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Chapter One
A Night Out

Janie couldn’t, and honestly didn’t want to imagine
what type of substance it was that she had just stuck her
hand into. She was doing a quick sweep, investigating for
toys possibly stuck in the No Man's Land between the
kitchen cabinet and the fridge. And before she left for the
evening, she needed to find Brian’s most preciousitem - a
teeny, tiny plastic Happy Birthday Troll Janie had stuck on
top of histhird birthday cake over six months ago. The
fuzzy-haired centenary prize rarely left her son’s hands and
on today of all days, it had gone missing, for almost two
hours. And poor little Brian was approaching critical mass.

If Janie had any chance of actually being able to leave
the house tonight without a coda of pitiful wails following
her out the door, never mind first making that date with the
hot shower, the at-home waxing kit and the weapons-grade
pink Daisy Twin Blade that she would definitely need to
put to use before stepping foot in public, the troll would
need to be back in her son’s eagerly awaiting hands.

So right now, Janie needed to see what cool, gelatinous
slime she had just unseeingly plunged her fingersinto. She
closed her eyes, pulled out her hand and looked.

And her worst fears were realized.

It was brown.
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Please, please, please, please |et this be chocolate. She
held her hand as far away from the rest of her body as the
length of her arm would allow, unable to take her eyes off
of the oozing sludge. Now, she would not only have to
clean her hand but move the fridge, get a cloth, immerse it
in some type of bleach/soap solution and completely
sanitize the entire area between the cabinet and the
refrigerator. Although she did realize that no one elsein the
world would ever look there, or have an opportunity to run
their hand in the tight spot in their improbable quest to find
out how disgusting her house might actually be, Janie, for
her own sanity, needed to know that the offending
substance, whatever it was, was gone. Otherwise, I'll be at
this concert all night, thinking about festering, brown
slime.

“Katie!” She called to her five year old, as she
fanatically scrubbed off the glutinous grossness, “Can you
keep Brian in the living room for afew minutes?’

“Yes, Mamal”

“Thank you!” Janie called back, snapping shut the
safety gate between the dining room and the kitchen, just to
be sure. Despite the promise of youthful cooperation, Janie
had to realize that invariably her two little children’s
curiosity would get the better of them. And soon, she would
be pinned behind the fridge answering alitany of
“Mama,whatareyoudoing? Whatisthat? Thesoapisstinky.
Ismytrollinthere? Canl haveajuicebox?’ while being
baptized in both bleach and disgusting, unidentified-but-1-
sure-still-hope-it’ s-chocol ate goo.

Janie ran the hot water and grabbed a bucket and her
old reliable Clorox. She dried off her hands, stepped to the
refrigerator and placed them against the only side not
covered in fingerpainted artwork and shoved. The big
appliance wouldn’t budge. Bad |everage? She lowered her
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hand position, dug in with her sneakers and rammed it
again.

Nothing.

“Come on, you hig, ugly bas...” Before she ended that
particular sentence, mamarinstincts kicked in, she glimpsed
over before beginning what would have most assuredly
proved to be a very satisfying catalogue of curses. Her two
little darlings were peeking over the safety gate.

“Hi Mama,” they chorused.

“Hello sweeties,” she chimed, with awave and alittle
smile, glancing up at the clock over the doorframe. Stacie's
gonna kill me. Janie stood back, cracked her knuckles, put
her hands in optimum leverage position upon the plastic
exterior, threw her weight up into her shoulders, dug her
toes into the tile grout on the floor, grunting and heaving
against the largest appliance in her house. Her t-shirt rode
up on the side where her skin was sliding hard against the
edge of the counter, “Ow... jees... godda... sonofa... ow.”
Little ears, Janie.

But, wait, she could feel it. Thereit was - the giant
almond bisgue elephant of arefrigerator was moving! She
was doing it!

It wasn't much, but it was at least enough to side a
bleach-laden sponge, a hand, an arm and a shoulder in far
between so she could clean that disgusting whatever-it-was
up. She went to the sink, grabbed her bucket, her sponge,
no time for gloves, screw the gloves, and some paper
towels.

After aquick but effective sterilization that would have
made a member of the CDC beam with pride, the entire
areawas clean and dry. And Janie was light-headed —
Bleach Buzz. All vestiges of the sticky, brown, still
unidentified and hopefully-will-stay-that-way substance
were eradicated. Janie scrambled up, went to the opposite
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side of the fridge, cleared a spot in the magnetized art
gallery and placed her back against it. She shoved and
heaved and hoisted until beads of sweat formed in the
hollow of her chest and upon her brow and the fridge slid
slowly back in to place.

Whew. “Ah, now, let’s go upstairs,” she sighed to her
two little cherubs still watching this interesting show over
the top of the gate, “Y ou little pumpkins need to get ready
for bed.”

“But Mama,” Brian’s face took on a very distraught
look, and his voice climbed up two anxious octaves,
“Happy Birthday Troll?’

Janie picked up the bucket, the sponge, the wet paper
towels, and dumped them all into the sink, “Oh honey,” she
said sympathetically over her shoulder, “I promise we'll
keep looking.”

Turning back towards her audience, she felt her foot
kick something small and hard. She only caught a brief
glimpse of the punted item as it skittered across the floor
before finally wedging itself deeply in between the dark,
yet fully disinfected, half-inch of space between the
refrigerator and the kitchen cabinet.

It wasthe Troll.

Of course.

Janie looked to the ceiling and sighed. | can’t say this
out loud. There are children here. Not out loud. As much as
| would really, really, really like to.

Shit.

And Brian and Katie chirped over the barrier, “Can we
have a cookie?’

Stacie' sassfat jiggled as she swung aleg over the
safety gate, only adding to her annoyance. The birth of her
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second, Marco, had left her with about two inches of baby
bulk that she had yet to get rid of. She had to know in the
depths of her heart, that she couldn’t blame her two year
old for the roundness of her tummy and thighs — she knew
she hadn’t exactly been a conscientious eater while
pregnant, noshing mostly on Oreo cookies dipped in
butterscotch - but she liked to say that it was the baby who
had craved the sugar.

But after giving birth to the little darling, that excuse
had gone atiny bit lame. Clearly that glycemic coma-
inducing snacking had flung her metabolism so out of
whack that despite the fact that she continued to
surreptitiously down stack after stack of them late into the
night when Marco, her oldest Benjamin, and even her
husband Frankie had fallen fast asleep, the extralittle jiggle
could not really be her fault. Plus, Stacie mused, if she was
to really buckle down and lose the couple of pounds, there
was a distinct chance that she’ d lose some valuable real
estate in the boob area. And she just wasn’t willing to give
that up yet.

But her problem right now, the thing that was really
twisting Staci€’ s prettiest thong into a big sequined bunch
was the fact that when she pulled up, only Janie' s white
minivan was parked in the driveway, which could only
mean that Frankie's stupid brother, Scott, was late. Again.

