he still hadn’t made the call.  His phone rang.  “Listen, Ruben, I realize
you’re on the fence about me.  I would feel the same way.  I remember that I
turned you down on a cruise.  The truth is I want to go.  I want to have fun. 
I want to not feel pressured or obligated or talk about my past mistakes.  I
will pay for everything.  I just want you to escort me.”


“Escort
you?”


“Yeah,
would you be my bitch?”


Ruben
laughed at the irony.  “Okay, I’ll do it.  But I want three twenty minute
breaks a day.”


 


August 2003


The
first night they drank like fish, danced until they dropped, had a drunken
conversation wrapped in a blanket on the stern while watching the ship’s wake
fade away.  They slept until ten in the morning, did the sex thing, showered,
and were sipping coffee on the lido deck by eleven a.m.


While
they were in line for pancakes, Diane ran a finger over Ruben’s face.  “I hope
you don’t think this is going anyplace.  You’re just my escort.”


“Yes,
boss.” he returned whimsically.


They
were not interested in de-boarding the ship to walk around Ensenada. They
jogged around the ship many times, played some games, fooled around without
sex, took a nap, dressed up, dinner, the Saturday night show, more drinking,
and dancing, sleeping by one a.m.  Pillow talk in the morning.  Diane wanted
extra time to get dressed, so Ruben took his book and went for breakfast
alone.  When she didn’t show after an hour, he called their stateroom.  “Oh,
sorry, I fell back asleep.  Could you come and get me?”


When
he entered the cabin, the lights were out.  Then they came on.  Diane was
stretched out on the bed in lingerie.  “I wasn’t sure about using this, but I’m
sure now.”


For
the rest of the cruise, they were a couple, holding hands, inseparable. 






Chapter 2
“If you’re my girlfriend,

 you’ll meet me at the docks”

October 2003


Southern
California’s summer heat was finally waning.   Since Los Angeles doesn’t really
change color in the fall, the only vestige of a seasonal change was a slight
crispness in the air.  For Ruben, the time meant grading essays in preparation
for the five-week report card.  For Diane, it meant getting out Halloween
decorations, not just for her classroom, but for her home, and her younger
son’s annual Halloween party.


Ruben
was a constant, if not wholly accepted fixture in Diane’s house.   He helped
with the parties, even occasionally drove her sons to their many events.  


 


December 31, 2003


Diane
and Ruben hosted a New Year’s Eve Eastern Standard time party.  Margo, her
husband, and kids were invited.  Other families came to create a gathering of
about twenty.  The kids enjoyed hot dogs on pizza and were carried out to cars
by nine-thirty.  Ruben still didn’t sleep at Diane’s house; she went to him the
next day, slipping in between his sheets by eleven a.m.   In the afternoon,
they went to Ruben’s mother, then Mrs. Thornwall’s, then stuffed themselves
again at Margo’s.


 


January 2004


Sunday morning.  Ruben and Diane walked to Sitton’s,
where Ruben had returned, feeling that anyone who might have observed him had
moved on.  He sensed that a big talk with Diane was eminent.  


“Ruben, I don’t want to get married, but I do want a
constant boyfriend.  And you’re the best boyfriend I’ve ever had.    You keep
me alive.  You’re focused on me, and I will just be your girlfriend, but a very
jealous girlfriend.”  There were no plans to live together.  Everything would
stay separate.


 


May 2004


First
fight.  They played it very under the radar so kids wouldn’t pick up on the
strife.  The fight was over inconsistencies in their relationship.  Ruben
simply went back to his apartment.  Two weeks later he sent her a note:  “If
you’re my girlfriend, you’ll meet me at the docks—back to Ensenada.”


Diane
fumed at first, but “This time,” he told her, “you be the escort.  I’m paying.”













Chapter 1
“The inevitable finally happened.”
March 2008


For the last five years, Ruben, now fifty-five,
had lived an amenable, albeit back and forth life with Diane, if not always
steamy as originally desired by both of them.  Occasionally, Ruben would
compare his adventures at Lucort with the life he now followed.  He  wrote down
what he believed to be a credible story, one that he shared with Diane:


 



“I
met this woman in my apartment building.  I reluctantly helped her out of a
situation.  She turned out to be an escort.  She made it easy for me to get
hook-ups with some of her associates.  I would hook up a couple times a year. 
I swear I only did this because years would go by without finding a suitable
woman for a partner in life.”  


 


When Diane requested Ruben to make an appointment
for full blood tests, he did so, even though he had routinely and privately
checked his blood every six months for years.  