His wife goes out once a year, plans the date for six
months in advance, notifies the jackass by cell phone, PDA,
laptop, as well as in some ancient form of actual writing,
and he still can’t get his workaholic butt home in time to
watch the two kids, Stacie fumed. And it’s my fricking night
out! My birthday present. Selfish asshole. “Janiel” Stacie
bellowed, plopping the gallon of milk onto the shelf and
kicking the fridge door shut, painted papers fluttering on
their magnets. She shifted her armload of clothes, the
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hangers clanking against her knuckles. Stacie wiggled over
the barricade, stalked through the dining room, still
hollering, “Please tell me you have at |east showered!”

From up the stairs, Janie called back, “Haven't had a
second yet! But if you could watch thekids, | can goin
now!”

“Whereis he?’

“He just called from the car. He shouldn’t be more than
fifteen minutes.”

“He better not be,” Stacie warned.

“I’m sorry, Stace, we won't be that late, | promise. The
kids are fed and thisway | can get them off to bed and then
Scotty will...”

“Scotty can’t put the kids to bed?’

“Hecan, it'sjust easier if, uh...”

“Youdoit?

“Yes. Easier on everyone.”

“Of course.” Stacie, her hands on her hips, squeezed the
soft flesh under her French-manicured fingers. The flab-
reminder only served to tweak her irritation into full blown
exasperation. She sighed dramatically. “Come on kids!
Katie! Brian, come on down! Your Mama's gottajump in
the shower!”

“Thank you, Stacie,” Jani€’ s long dark sheet of hair
swung around the wall into the stairway as she watched her
daughter and son carefully navigate the stairs to the waiting
arms of their Auntie. “Y ou’ve got’em?”’

Stacie swung the pajama d little girl onto her hip and
took the boy’s hand. “Just hurry. I’ ve got clothes down here
for you. And uh, make sure you shave, uh, you know, well,
everything.”

Stacie watched Jani€’ s eyebrows shoot up, “ Excuse
me?’
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“You know,” Stacie shrugged, “just please take care of
the essentials.”

“1 know | haven’t been out in awhile, but what are you
expecting to happen at this concert?’

“It'sfor the clothes.”

“1 know.” Janie replied warily, “Y ou’ ve mentioned this
twice to me now and you' re making me self-conscious. |
know | don’t go out much but I’m not gonna be some kind
of Yeti inatank top.” Janie thought, “And what exactly are
you dressing mein?’

“Listen,” Stacie avoided, making her direction very
clear, “it’s your husband who is making me late, which
could prevent us from getting up close. So if | want half a
chance at getting my ass backstage, | need the whole
package - you, me - to be in top form.” Stacie thought
aloud, “I wish you were still nursing, we could have used
the Big Guns.”

Janie drew her brows down, throwing her bemused look
down the stairs. After eight years of being both distant
neighbors and tentative sister-in-laws, she had to admit she
knew what Stacie was all about. And she had agreed to go.
It is her night. Janie shook her head, turned on her heel and
headed for the shower.
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Chapter Two
Billy Smitts LIVE!

The music was pounding through the walls of the ladies
room and as usua, there were more women in the little
lavatory boite than really was necessary. Well, if you could
call these twenty year old cupcakes “ women,” Stacie
grimaced as she glanced about. She was just about done
with Jani€’' s face — a couple of touchups before they went
out to hit the dance floor again.

Without makeup, yeah, Janie was maybe worth a
second glance. She wastall and lean, her hair was dark,
long. In her daily uniform - the perpetual ponytail, jeans
and sneakers - she usually looked like a fresh-faced kid,
more like the babysitter than the mom of two little ones.
But with the whole shebang all done up like this, Stacie
thought as she swept a blush over Janie's cheekbones, the
girl really could have been that beauty queen her husband
had always purported she had been. Mrs. Perfect Beauty
Queen.

Janie sighed, “1 don’t know why | let you put so much
of this stuff on me, Stacie. It’s gross.”

“What's grossis all that sweat from dancing. This stuff
feelsnice,” Stacie motioned with her lips to pucker, “Gloss
and we're done.”

“Alright,” Janie bubbled her lips, like akid attempting
to be patient.
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It annoyed Stacie, “God, it’s not like you’ ve never worn
alot of makeup, Janie.”

“1 don’t think | wore this much,” Janie frowned.

“Please.” Stacie frowned right back, then puckered
herself, running the brush over her own lips. “Done. Let’s
go.”

Janie stood up straight and without a second glance
headed for the door. It wasn’t until there was alittle more
careful study that Stacie followed behind her. They opened
the door to the pulsing rhythms of atrue nineties punk
anthem. The crowd was pogo-sticking and Janie tried
enthusiastically to join them. “Need a sports brafor this!”

Stacie was not amused at her friend’ s guileless gusto,
pulling her close and stopping her jumping, “Not attractive,
Janie.”

“Come on. Let’s have fun!” Janie laughed.

“Just stay with me.” Stacie took her arm and led her to
the center of the dance floor, the beating heart of the male
club-going population, the spot where the view was the
absolute best all the way around. “ Does anyone want to buy
usadrink?’ Stacie asked to the crowd around them, and
quite afew pogo-stickers were happy to stop to oblige.

Janie never really talked about her pageant thing, Stacie
mused, looking over at her friend enjoying herself on the
dance floor. Not even as Janie had been trying to get herself
out of that weird situation with her mom and some other
guy —not her dad... Siepdad, maybe? Someone like that -
back Junior year in college. It was how Janie met Scotty
actualy. Well, Frankie first, then Scotty.

Back then, Stacie’ s soon to be boyfriend, then ex-
boyfriend, then boyfriend again, and then fiancé, then ex-
fiancé, then father of their first child and finally, her
husband Frank, had had an Art History class with Janie. He
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used to talk to her now and then when he could think of
something to say.

The story went that one day Frank had cleverly thought
of atopic, specifically about Jani€’ s living arrangement
plans for the next year. He came up with it during the
Greek Revivalist part of the lecture; Janie had said she
wasn'’t sure what she was going to do. She was having
trouble coming up with tuition money on her own for
Senior year. Well, Frankie just so happened to have a
brother who was as a grad student interning in the Financial
Aid department. Frankie' d be happy to walk her over to the
office and maybe his brother could help her out.

Stacie always imagined that the little setup didn’t quite
go in the direction that her Frankie had hoped - he didn’t
get to be the Knight, helping the beautiful Damsel in
Distress. He got to be the one who introduced the Damsel
to the Knight.

In fact, Stacie always believed that she and Janie would
probably have been better off switching husbands. Frankie
was always at home, always around after work, always
calling Stacie during the day, just to see how she and the
boys were doing.

He was aways just there.

And Scotty, well, he traveled and worked so much, you
couldn’t find him without a GPS. So considering Stacie’s
little penchant for nights out and her many attempts at
‘extracurric’s’, being married to that other brother would
probably have madeit all alot easier to pull off.

Not that Stacie didn’t love Frankie, she did. In her heart
of hearts, she held fast to the belief that really, she adored
her husband. How couldn’t she? He was great with the
children and you couldn’t ask for amore solid guy. He
never nagged her about the kids or the house or money. He
pitched in with the dishes and the laundry. He was kind and
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gentle. He was Dough-Boy adorable and he was always
offering to help her with anything.

Everything.

It was sort of all of that overbearing, sickly sweet,
loving, caring attentiveness that drove her absolutely, stone
cold, certifiably crazy. She knew it shouldn’t. But it most
certainly did.

Stacie’ s grand scheme hadn't really included kids; she
hadn’t really planned on getting married. It al just sort of
happened, one right after the other and not necessarily in
what most people considered the right order. And quite
frankly, Stacie was completely freaked how her life was
turning out. Looking out over the crowd at these cupcakes
wasn’t helping her through the thought process either. Not
that she and Janie were doing so bad, attention-wise. It's
just that these young girls didn’t have complications like
shedid, like Janie did. They had their whole lives ahead of
them to screw up in anyway they wanted.

Stacie loved her husband, her children; she couldn’t
imagine life without them. But some days, she would just
really, redly liketo. Oh, think about what she'd be doing
right now if she were just free, like these girls! if shedidn’'t
have to constantly worry if what she was doing, and saying,
and showing to her two sweet, adorable little boys.

This parenting stuff was such a huge, gigantic,
overwhelming, frightening, horrible, burdensome,
terrifying responsibility. The parenting magazines
constantly talk about how mothers and fathers need to
pounce upon those ‘ teachable moments' and ‘squeeze
every ounce of potential out of our children by maximizing
high quality time at every possible waking second of the
day.” And please, don't forget, Parents, ‘ One wrong move,
one misplaced word can literally change the way a child
sees himself, or the world around him and oh my goodness,
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what are you doing right now?" The bimonthly reminders
mailed directly to her home with her last name misspelled
on the back cover only served to remind Stacie about how
crappy of ajob she was doing as a mother. And the
accompanying physical effects of all of that information
made her feel like she had just downed abag and a half of
Tootsie Rolls. Like maybe it all seemed like an okay idea at
the time, but the reality of motherhood |eft her bloated,
heavy around the middle and feeling like she was ready to
puke.

Stacie just felt like she could not relax, not in front of
her kids, anyway. Not like now, just dancing, watching
these men watching her, letting them hold her as she just
moved to the music — what would her husband say? But
wor se, what would her kids say? Stacie was so damned
afraid that maybe if those little kids saw her, really saw her,
maybe they wouldn’t like her, or that worse - someday,
they’ d blame her.

So shefelt shereally needed this night out. Stacie had
been a very good girl going on what had to be at least six
months. She had sort of been saving up the Naughty,
hoping tonight would be her night. And dear sweet Janie,
dressed and made up properly, would be just the thing she
needed to set the reel on abig, big fish. Her plan was to
send in areal live beauty queen for a quick introductory
fluff and then the switch up for a bona-fide big-boobed
blonde. The man could not resist that. Not even for an itty
bitty cupcake.

What? A little bait and switch never hurt anyone.

Stacie could not be more pleased with how the night
was going. She had lubed up Janie on afew gin and tonics,
well, at least enough to make her stop self-consciously
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pulling up the neckline of the tank Stacie had just barely
convinced her to wear. The men had been crowding around
them for most of the concert. Janie was slightly looser with
her strictly enforced boundary lines after alittle Tanqueray
and the guys breached the perimeter as soon as they felt
that barbed wire wall tumble in the slightest.

Yeah, buddy, you think you’ re getting somewhere with
former runner up to Miss California! Lure’emin, Janie and
| reap all the Mr. Getting Nowhere benefits.

Stacie’ s plan involved fully exploiting her sister-in-
law’ s leggy good looks, drawing in the attention from as
much and as many as she could get. But of course, Stacie's
eyes narrowed, we must keep our eyes upon the birthday
girl’shig prize.

Perhaps a little twinge of guilt may have come over her
- using her poor, socially-starved sister-in-law. Martha
Sewart under house arrest had more time away from home
than Janie gets. But it’s not like she was setting Janie up or
anything.

And Stacie did tons of stuff for her. Like tonight, for
example, what did | do before | got to her house? | picked
up a gallon of milk on the way over. Not that Stacie minded
running to the grocery store or popping in Home Depot, it
saved her from having to come home early and face afew
hours by herself in the house, having to find some way to
entertain her two boys at least until Daddy got there. Oh for
chrissakes, Janie needs some help and who’ s the only one
thereto giveit to her? Me!

And tonight, so what? Janie was unknowingly serving a
purpose. No oneis convincing me I’mwrong to do it. As
long as these guys will stick around after the Window
Dressing had made her own unavailability perfectly clear,
Stacie would be grateful to Janie for any extra attention the
girl would garner.
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Here comes a little hottie right now, breaking off of the
small Janie circle. Thelittle random hottie smiled over at
Stacie, dancing for the moment by herself. She gave him
her best come-hither, beckoning him much closer to her
than Janie would have allowed him. And he took full
advantage of it.

But you know, Stacie looked back, catching the girl’s
eye, if the damned girl could get over her little principles,
we could probably have some real fun together.

Janie danced up to Stacie and her new partner, sipping
on the last vestiges of her fourth gin mixer, giggling into
the straw about the gurgling noises that emanated from the
air between the ice cubes. She was pretty drunk, “Good
song.”

“I think it'son hisfirst Greatest Hits,” Stacie nodded.
“Do you know it?’

“Nope,” Janie replied, swinging her slim hips away into
the crowd again, but stopped halfway out, “ Stace,” she
called, “You've got an elastic?’

“You're not putting your hair up!” Stacie admonished
over the shoulder of the man who was now grabbing her
ass.

“It'shot in herel!”

“I don’t care!”

“Fine,” Janie made a face around the precious straw,
her two hands wrapped firmly around the glass jumped as
she shrugged her shoulders, sauntering away in time to the
music.

See? Janie seemed to be enjoying herself. “I’m doing
her agood,” Stacie assured the little random, ass-grabbing
hottie. “ She' s got a house and kids - it probably wouldn’t
matter where she was or who she was with, that poor girl
can finaly let off some steam that had been most likely
building up for the past three decades.” And as her dancing
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partner nodded and smiled at her, Stacie knew she was
definitely doing her dear, repressed, sweet, sometimes
sickeningly wonderful Janie a huge favor.