But he never mentioned Luanne Parkinson, Lucort,
or any of Luanne’s myriad of escort websites. Of course, from time to time he
secretly checked up on the websites when he had a secret moment.  They were
considerably slicker in appearance with audio and video.  Much of the content
was either derived from something he had written or was still on the site as he
had written it many years ago.  What was curious was that many of the pics were
the same; though Ruben knew the escorts that had long departed.  Roberta Mary
was still available to “make your desires pleasing in the eyes of the Lord.”


 


May 2008


The principal who had button-holed the early
Robertas at proms had retired.  The current school office manager was also a
replacement for Lilia, who had left the previous year.  On his way out on a
Wednesday, the new school office manager called him over.  “There’s a woman
over there waiting to see you.”


A tall, stately, professionally attired, but grim
African-American woman, late forties,  was sitting in one of the chairs near
the counseling office.  She stood as Ruben approached.


“Are you Ruben Renteria?”


“That would be me.  Are you a parent of one of my
students?”


She smiled.  “No.  Uh, do you know a Luanne
Parkinson?”


His face flushed.  His heart pounded.  The
nightmare he thought he escaped had re-surfaced.  His stomach turned to acid. 
His next thought was Diane.  He had no choice but to lie.


“I’m sorry, is she a parent of one of my
students?  I’ve taught thousands of students.”


“Are you Ruben Renteria?  The office manager
pointed you out.”


He nodded anxiously.


“Mr. Renteria, is there somewhere we can talk?”


“What’s this about? I don’t know the party you
referred to you.”


“If you’re Ruben Renteria, you certainly do.”  The
woman looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping.  She whispered, “I’m
her daughter, Laurie.  Isn’t there someplace we can talk?”


He led the woman back to his classroom, unlocked
the door, and bade the woman sit at a student desk.  “Who are you?  What do you
want?  If you’re a cop, you have to reveal this or else this is entrapment.”


The woman broke up laughing.  “That settles it. 
You are Ruben Renteria.”  She continued to laugh.  “She said you would probably
shit in your pants.  Are you okay?”


“She didn’t have a daughter.”


“That’s what they all say.  She’s was fifteen when
she brought me into this world.  I lived with Grandma until I was fourteen,
then they moved me out of state, Las Vegas.  Pretty common story in my mother’s
industry.  Out of sight, out of mind, especially since few in the business ever
really go cold turkey.


“So this is your real world?  This classroom?” 
She got up from her student’s desk to view Ruben’s display of comic books,
action figure toys, and movie posters.


Ruben was still suspicious.


Laurie casually inquired, “Ever visit my mother’s
place of business?”


“I have never had a reason  to visit her
premises.”


“Neither have I, until this week. It’s not as
creepy as one might expect.”  She paused.  “Mr. Renteria, I took a chance
coming here.  She didn’t have any contact info on you, except that she knew the
school’s name.”


Ruben was trembling.


“And she said you would probably shake. The
inevitable finally happened.  I’m here because she’s had a stroke.  She’s in
the hospital.”








Chapter 2
“Shit, I was hoping for a long vacation.”

May 2008


Basically, 
Luanne’s condition was entirely predictable.  Sixty-three, overweight,  no
exercise, and poor diet.  The attending doctor included “and stress from her
job, which she refuses to describe.”  She had periods of lucidity but mostly
slept.  On Ruben’s first visit, Laurie, her daughter, gently prodded the
sleeping hulk.  “Luanne, dear, look who I brought.”


Luanne’s
large eyes tried to focus.  She smiled deeply when she finally recognized
Ruben.  She reached for his hand.  “Roberto, I’m all fucked up.  Going to die
any second.”


Ruben
instinctively took her hand.  “The doctors say you will have a long recovery,
but sorry to tell you, death is not lurking by your bedside.” He bent down to
whisper, “You’re only half fucked up, maybe not even half.”


“Shit,
I was hoping for a long vacation.”  She drifted back to sleep.


Ruben
strolled with Laurie to the hospital cafeteria.   Laurie sipped her coffee. 
“There’s nothing here that you couldn’t imagine or surmised yourself, from what
little I know about you, Mr. Renteria.”


“Please,
call me Roberto.”


“Sorry,
I can’t do that.  This is not my world.  I got occasional cards and always
money from her.  Maybe I saw her once in twenty years.  She did send someone to
check up on me.  Probably one of her whores, a bitchy woman who introduced
herself as Kiko.”


“Kiko?”


“Yeah,
and she had some blond slut with her.”


“She
did?  Did you get her name?”


“The
blonde slut?”


“Yes,
the one with Kiko.”


“Nope,
didn’t want either one of them hanging around very long.”


“You
didn’t talk to the blonde one at all?”


“I
told you no.  Never saw them again.”