So it worked out for everyone that after the concert, in
an impressive display of Stacie’s manipulative expertise in
timing, aswell asin female asset presentation, of course, he
would notice Janie.

Stacie watched him out of the corner of her eye, as did
most of the other women at the bar. Except for avery
woozy Janie - the bait oblivious to being lowered on the
hook - who stood, with all of the breezy nonchalance of the
happily intoxicated, up for the drinks Stacie had sent her up
for at precisely the right moment. Billy Smitts had exited
the small stage, toweling off his hard body, enveloped by a
couple of bulky bodyguards.

Okay, Janie, | dressed you for this. Get us backstage,
girlie.

He headed right for her.

Hook, line, sinker, Stacie smiled.

His chest was bare as he approached the bar next to this
tall, dark-haired pretty and he conspicuoudly flipped his
black t-shirt over his head. She smirked at him and he
smirked back. “Hi,” he said affably. It usually worked.

Janie just sort of gave him a quick nod of her head and
busied herself looking for the bartender.

He waited; he was giving her about one more minute
and then he would have to move on - a pretty like this?
Snubbing him? At his own concert? Clearly, that is just not
going to happen.

Recognition took a couple of seconds, but finaly,
Tanqueray-time caught up with Janie and she squinted over
at the hazy, yet striking combination of blond, black and
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blue standing next to her, “Hey!” sherealized, “ That was a
fun show,” she leaned in, remarking with inebriated
enthusiasm.

He grinned, “ Thanks. Glad you liked it,” turning
himself to her, leaning against the bar.

She hadn’t paid all that much attention to his singing,
but his speaking voice was positively arresting. These deep
tones rang out to her and she immediately thought that it
was like something dark and intensely rich — chocolate, she
thought. His voice, it is the sound of chocolate. Ooh, a little
gin and I'm a poet.

Janie tucked her long hair behind her ear, she wasn't
used to wearing it down, but Stacie had insisted. Oh, like
her own mother used to. Annoying.

But of course, hetook it as agood sign. Pulling a box
of Marlboros from his back pocket, he dragged one from its
box. “Can | buy you adrink?" Lighting up, he slipped the
pack into his shirt pocket.

Janie was feeling no pain, “Nah, don’t worry about it,
I’m getting one for my friend. Well, she’'s my sister-in-law,
and one for me. It’s her birthday, Stacie’s birthday. That's
my sister-in-law,” she hooked her thumb over her shoulder.
He glanced politely but didn’t really look. If he had, he
might have seen Stacie trying to fend off her little random
hottie in order to make her way towards him and Janie, now
that she could see the ice had officially been broken. But
Stacie was unfortunately completely unsuccessful. Billy’s
attention was on Janie, who continued on with her
superfluous drunk explanation, “She went to college with
me, so | could say we were ‘friends.” Y ou know, first.
Although, we weren't really close.” But she put up her
hand, stopping herself, and shook her head, “ So, to recap,
I’m getting us both something to drink.” She blew out a
breath, laughing at herself.
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He smiled, “I can buy one for each of you, | bet. What
are you having?’

“Oh, dl righty. She'll have a Cosmopolitan and | am
having a water now. Five gin and tonics and I’ d be having a
little nap under the bar.”

“Lightweight.”

“Yeah, you think? But | am going to have one of
these,” Janie reached into his shirt pocket and grabbed a
cigarette.

Without missing a beat, he it it. “You sure you can
handleit?’

“Yes, Sarcastro,” she dragged and blew. “I am one of
the highest-ranked social smokersin the West. Check the
records.”

He chuckled and rubbed his stubbled chin, “ Can’t
without your name.”

“Oh, oh, yeah, Janie.” She held out her hand. “ Jane
Hadley.”

“Billy, William Smitts. Pleasure.” He shook her hand
with mock formality.

“Who are your friends?’

“Who? These guys?”’

“Y es, the two enormous men behind you.” She
bypassed Billy and held out her hand, “Hi, I'm Janie.”

The bigger of the two men stepped forward, “Hello
Janie, I'm Ddl, thisis Bobby.”

“Where are you two from?’

Billy interrupted, he had to take hold of his
conversation again, “ So what do you do, Miss Hadley?’

Janie whirled back around, “Mrs. Hadley.” Billy’sface
betrayed a dlight disappointment as she continued, “I run a
daycare. Out of my house, private, really small. My
kids...” It took her a minute to get the meaning of his
expression - the Tanqueray again, “HA!” She guffawed
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right out loud, right in hisface. “Oh, please! Likel’'m a
prospect to Billy - William Smitts!”

“Why not? A pretty girl, had afew too many, seems
like it makes perfect senseto me.”

“Come on, aclub like this? It'd be like shooting sexy
fish in asexy barrel.”

His smilerefreshed, “I’m glad you started on water.”

Her nose wrinkled, “Metoo.”

“All right then. Help me choose a sexy fish.”

“Ooh, hey! Fun! I’'m good at that! | can do that!” Janie
spun around and leaned against the bar, “Y ou’ ve got awide
array to choose from. Like here.” A short girl with curly
brown hair strolled by, attempting to throw Billy a glance.
“That cute one. Seems very nice, there’ s our sweet little
guppy.”

"Hmmm," he thought it over. “I think we can stop with
the fish analogy, now.”

"Shush, I’ ve got a good one. How about that one there,
she’sashark!" Janie pointed to a black-haired beauty
smoldering around the room, atrail of smoke billowing
behind her. “Huh?’

He quickly glanced at Janie sideways, amused, "Again,
| say, hmmmmmmm.™"

“And there goes a puffer fish," Jane noted alarge Slavic
blonde strutting by, carving a path through the crowd with
her boobs. "Wow.” Janie, watching the girl bobbing across
their field of vision, cocked her head to the side, fascinated,
“Those are like a cowpusher on atrain.”

Billy snorted with unexpected laughter; his drink
almost ended up back in the glass. Del and Bobby heaved
their massive forms with surprised and appreciative
chuckles. Billy recovered, “ So you heading home soon,
back to Mr. Hadley?’
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“Probably. Most likely jumping right into awarm
tubbie, wash this smokiness off me. Although | should get
back to my, my sister-in-law. It’s her birthday. Stacie.”

“You told me that.” He dragged from his cigarette,
“You havekids.”

“Hey, yes, | do. Two, agirl and boy. How did you
know?’

“No one who doesn’t have children callsit a‘tubbie.
He smiled. “Plus, if | wasn't so intuitive | would have just
remembered that you mentioned it just a second ago.”

“Ah, yes. Hey, don’t you have a, no, wait, give me
second, ummmmm, a son?’

“Nope.”

“A daughter?’

“Yep.”

“Ahal” Janie thought for a second and frowned at him.
“There were only two to choose from.”