Ruben
turned his head so Laurie wouldn’t see him wipe away a tear.  That didn’t work,
so he excused himself to the restroom.  He entered a stall, imagined some
scenes with Tracy, and cried.


When
he regained his composure, he returned to the cafeteria.  Laurie was involved
in a conversation on her cell phone.  “Let me come to the point, Mr. Renteria. 
My mother had many entangling business connections.”


Ruben
interrupted.  “Why are you involved?  Where’s Melvin?”


“Melvin? 
Who’s that?”


“A
big guy.  Usually drove Luanne around.”


“Oh,
him?  Looks like he’s next in line for a stroke.  And to answer your first
question, I don’t know why I’m involved,  but isn’t this the way it works in
movies?  She doesn’t really know me, and I just know a tad from that Kiko. 
Probably thinks I’m the only one who won’t screw her over because I get the
money.  Then, when I meet her in this hospital, the first thing she says to me
is, ‘Find Roberto.’  That’s how I was forced to go to her place of business. 
The receptionist had a file on you.  I saw a poster:  ‘Mr. Fat Dick.’  Is that
you, Mr. Renteria?”


Ruben
didn’t smile.  He hung his head, wondering where this was all going.


“Here’s
the thing:  She does control a business that can be sold; it has considerable
value, especially its connections.  This business can also be stolen from her
if she’s not going to be around.  Or, I figure she can get someone to manage it
for her, someone she sorta trusts, but keep in mind, there are few trustworthy
people in this industry.  The problem with all of this is that she’s thinking I
will handle this.  I don’t want my name connected with her business.  So, Mr.
Renteria, that leaves you.  Do you want to handle her affairs?”


The
word leaped out of his mouth… “No!” 







Chapter 3
“I appoint myself President.”

May 2008 


Diane
was peeling carrots.  “So who is this person you’re visiting in the hospital?  Every
day?”


Ruben
exhaled with, “I’m going to tell you the truth.  She’s someone I met through
one of those escorts I told you about.”


Diane
jokingly responded, “Who?  The Madame or someone?”


Ruben
pondered her reaction.  “What if I said ‘yes?’”


“Then
my next question is:  Are you in any trouble?  Anything illegal?”


“No,”
he answered matter-of-factly, without a second’s hesitation.


“Then
is she really a Madame?”


“Not
really.  Look, she’s in her sixties.  She was in a coma.  We’re not sure she’s
going to be able to walk.  This is all from a long time ago.  It doesn’t affect
us in any way.” 


 


When
he arrived at Luanne’s hospital room around six-thirty, Luanne seemed to be
ending a story she was telling Laurie.  Luanne motioned for him to pull up a
chair next to Laurie.  “So I had no trouble making the decision to get you out
of town, even though I was a dumb fuck back then.”


Laurie
turned to Ruben.  She was aghast and caustic.   “I just found out that I’m
lucky because there is no possible way to ever track down my biological father,
not that I would want to.  You see, Mr. Renteria, I owe my existence to a
gang-bang.  Mind you, not a gang-rape, a gang-bang in which this biological
mother of mine was a willing participant.”


Ruben
glanced at Luanne who quipped, “I did it for the money.  Five hundred bucks. 
Of course, I only got to keep three hundred.”


Laurie
seemed upset, but not disgusted.  She glared fiercely at Ruben.  “I’m alright. 
I always figured it was something like that.  If I was as stupid as she, I
probably would have done the same thing.”


“You
hear that, Roberto?  My flesh and blood daughter call me a stupid fuck.” 
Luanne looked away from her daughter, not interested in starting a
confrontation.  She pushed herself up to explain to Ruben.  “I were fourteen.  I
be making one-fifty an hour.  I put in two hours.”


Ruben
had to ask, “Why would a couple of guys want to get together to fuck one
woman?  In a gang-bang or a gang rape?”


Laurie
snapped into the conversation.  “For power and the desire to be king of the
forest.  So fucking stupid!  A bunch of guys shaking their dicks in front of
each other, some slut wanting  her every hole filled with squirming worms.”


A
nurse walked in.  Luanne called out, “Yes, sweetie?”


The
nurse said, “I heard raised voices in here. Are you getting my patient worked
up?”


Luanne
replied, “These two can’t work me up.  I just fucking with them, Donna. 
What time be dinner?”


“Luanne,
sweetie, you had your dinner.”


“That
be dinner?  I thought that be whorederves.”


The
nurse gave a powerful, controlling response.  “Ms. Luanne, I will see if I can
find something on doctor’s orders that we can add to your dinner.” 


The
three of them watched the nurse back out of the room.  Luanne sat up on the
bed, pulling her bed tray across her lap.  She banged her plastic water cup on
the tray.  “Okay, I call this meeting to order.  First order of business be to
appoint a board of directors.  I appoint myself President.  Laurie, what job do
you want?”