“Yeah, s okay,” he smirked, “it’s nice to know there are
some out there who haven’t memorized al of the intimate
details of my life. Here.” He pulled a battered black |eather
wallet out of his back pocket and displayed a cut-out
picture of adarling little blonde. “Wanna see her? She's
five”

“So sweet,” Janie cooed. "I have afive year old girl!
Wait, here." They exchanged wallets. "And he' s three.
They’ re gorgeous, huh? | do good work."

"I want a boy someday." His marvelous face twisted
into alook of wistfulness, taking the harder edges off of
him.

Janie looked around and the big blonde was heading
thisway. She leaned in to whisper, "Well, it looks like your
fish is about to jump into the boat. And I’ ve gotta go find
my... well, you know.” She winked and gave him the
thumbs up.
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“It’s her birthday.” Billy smiled.

“1 told you that.” Janie reached into his front shirt
pocket to steal another cigarette. "One for theroad.” She
grabbed Stacie’s Cosmo and split.

He nodded. "Great talking to you."

Over her shoulder, "Y eah, you too. Thanks. Bye Del,
bye Bobby. Nice to meet you."

They harmonized a*“Buh-bye,” and watched her walk
away. Billy already had an arm around the blonde, but Del
didn’t missthe boss' dlick little move. Del just looked at
Bobby and shook his head.

Stacie pounced on Janie, she had been trying to get over
to Billy and Janie at the bar but that random hottie had
turned out to be adrunk, gross, pain in the ass, taking the
groping and attention way past the point of ‘creepy,’ in
fact, closer to ‘dlimy.” So, having missed out on the good
action, Stacie was eager for the scoop, “So are we
backstage, after-party, what isit?’

Janie, stunned, “Oh, um, nothing.”

“What were you doing? Y ou were just flirting with him
for like fifteen minutes.”

“Stacie, please. I'm amarried woman, | don't flirt.”

“Any form of male to female conversation isflirting,
Janie.” Stacie rolled her eyes.

“That is not true. Women and men can have normal
conversations.”

“Okay then, any form of male to female conversation in
which the female laughs repeatedly and/or touches her hair
automatically qualifies asflirting. At least, inthe guy’s
mind, it does. And you touched your hair. Y OU
TOUCHED YOUR HAIR!”

“ItwasIN MY FACE! We were havingaNORMAL
conversation.”
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“Please. ‘Normal conversation.” What the hell would a
rock star/movie star,” strong emphasis on the quotes and
the slash, “and a daycare provider have to talk about in a
‘normal conversation’?’

“Our kids.” Janie shrugged a shoulder, “Well, hiskid,
my kids.”

“Only you,” Stacie shook her head. “Janie, you even
got in good with the bodyguards.”

“Oh, Del and Bobby,” Janie nodded, “ They seemed
nice.”

“Ugh. "Nice?” What, did you exchange recipes with
them? Or give them tips on getting their whites really
white?’

Janie thought, the alcohol prevented alot of Stacie’s
sarcasm from really absorbing, “No. | didn't really get a
chance to talk to them. He interrupted...”

“Didn’t you mention it was my birthday?’ Stacie
interrupted, too.

“Of course | did! He bought you thisdrink.” Janie
handed over the garnet colored liquid, “ Sparkly red booze!”

“Oh my Lord.” Stacie shook her head at her own
stupidity. “Four gin and tonics are apparently way too
much.” Stacie grabbed Janie's arm. “Okay, we are going
back there and you are getting the two of us, or at least me,
to aparty at his hotel room.”

“How do you know they are even having one?’

Stacie, fuming, “Do you ever leave your house? Read a
magazine? Look at the papersin the grocery store? Of
course Billy Smittsis having an after-party!”

“WEell, we can’t go back and talk to him now —he's
leaving with that big blonde cow — girl, cowgirl. What was
it | said earlier? It was funny.”



22 Sarah Phelan

“Oh crap, the blonde with the big boobs? Y eah, even
you couldn’t get around that... you don’t put out.
Hmmm...”

“Cow... something to do with atrain...”

“Never send a very married woman to do another not so
married woman’sjob.” Stacie resigned, “Oh well, that
totally sucks. No celebrity birthday bang for me.”

“Cowpusher! That wasit! See, her boobs, so big, like
going through the crowd,” Janie pantomimed, “ Cowpusher,
get it?

“Let’'sgo. | can at least go sleep with Frankie.” She
grabbed Jani€ s hand, “Come on.”
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Chapter Three
Hung Out To Dry Out

Janie awoke to her three year old’s demonstration for
his keenly observing big sister of how you could see almost
al of Mama s eyeball if you just peeled back her eyelid by
the eyelashes.

“Happy Birthday!” Little Brian hollered
enthusiastically as soon as he saw the other eye spring open
on itsown.

“It's not Mama' s birthday, Brian,” Katie admonished.

“Today is my birthday,” Brian then insisted.

Their little voices were amost loud enough to drown
out the distinct creaking sound of Jani€’s swollen eyelids
lowering over her blinking bloodshot eyes.

“Not yet, honey. The end of the summer. It’|l be fun,”
she groaned as she lifted herself out of bed to the dancing
steps of her two little darlings. Her head felt like it was
about to split open into two acohol-soaked halves.

“He thinks everyday is his birthday,” Katie sighed. “Is
it breakfast time yet?’

Janie nudged the sleeping form next to her, “ Scotty, can
you get it thismorning?’

“Huh?’ Scotty looked down to Katie and Brian waiting
at the foot of their bed, their five and three year old eyes,
peering hopefully, hungrily at them, “ Seriously?’
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“Please, just a haf an hour? Get them some cereal.”

“All right, but next time, you do the crime, you do the
time.” He scooted the kids out of the bedroom.

“Ugh, | know. Thank you.” She gently laid herself back
down on her pillows.

A moment passed before, from downstairs, Scotty
hollered, “Janie! I’m going to take the kids to Denny’ s for
breakfast!”

“We have food here.” Ouch. “Better food.” Ow-ouch.

“1 know, but they’ Il cook it for us. Can | grab some of
that cash | gave you from last night?’

“Wallet’sin my bag on the kitchen counter by the
door.” Ooooh, bad gin. Bad, bad gin.

She was amost back to sleep when he yelled back up,
“Not in there!”

“What?’

“Check your pants! Your wallet isn’'t in your bag.”

Aw crap, she pulled her body out of bed. She found she
still had on Stacie’ s white tank top, but somehow in the
night, she had stumbled out of the unbelievably annoying
thong and into her regular white boycuts. The only thing
that she remembered clearly at that point was that there had
been an audible sigh of relief, purportedly from her own
voice box. Now, this morning, she was bracing herself
against the laundry basket and pulling out Stacie’s
distressed leather pants — leather in the laundry hamper?
Yeah, | was seriously drunk —with no wallet. You're
kidding me. Come on. She sunk her full-cut white cotton-
covered ass back on the bed. No.

She trudged down the stairs, belting her red flannel robe
tightly around her waist. “Hold on, everybody.”

“Hi Mama!” Katie beamed up the stairs at her. “We're
going out for breakfast!”
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Janie pulled it together, smiling for her lovely dark-
haired daughter, “1 know, honey, that’s a special treat with
Daddy. Let’'s go get you some money so that you guys can
go, okay?’

“Okay!” Katie took her Mama's hand and led her to the
kitchen.

Scott looked over at her, “Y ou okay?’

“Y eah, can you hand me my bag?’

“Sure,” he handed it to her. “Hey, uh, you looked really
good last night, in Stacie' s stuff.”

“Thanks, maybe | could wear it again. Later, maybe,”
she rummaged through her bag.

“Oh, uh, I’ve got these reports to give on al of the
current employees for the new crop of potential buyers for
tomorrow and | was going to go in alittle later and stay...”
Scott looked sheepish.

“Crap.”

“Well, sorry. It's sort of abig deal and I’ ve been so...”

“No, not that, my wallet is gone.” She dumped her bag
on the counter. “Maybe it’ s with Stacie, in her car or
something.”

“Well, we'll head out and you can give her acal. I'll
stop by the bank machine on the way.”

“Okay.”

“Hey, you know what’ s good for a hangover?’

“Shh. The kids don’'t need to hear that, repeating it in
the neighborhood,” Janie laughed into her hands. “What's
good for it?’

“Chocolate. The caffeine and the sugar will help you
out at least until you can get in the shower.”

“1 think all we have in the house is the bitter, the
bittersweet kind, you know, for cooking.”

“Maybe that will help.”

“Ew.”
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“I don’'t know. Try it.” To the kids. “Okay, you two!
Denny’s!”

“Thanks, okay bye, guys. Kisses!” A smooch from the
smaller two and off they all went, slamming the heavy door
behind them.

A phone call to Stacie gave her nothing. Stacie said she
would check her car and call back but she was pretty sure it
wasn’t there. “ So what are you gonnado?’ Stacie warned.

“WEell, | guess I’ ve gotta call the bank and the credit
card people. I’ve got their numbers right here as we speak.”

“See there we go,” Stacie dug, “even efficient when
hung over.”

“Ugh.” And Janie hung up.

The morning was just not going well. She took a bite of
the large hunk of cooking chocolate from her cupboard and
immediately spit it out. Mr. Tanqueray himself was dancing
in spiky boots behind her forehead on the very matter of
her brain and it hurt like hell and she had been on hold with
Wells Fargo for about a half an hour.

“Yes, Wells Fargo Customer Service, thisis Cindy,
how may | help you?’ a southern drawl spilled like
molasses from the telephone receiver.

“Hey! Hi Cindy. Um, my wallet has been stolen and my
credit card and my ATM card wereiniit. | need to cancel
my cards before they get any cash.”

“When was it stolen?’

“l am assuming last night.”

“Assuming?’

“It had to be last night.”

“Okay.”

Isit possible to hear a condescending sneer over the
phone?
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“Give me amoment to access your account. What is the
number?’

“675,” The doorbell clanged and Jani€’ s head was
about to open itself up and she could barely hear snotty
Cindy on the telephone. “323... Dammit, I’'m sorry, the
door, Cindy, can you just hold on a second?’

“Yes,” Cindy slowly hissed.

The phone to her ear, muted, Janie tried to open the
front door. And the door wouldn’t open. She began to
swear. Over the past five years, she liked to believe that her
swearing had almost come to a complete halt — resurfacing
only in dire circumstances or really, in any instance when
the children weren’t around. No one uses the front door.
The cursing was making her head throb worse than it
already was. Finally wrenching it open, she spied a sleek,
black Mercedes sedan in front of her house and a vaguely
familiar face at her door.

“Hi,” Billy Smitts said.

“Hi,” Janie looked at him, complete incredulity, the
phone still at her ear. Motorcycle boots attached to long
lean denim legs, his hands deep in the pockets of an
imposing black leather trench over asix foot frame, the
obligatory piercings, the platinum blond hair over the thick
black eyebrows— it was al just too much for a hung over
Janie to bear. Her face crunched up in squinting pain. As
his sharp cheekbones lifted in a devilish smile, she became
desperately aware that she was wearing nothing but a
frayed flannel robe over awhite tank and underpants and
there had to be alayer of mascara d eyecrust an inch thick
over her reddened pupils.

“Can| comein?

“Um, sure. | guess so.” Jane turned as Billy took hold
of her door, covering her mouth, she breathed into her
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hand, Oh dear God. “Y ou want coffee?” Shelaid down the
receiver of her cordless phone.

“Love some. | need it. It'll help my head.”

“ Apparently a Hollywood hangover looks alot prettier
than mine. Kitchen, come on.” She led him through the
dining room into her small kitchen. “ Sit,” she commanded
and he settled himself at the table. She poured him a mug
of steaming coffee, “Cream and sugar?’ like he was a
neighbor popping in for a cup and some gossip.

“Please.”

She handed him the “World's Greatest Dad” mug
requisite in a house with children, and inquired so politely,
“So, um, quick question for you. How do you know where |
live?

“1 took your wallet.”

“You took my wallet?’

“The pictures, remember? | decided | would like to
meet you again so | just pocketed it.” He smiled
disarmingly.

Not enough so.

“You stole my wallet? Are you insane? | have a good
mind to call someone and tell them this.” She asked him,
“Whodol cal?”

He shrugged.

“Hey! And don’'t you remember I’m married? That may
not mean anything to you or the girls you usually see but it
sure means something to me. Yeah, I’'m married, buster.
Don’'t most celebrities have stalkers not the other way
around?’

“I’'m sorry,” hetried to conceal hislaughter. “| wanted
to tell you that | appreciated your conversation. Most girls
only want to get alittle piece of me...”

Janie interrupted, “Oh you poor, criminally insane
movie star...”
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“No,” he laughed again. “Hereisyour wallet. | am
sorry if | caused you any trouble. I'll go. Thanks again.” He
didn’t make a move to actually leave, he just smiled; it was
friendly and disturbingly contagious. Janie found herself
unable to help but return it. Thisiswhy heisa celebrity.
Goddamned charming asshole.

“Wait, have your coffee. Just don’t get any weirder...”
Janie looked ominous.

“WEell, now, that's atall order.”

“1 know I'm expecting alot. | mean | guess | could be
more tolerant but I’ m not used to having an international
movie star in my kitchen, especially not one who just
confessed that he stole my wallet. An International Wallet-
Stealing Movie Star.”

“I was originally asinger. Don't forget singer.”

“l wastrying to,” she sipped her coffee.