Laurie
blinked as if she were talking to a crazy person.  “I want the job that sends
me back to my accounting business and family in Vegas.”


Luanne
snarled at her, “Well, that be out of order.  You gonna be  Vice-President.”


“Vice-President
of what?”


“Lucort
Enterprises, my only flesh and blood child.  You, Roberto, you gonna be 
Vice-President of creative planning and design.”


“I
already have a career.  I’m a teacher.”


“And
I have a career, too!” protested Laurie.


Luanne
shook her head.  “Oh, I can see I have no one to turn to. I want to cash in and
move to Vegas.  But I just can’t boogie on my staff.  They need taking care
of.”


Laurie’s
face exploded in shock and awe.  “You’re going to move to Vegas?  What the hell
for?”


“I
gonna be a consultant there.”


“You?
A consultant, or a leech on me?”


“Me
a leech?  Who be the one who came running  when she thought her  fat mother
going to croak and leave her my empire?”


This
time Laurie cracked up.  “Oh, yes, I forgot you are head of an empire of
sluts.”


Luanne
retorted, “You wash your mouth out with soap, young lady.  I not be kidding.  I
took in and provided opportunities for hundreds of women who had none.  If they
liked the biz and stayed on top of things, they made a good living.”  She
slapped her hand on the surface of her hospital tray.  “I protected them. 
Roberto, did you know that last year I had over fifty pussies—I mean
employees--on my calendar?”


Ruben
tried to maintain a calm demeanor while reflecting warmth to a sick woman whose
long association defined her as a friend.  “Sorry, Luanne.  I’m not
interested.  Surely, you must know someone.  Can Melvin take over?”


Luanne
allowed her large body to fall back against her pillow.  Her face quivered in
anxiety.  Tears formed in her eyes.  She yawned.  “You two can leave me now.  I
be too tired to be talkin’ this shit now.”


 


Walking
to their cars, Laurie asked Ruben, “What’s this all about?  Why is she so
upset?  If she’s got money, why doesn’t she just take it and run?”


Ruben
walked on for a full minute of silence.  “In the seventeen years that I’ve
known your mother, one thing was constant.  One thing she never bull-shitted
was the safety and well-being of the women who came to her.  Even if she threw
them out, she tried to make sure they were safe.”    He remembered the night he
took three women fleeing violent husbands to a shelter, then to his apartment. 
He remembered Luanne’s various departments:  of feasibility, costumes, and
mental health. He told Laurie, “She took pride in her work.”


Laurie
fumed, “She also put women in harm’s way.”


“You
can think that if you want.  But you’re discounting the horrors she must have
repressed, but conscious enough to create this woman.”


“Please
don’t use psycho-babble on me.”


They
reached Ruben’s car.  He invited her to continue the conversation while seated
in his car facing a stone wall in the hospital parking structure. Once seated,
Ruben turned to look directly into Laurie’s eyes. It struck him that Luanne’s
daughter was a striking, sophisticated looking woman.  He glanced at her legs.


Laurie
sneered and turned to focus on the blank wall before them.


“Listen,
Laurie,  I stopped using Lucort’s services years agom, but I’ve been scared of
Luanne—always worried that she’d blackmail me or get me arrested.  Now, I’m
going to take care of her.  Essentially, you don’t even know her.  You can go back
to Las Vegas.”


“I
don’t know her?  And you do?  How do you think you got all those
discounts over the years?”


Ruben
was dumbfounded.  “To tell you the truth, I just assumed that her employees and
Luanne were able to do it because there wasn’t any tangible loss.” 


“Is
that what you think?”


“Sorta.”


Laurie
started laughing.  “You never got it?  It was all Luanne’s doing.  Everyone
owed Luanne favors.  Everyone.  It never occurred to you that you were
fucking women who had been ordered to take a discount?”


Ruben
fell silent.  Of course, he had considered duress, but when he was eye to eye
in bed with a Lucort girlfriend or watching them sleep peacefully, he thought
he was showing them kindness and consideration.

      “Well, if you think that’s it, I guess I, too, owe her favors.  You can
go back to Vegas.”          


“Just
like that, huh?  And you get her money?”


“What
money?  Just because she flashes jewelry?  She drives used cars.  You see,
Laurie, I don’t want any connection to her, but are you really going to stay? 
Or are you going to try to get some money and then leave her?”


“You
don’t know what the fuck I’ve been through.”


“So?!”


“You’re
an asshole,” Laurie sneered.