A good natured, “Oh wow, harsh.” He pointed, “Don’t
you have someone waiting on the phone?’

“Crap! The bank!” Janie ran to pick up the phone,
canceling the Mute as sherifled through her wallet’s
contents. “Cindy, sorry for the delay. Yes, no. | have my
cards back, no need to cancel now.”

“Areyou sure?” Cindy’sdrawl diminished with her
irritation.

“Umm, yes, | have my wallet back — it was stolen by a
celebrity so that he could more accurately stalk me. | don’t
think he spent any money, hold it... Did you?’

“Nope.”

“Good for you Scary Stalker Movie Star!” To the
phone, “No, he didn’t make any unauthorized purchases.”

“Thank you ma am and have a pleasant day.”

Janie hung up. “I could have told that woman that
anyone - you, even! - had taken that card and she wouldn’t
have cared.”



30 Sarah Phelan

“Good.” Billy swigged his coffee. “Asyou have made
it so clear that | am not welcomed here as a suitor, | have
another thing | wanted to ask you.”

“No, you cannot see my passport.”

Billy laughed again. “No! Y ou mentioned you ran a
very private daycare, herein your home?’

“Yes. | do.”

“Would you have an opening for the next couple of
months? See, | am shooting in the area, hence the bunch of
concert dates up here, and | need someone reliable to watch
Ashley, my daughter.”

“Don’t you have people on staff to do that? A nanny?’

“Well, I did but sheand I, uh... parted ways... decided
it was best if she left.”

“Oh crap. | am not sure | feel comfortable with this.”

He placed his hand on Jani€’s. “1’m sort of in abad
position and your business comes highly commended...”

She pulled her hand away, “How do you know anything
about my business?”’

“Oh, I, uh, ran a background check on you.”

“WHAT?”

“1 had the information, | knew what | needed from you
and | know you can be trusted.”

Janie stood up so quickly that her aching brain suffered
at the hands of the Earth’ s gravitational pull, seeming to
bumper-car bounce repeatedly against the inside of her
cranium, “You did that without my permission! Who are
you?! What are you?!” She couldn’t believe this—what
with the unnervingly easy conversation and the charming
bullshit smileand | just ate it up and this man was crazy
and | let himin my house!! “Oh my God, you are a
fruitcake! You're an invasion of privacy, kleptomaniac,
nanny-boinking fruitcake! I’ ve spoken to you for five
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minutes and | can tell you NOW that thisis not how | do
business.”

He stood up, “I know that...”

“Of course, you know that! Y ou ran CORI forms on
me!”

“It wasn’t like it was a fascinating read — an hour or so |
won't be getting back. For chrissakes, ‘ Miss Perfect’
couldn’t get a parking ticket or something?’

“THAT' S*MISSUS PERFECT!” sheyelled. “And I'm
so sorry my criminal records were boring. | mean, | know
having an interesting rap sheet is an important stipulation
when choosing a daycare provider!”

Stacie, ablonde vision in apink swest suit, popped the
side door open and trotted in, stopping to take in the scene
in front of her. A slow smile broke on her face, “Oh my
God! Janie, are you telling me... last night... Did you...
What is Billy Smitts doing here?’ Check out, Miss
Morality!

“He'sjust leaving, Stacie.”

“Please, | need your help.”

Stacie looked at Janie. “He needs your help?’

“Yes, | do,” Billy saw an opportunity and swung into
recruiting a sympathetic ear - the Girlfriend Angle. He
turned to Stacie, his face full of sweet desperation, laying
his hand on her forearm gently, “ Stacie, | am in desperate
need of quality childcare for afew months for my five year
old daughter. She's been so lonely and she misses her
nanny and she hasn’t many friends her own age because
she travels with me so much so | can have her near me.
And | thought since Janie came so highly recommended...”

Janierolled her eyes at Billy, “Did you rehearse that?’
To Stacie, “Don’t listen to him. He' s being charming. It's
hisjob. He's an actor. Don't fal for it. The psycho stole my
wallet last night, stalked me to my house, and come to find
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out, ran a background check on me without my permission.
No way, no way, Stacie.”

Stacie had been so moved by this beautiful plea by the
incredibly handsome movie star, who happened to be
touching her, she looked as though she was about to cry.
She turned to Janie, her own face mirroring the sweet
desperation of the man beseeching her good will, “But his
daughter... he said she’ s lonely. And your kids are so
good.” To an attentive Billy, putting her hand atop his on
her arm, clutching him to her, “ Shereally is amazing with
them, gets them to do crafts and they sing and dance, and
she does a Circle Time. She taught my Ben to read | swear
to God.”

Janie unclenched Stacie’ s hand from his, “Cut it out.
Stop that.” To Billy, pulling his hand off of Stacie's
forearm, “1 know what you' re doing. Quit it. And stop
listening to her.”

The side screen opened again and Janie' s Katie and
Brian hopped through the doorway. Scotty’ s voice,
uncertain came through the door, “Janie, whose car is
parked out front? There are two humungous guys just
sitting there...” Scott walked up the stairs and stopped at
the door, pointing, “Why is Billy Smitts in our kitchen?’

Janie started in, “This psycho...”

Billy strode up to Scott with his hand out, interrupting
Janie, “Hi, I’'m Billy. Beautiful house, are these two
yours?’

Scott, momentarily taken aback, recovered quickly and
shook the man’s hand. “Hey, Scott Hadley, yes, thisis
Katie...”

“I'm five!” Katie squealed.

“Hello, Katie, | have agirl your age. Her nameis
Ashley.”

“Can she come over and play with me?’
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“1 hope so, but that is up to your daddy and mommy.”

Scott turned to the little one at hisleg, “And thisis
Brian.”

Brian gave a soft “Hi.”

And Billy squatted down to hislevel to shake hands,
“How do you do, sir?’

Brian giggled and took the large, scarred, silver-ringed
hand and shook it. “It’s my birthday.”

“Itis? Well, Happy Birthday. Are you going to have
cake?’

“Chocolate with strawberries and green grapes.”

“Wow, that sounds good.”

Stacie and Scotty were entranced. Janie looked at them
all, her mouth open, her hands spread out before her in
sheer exasperation, What is going on here? Who are these
people? What am | seeing?!

“It’s not his birthday!” Janie snapped out, disturbing the
sweet reverie. “And you, Peter Pan, you have got to go. |
will not be railroaded by some magic celebrity pixie dust!”
She picked Billy up by hisleather-clad shoulders, looked at
him squarely in his deep blue eyes and said, “No.”

“Five thousand for the month, eight for the second,
incremental for the third. I drop off early, pick up after all
the others are scheduled to leave. No one knows I’ m up
here for a couple of months, | ensure your privacy, you
ensure mine, standard non-disclosure contract.”

“l said, ‘No.” Leave.”