“Am
I?  Where have you been  all these years?”  Laurie’s face hardened.  Ruben
braced for an onslaught of expletives.  Laurie only shook her head in
exasperation.    “So have you got any ideas?  A plan?  Something that will meet
Luanne’s approval?”


“Actually,
I do have an idea.”







Chapter 4
“You an equal opportunity employer?”

Diane
attended her fourth prom with Ruben and snuggled up to him for at least two
dances. She smiled proudly as she joined him in the annual faculty picture. 
Ruben no longer went on the Disneyland trip;  many younger teachers had stepped
up.  Graduation came, then the last day of school, always boring, passed, and
after Fourth of July, summer really began.  Diane’s children were getting ready
for university life, one already in his second year.


Luanne
had been moved to an assisted living facility.  She refused to go to one of
those “stinky” nursing homes.  She could balance on one leg, but the other half
of her body just hung.  Physical therapists had given her hope.  For the most
part, she had regained her mental capacities, marred by obscene outbursts of
anger and frustration.  She was on the phone a lot, indicating that somehow
Lucort Enterprises was functioning.


Laurie
went back and forth from Las Vegas.  She had a small bookkeeping and property
management firm that she toiled to keep afloat amid the increasing online
services.  Ruben overheard Luanne loudly command Laurie to start an online
presence.  Often, Laurie exited her birth mother’s room disgruntled.  “She’s
all yours.”


Ruben
had a plan, one which he was delicately presenting because he didn’t want to show
that he had a degree of self-interest.  He presented the plan in small bits. 
Luanne sputtered, “Do you really think that gonna to work?  There be too much
competition.  Gotta be someone real smart.  Too much fuckin’ internet porn.  My
bitches be always tellin’ me, ‘Why don’t you do porn?  Why don’t we show some
tit on the website?  Why don’t you do porn?’”  She glared at Ruben.


Feeling
he needed to somehow respond, he just shrugged, “Well?”


“Because
the wacked bitches just want to be pornstars--think they gonna be fuckin’
famous!  Only a few be makin’ money!”


“So
I’ve read,” muttered Ruben.


“What
be it with you dudes that want to sit in front of a small screen with one hand
tuggin’ on  your dick and the other clickin’ a mouse?”


Ruben
shrugged again.


“Don’t
give me that shakin’!  You all the same!  You don’t get no smell of a woman, no
pussy juice, no feel of her curves—you gonna tell me that clickin’ a mouse is
better than clickin’ a tit?”


Ruben
could only shrug.


Luanne
wouldn’t stop her tirade.  “Whole world be clickin’ porn.  Even bitches.  You
gonna tell me that porn gives you the same relief as a real hairy pussy?  You
know why porn be popular?  It be for all the chickenshits and fat, old, ugly
dudes who scared the bitch gonna laugh at them.  Ain’t got what it takes to
walk up and talk to some pussy with big tits.  They even turn down the sound on
the video so they don’t have to be scared of how she be talkin’.   I also think
it be queer.”


Ruben’s
head jerked back.


“Look
at that shit.  More than half the time, it be watching a chick swallowing dick,
but most of the picture on the screen is the dick!  Not the chick, the dick! 
Guys be jerkin’ off at dicks!  The other half is watchin’ bunch of bitches do
themselves.  And they put words on the screen like, ‘These be twin sisters!’


“You
know, Ruben, you changed my business when you got me that computer, but I can’t
help wondering what the future gonna be like.  All the scams that be on the
Internet.  And lies! And fucked up fuckin’!  I swear I saw an ad on a porno
site.  It say,  ‘Why go to the smelly trouble and worrying about doing push-ups
with an escort?  Why be nervous and fumbling around with tight condoms?  Just
three bucks ninety-nine a month and you can relax with all the tits and ass you
want!’”  Luanne raised her voice, “There ain’t gonna be no more fuckin’ human
pussy!  Whole world gonna cum all over computers!”


Ruben
tried to interrupt.  “Luanne, can we get back to talking  about settling up
with Lucort?”


Luanne lifted herself up from her bed and with a
flourish of disdain cried, “And you know where bitches end up when they are
only makin’ twenty-five cents for someone to take a picture of them with a dick
down their throat and balls floppin’ on  their chin?”


Ruben
shrugged.


“Fuckin’
askin’ me to put them back on the calendar!”         


 


Ruben
had presented Luanne with a plan to resolve the take-over of Lucort
management.  “That be the fuckin’ craziest thing I ever heard.  Since it ain’t
gonna cost me much, give it a shot.”  Ruben believed he owed her at least a
try.  More than ever, he wanted to disassociate from Luanne because he often
wondered how much Lucort might actually be worth.  If he were tempted, he
really would have to leave the state.


Thus,
Ruben, Laurie, and Luanne arranged for the use of two vacant offices in the
assisted living facility.  Melvin, her ‘son,’ was on hand to maintain any
order.  Interviews were scheduled ninety minutes apart.  Twenty applicants had
responded to an ad Ruben and Laurie had placed:


 


Unusual,
socially-responsible management position available defending the rights and
safety of women in Hollywood, CA area.  Applicants must be skilled at
management, scheduling, independent contractors, finance management, customer
relations, and employee management.  Applicants must have experience with
website marketing.  Ability to learn specific passages of penal code required. 
Starts at 80K. See website www.guaranteeddatetonight.com for further details.
Interested parties send resume to Box 777, Burbank, CA.


 


Male
applicants were summarily rejected.


Ruben
and Laurie conducted screening interviews, just to make sure candidates had the
chops to manage a complex business.  Luanne conducted the nitty gritty part as
she partially reclined on a couch; she was supposed to be in bed.


Applicant
number one was strikingly tall, a Caucasian strawberry blonde, lots of make-up,
with hot pink nail polish.  She sat in a chair opposite Ruben sitting behind a
metal utility desk.  She asked, “Just to be clear, is this about a whore
house?”


“No.”


“Does
this have anything to do with selling sex?”


“No.”


“But
the website…”


“Anything
about this business, you should have gleaned from the website.  We assume that
if you’re here, you understand what you’re getting involved in.  If you are
uncertain, this interview is over.”


Candidate
number two seemed a hardened businesswoman somewhere in her fifties.  “I
understand what this business is.  I did some research.  I understand its
profitability potential.  I understand its legal issues.  My first question is,
who takes care of discipline?  Who takes care of employees who don’t meet
standards?” Ruben referred candidate number two directly to Luanne.


The
candidates continued to parade in.  Laurie stared at candidate number seven
longer than usual before ushering her directly into Luanne without a single
question.  Luanne told Ruben and Laurie to leave the room.  He exited quickly
understanding the situation.  After about ten minutes, candidate seven opened
the door, turning back to tell Laurie, “You tell your mom to keep below the
radar.  She got her story down pat.  You keep drugs and big money away, and you
say the right things to keep your employees safe.”


Laurie
put on her game face.  “What are you talking about?”


Candidate
seven simply shot back, “Just sayin’,” and departed.


Candidate
twelve had a scowl and a pronounced scar on her face that intensified when she
sat before pale complexioned Ruben.  “Any questions, Ms.  Hill?”


Ms.
Hill sneered, “Yeah.  You people respect  equal opportunity employment?”


“I’d
certainly say so.”


“I’ve
got a record, and I did time.  You got a problem with that?”


Ruben
had her resume in his hand.  “You indicated you passed the bar in two thousand
five.  Your specialty is criminal law.”


“Hard
luck cases, like mine was.”


“You
familiar with the penal code?”


“Probably
better than you.  I’m a jailhouse lawyer.  Began studying law when I was
incarcerated at Chowchilla.  Many of my clients were arrested for soliciting,
lewd conduct…”


“We
don’t deal in that.”


She
sneered, “Yeah, right.”


Ruben
had learned to put on a poker face.  “I’m curious, why would you give up a law
practice to work here?”


She
pointed to the two inch long scar on her face and revealed a tattoo under a
starched sleeve. “First, I don’t exactly have the looks for some firm to
put my name on their door.  But second, I became a lawyer to help out the kind
of women like I think you might work with.”


“Ms. 
Hill, are you willing to work with employees of all races, ages, religious
persuasions, body size, and sometimes mental capacity?”


“You’re
asking me that?  Did you read my résumé?”


“Yes,
ma’am.  Luanne read it a couple of times.”


Ruben
and Laurie listened at the door while Luanne interviewed candidate twelve. 
There was a long period when they couldn’t hear much from within, followed by a
longer period of laughing.








Chapter 5
“You don’t have to do business

 with your client.”


September 2008


 The
cycle began again. The first week of school was complete.  To commemorate the
first completed five days of school, Ruben and Diane went to a new outdoor mall
for dinner.  Afterward, Ruben took her hand as they window shopped.  He was
telling her, “I can retire early in a few years.  I’ve paid my dues.”


Diane
sighed, “I wish I could retire now.  Is Lucort taken care of?”


“Yep. 
Luanne’s been training the lawyer from the hood.  Laurie will get a monthly
inheritance, and she went back to Las Vegas for good.”


“What
about you?  Didn’t you invent the whole thing?”


“No,
I didn’t.  I just sort of consulted to Luanne.  She is a very smart lady.  She
took  care of me years ago.”  What he didn’t tell Diane was that Ruben had
demanded that any references to him (Roberto) be removed from bulletin boards,
walls, and files.   Luanne had actually fought him on this.  Luanne had
commented, “It’s not about your fat dick; it’s because you weren’t one.  You
respected that this was their job.  I remember them coming back saying that you
ordered them to have coffee breaks and not to perform any tasks other than what
they were hired for.  You were concerned about workplace safety. You were
concerned that they were human beings, even when they were a piece of shit.
They need to know what to look for on a date.”  Thus Ruben had written profiles
of how a client should behave on a date that might, in fact, earn them a
discount on a subsequent adventure.


He
also didn’t tell Diane that he had written a blog, anonymously, of course, that
was first posted on Lucort’s site, but later elsewhere.  The blog was actually
a sales pitch comparing Lucort’s services to that of the service of porn.  The
article rationalized that if major components of sex were touch, excitement,
smell, curves, colors, and the freedom from loneliness, porn was a very poor
substitute.  Also, the made-up women flocking to porn would not do much for a
male’s sense of self-esteem.  “If you’re going to pay for it, pay for the real
thing.”  If a client were slovenly, overweight, too shy, or otherwise inept,
Lucort would help out.  The new management at Lucort was in complete agreement.


 


Diane
dropped his hand.  “Ruben, I’m not sure I can keep up with you.”


Somehow
Ruben had sensed this conversation was coming.  “Can you be more specific?”


“Oh,
a lot of things.  I want to cut my hair short.  I don’t want to color it
anymore.  I don’t want to work out anymore.  I don’t want to go to comic book
conventions or watch sci-fi movies.”


Ruben
nodded at her. “Ok, if that’s what you want.  No big deal.  I’ll pick up my
things at your place and take them back to my apartment.”


“What?! 
I didn’t say anything about moving out.  I’m just tired of keeping up as a
girlfriend.”


“That’s
your right.  I’ll start getting my things together.”


“What
the fuck, Ruben?”


“I’ve
sensed your change in attitude.  I’m okay with it.  I don’t want to impede your
desires.”


Diane
grimaced and sneered, “I want to go home.”


When
they got back to her house, he immediately yanked his duffle bag from a
closet and began collecting pants, sweaters,  thermal underwear, and his boots.


“What
are you doing?  Where are you going?”


“To
the mountains for the weekend.  I’ll call you Sunday night.”


“What
are you going to do there?”


“I
don’t know.  Sleep, grade papers. Walk in the mountain air.”


“What
am I supposed to do?”


“You’re
free to do anything you want.  Cut your hair. Go gray.  Eat an entire carton of
ice cream, drink a couple of bottles of wine.  Shop ‘til you drop.”


“And
what are you going to do by yourself?”


Ruben
had taken a split second before he said, “Maybe I’ll just call Lucort.”


Apparently,
that jolted Diane for all its implications. “Just like that, huh?  That’s all
you men think about.”


“Yep,
women too, but I guess you didn’t take that course.”


“What
the fuck!  Are you angry?” she screamed.


“Not
exactly.  I expected this sooner or later.”


“What
did you expect, Ruben?  That we could do this, whatever it is,  indefinitely?”


“Of
course not.  Did you?  What made you want to try again with me?  Obviously, you
weren’t that strongly attracted the first time.”


“I
went for comfort and companionship this time.”


“This
time?  Or was it really the case that you struck off a notch on your
checklist?”


“Checklist?”


“Yes,
you know.  I’ve spoken about it before.  Every woman has at least a ten point
checklist.  What did I drop to? Four point seven?  Was I ever a six?”


Diane
responded with, “What about me?  Was I ever a nine or ten on  your checklist?”


“No,” 
Ruben responded flatly.  “I don’t think anyone ever gets better than seven, but
I was always attracted to you from the day your mom showed me your picture.”


“What
about your Roberta sluts?  Weren’t they sevens?”


“Hell
no.  They were barely fives. And don’t call them sluts.”


“Why
not?”


“They
were professionals in attracting men, creating excitement, arousal, and
desire.   At least the Robertas were always at the top of their five-game—they
knew the first half was keep the excitement of the girlfriend thing going.”


“Yeah,
right!”  Diane glared sarcastically.


“Anything
above five,” Ruben explained, “would indicate that you had enough going to want
to stay connected with the person.” 


 Diane
ruminated for a few minutes, her back turned to Ruben.  “Okay, okay, I can
still be your girlfriend.”


“Naw,
it’s not what you want.  I want you to have what you want.  You were great to
me for the last five years, and I did my best to support you, but I know how
this goes.  I’m releasing you so you can pursue the elusive ten point
checklist.”  


“You
know how this goes?” gasped Diane.  “What do you know?  You were never
married!  You’ve been living in some kind of fantasy!  You haven’t been in a
real relationship.  You know shit, Ruben!”


“You
think marriage and ‘relationships’ are some top secret experiences?  You think
you marriage types have successfully concealed special knowledge from the rest
of us?   I’ve probably read more about it than you’ve experienced.”


As
Ruben headed for the front door, Diane, not purposely,  but out of a void, grabbed
his arm.  “I don’t know what I want.  My father left my mother when she was
forty-five.  She’s been alone over thirty years.  My brother left his
first wife.”  She began to cry, but wouldn’t let go of Ruben.


Ruben
said something mean.  “You know Lucort tried  a male escort division.”


“What’s
that supposed to mean?” she sniffled through tears.


“Get
yourself some excitement.  Or find someone for an affair.    Okay, I’m going to
leave now.”  He pushed off her grasp.


She
screamed, “You asshole!  Fucking Asshole!”


He
had already braced himself for this drama.  He walked out the door with a
hastily packed duffel bag and his backpack stuffed with student papers.


As
he got into the car, Diane came running out. The driver’s window was open.  She
reached in trying to grab the car keys.  “You don’t give a shit about me.  You
don’t love me.  You probably never did!”


“You’re
right, Diane, that’s the truth.  There were seventeen years before you, and I
got together.  In fact, I liked you better when we first met.  You were a good
companion and a great girlfriend for the past five years, but apparently, you
want some other ten point arrangement.  Please let go of my car keys.”


She
wouldn’t let go of the keys.  Her face reflected fear, exasperation, and
desperation.  Her eyes darted wildly as if looking about for a wild animal
about to pounce on her.  Her voice quivered, “Ruben, please before you go,
would you please just wait, don’t leave for another ten minutes…”


“Why?”


“I…
I’ve got to go to the bathroom.  I have to think for a few minutes.  Please
wait.”


“Okay,
go to the bathroom.  Just ten minutes.  You’ve already been thinking about this
your whole life.”  She ran in the house.


Ruben
had been thinking about this his whole life.  He fully realized that his
treatment of Diane could seem depraved indifference.  He believed that if a
relationship had floundered to the end of the line, evolved into unfairness, or
couldn’t be fixed, just move on. A relationship based on a checklist and not a
connection was not an enduring relationship. A couple months back he had lunch
with Margo who couldn’t stop complaining that her life floundered.  She
included that she had talked with Clarissa who still complained how she wasted
a year and a half of her precious timeline on Ruben.  Clarissa took her
checklist to a guy who clicked off ninety percent of the items but rejected him
because he was too much older.    Ruben did not tell Margo the truth about the
Robertas, but admitted to her, “Margo, it took me years to get over you.  Would
you call that a waste of time?”  


Ten
minutes later, Diane ran out of her house wearing sweats and a  cleavage
revealing halter top, two backpacks, one her school bag, slung over her
shoulder.  She said firmly, “Would you please open the door?”


“Why?
What are you doing?”


“Can
I come with you?”


“What
for?”


“Isn’t
that what girlfriends do?”


“Diane,
if you feel coerced, ordered, guilty, scared, or desperate, treated unfairly,
or lonely—you don’t have to do business with your client.”


“Well,
I do feel all of that and more.  I feel like I have to show you my tits just to
get your attention.”  She pulled open the passenger car door and threw her two
backpacks onto the rear seat. 


“Well,
rest assured, you’ve got my attention.”


Diane
glared at him.  “It’s not the kind of attention I want.”


“You
want some other kind of attention?” Ruben looked deeply into her eyes.  “Is
this torture for you?”


“Just
drive, Ruben.”


Ruben
told her frankly, “I don’t have a reservation at a cabin…”


Diane
gazed straight ahead through the windshield, “Like you always say, Ruben,
‘Reservations?  Where we’re going, we don’t need reservations.’”  


 


Epilogue


Luanne
had been residing in Las Vegas almost a year when Ruben had casually inquired. 
It had taken two days to push his call to Lucort to Ms. Hill’s desk--no one had
ever heard of a Roberto.  Ms. Hill had informed him that she had finally
convinced Laurie  to set up an assisted living arrangement nearby such that Luanne
had something as an anchor in her years of declining health.  Laurie visited
only sporadically.  As far as Ms. Hill knew, no one else visited Luanne.  


Years later, Ruben
did visit her.  He thought maybe she had a diary or a photo album.  She didn’t
remember and she didn’t recognize him.  While sitting next to her, Ruben did
take a digital photo on his smartphone, so he could include the only image of
Luanne in his special envelope of prom pictures, pictures at comic book
conventions,  Seaworld, the Grand Canyon, and Roberta Street for the day he
might be residing in an aged home.
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