Scott and Stacie screamed, “DON’T! NO! JANIE, ARE
YOU CRAZY?

“Ten for the first month, twelve the second,
incremental. | have you on reserve for concert dates for
sleepovers.”

“Get out!” Janie started at him.
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Scott restrained her, speaking calmly, “Honey, please.
Think about it. Mr. Smittsis offering you avery large sum
of money to take care of his daughter for alimited period of
time.”

“"Mister Smitts ?’ she spat. “ This man has invaded my
home, my privacy.”

“Honey, really, heisjust trying to do what is right by
his daughter. Y ou have to respect that, right?’ Scotty
leaned in, whispering excitedly, “And ten thousand dollars!
For amonth? We could buy anew car.”

“We don’'t need anew car,” Janie fumed. She could see
it happening right in front of her, like some kind of
nightmarishly Freudian car crash she was being forced to
watch. There she was, sitting in that new car getting
repeatedly rear-ended by this guy, thisinsane, pretty manin
the driver’s seat, flashing some cash around, spewing out
all of that phony, charming crap. And what’s worse, Janie's
own husband and her best friend were sitting in his
backseat, laughing. It isfor his daughter... but hey, wait
just a second! “Scotty, he hit on me last night!”

But Billy didn’t let it drop, not once. “1 was totally out
of line, | apologize for that but you have to know that |
didn’t know she was married until she made it very, very
clear.”

Janie, her fists clenched in front of her, “Oh. My. God.”

Scotty explained, “ See, it was completely innocent, he
didn’t know you were married.” Quietly in her ear, “Ten
thousand dollars.” Jani€’s Knight may have failed her but at
least he could be chivalrous enough to reassure her about
the other man’ sintentions.

Janie was disgusted. “You're selling me out.” She
looked at Billy, who smiled patiently. Oh, I'd hit himright
in that pretty smirk if I could.

She exhaled loudly. Heisdoing it for his daughter.
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I’ ve done weird stuff for the sake of my kids, NOT THIS
INSANE, but still, it’s not like he has to live by regular
peopl€e srules.

No! You know what? He should have to!

She looked around the room, shaking her head.

Okay, Scotty wants me to take the ten thousand dollars.
Okay, we'll see. “1 want to meet Ashley. | will only take
her if it isagood fit with my children. | don’t want any
weird influences of genetic kleptomaniaimposed on my
kids. | only take in ones who will bond with our family.”

Billy felt victory was at hand, as it amost always was.
“Absolutely.”

Stacie and Scotty stood by, bated breath, watching one
Titan alternately surrendering to another.

“Bring her by later Monday morning. Around 9 am, the
children will have settled in and then you won't have to
deal with any parents. Y ou can spend about an hour here
with her and then you leave. Y ou can pick her up later in
the day. It won't be overwhelming to her that way and we
can see how she can settle in with just us and the other
children.”

“Sounds good.”

“We'll talk when you come to get her after the other
parents leave. I'll give you my answer then.”

“Okay, good. I'll bring the contracts then.”

“No,” she stopped him. “You’ll bring yours her first
real day, Tuesday. If | accept.” Rear-end that, Mr. Famous.
“I will have my contracts for Monday.”

“Got it.”

“Now, go. And try not to take any of my personal
papers on your way out.”

Billy Smitts smiled, waved and said goodbye. As soon
as the door shut behind him, Stacie and Scotty screamed in
victory, jumping up and down, hugging each other and
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laughing to Janie. “Ten thousand dollars! Ten Thousand
Dollars! Billy Smitts TEN THOUSAND DOLLARS!!”

Scotty ran to hug a thoroughly pissed Janie, “ Gotta go
to work, honey! That was AMAZING!” He walked off,
marveling at the win, “Ten Thousand Dollars for a month!
A month! Ten Thousand Dollars!”

Watching Stacie dancing about in her Pepto-Bismol
colored outfit with her hands clasped together like an
excited child, ironically made Janie nauseous. Her
headache had come back with a vengeance.
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Chapter Four
Tryouts

Monday morning, promptly at 9 am, the large black
Mercedes sedan pulled over in front of the house. Janie
watched warily from the side door as Bobby exited the
front passenger seat and opened the door for Billy. He was
unbuckling a pretty blonde child from her car seat. Janie
recognized her from the picture.

That must be Ashley. She's beautiful.

Well, duh.

But her mother must have been blonde too. Sure as hell
know Billy' s cuffs and collar don’t match.

She shook that thought out of her head. Ew.

He looked almost normal this morning, just in awhite t-
shirt and jeans with leather sandals.

Hmm, he has feet. Bet they' re pretty too.

Annoying.

Janie saw him lean into the back of the car but she
couldn’t hear what he was saying. Out of an irritating
curiosity, Janie peered into the back seat as best as she
could. A long, lean, tanned leg was visible and she saw
what looked like atwenty year old face come up to give
Billy’sakiss. Hetook it on the cheek.

Ooh, harsh, blowing her off, whoever she was.
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Billy spoke briefly to the two massive formsin the front
seat, wait, that’ s Bobby and what was it, oh, Del? - Yes.
Janie saw the driver sharply pull out and speed off.

This drop-off process was taking far too long, she stuck
her head in on the other kids. Luckily Stacie, at Janie's
instruction, had brought over some supplies this morning to
engage Katie and Brian as well as Stacie and Frank’s Benji
and Marco, Joey Sweeney and Austin Sawyer in an
activity. Janie often employed this technique to settlein a
new child and felt that today such a project would help her
have alittle time to speak to Ashley and What’' s-His-Face
once they finally got inside. Of course, the Welcoming
Project usually wasn't on this scale. And despite the fact
she was feeling guilty for not portraying her professional
best, Janie smiled alittle to herself.

“Good morning,” she called from the door, opening it
for the two of them.

Billy put Ashley down so she could walk up the stairs,
“Good morning, Mrs. Hadley.”

She could sense some sort of amused satisfaction from
this introduction and she relished giving him what he
thought was a moment of condescension. Just wait, buddy.

So instead she knelt down to the small girl, “Comein,
Ashley. I'm Janie. The other kids are waiting to meet you
and we have a special project to get started on.”

Ashley smiled shyly, reaching out to touch Jani€’ slong
dark hair. Janie smiled back at her and Ashley, assured by
the pretty lady with the friendly voice, ran ahead into the
dining room.

Janie straightened up and squared herself to him,
attempting to compensate for the three-inch height
difference, crossing her arms. Billy could read these signals
loud and clear, but it didn’t seem to stem his amusement. In
fact, he grinned right at her. She chosetoignoreit,
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deciding to lull him into afeeling of secure superiority with
polite professionalism, “ Thisway, please.” Billy followed
her through the kitchen as Janie explained her procedure,
“Onour trial day, | usualy like to start the children off with
some pictures from home. It gives the child a chance to, not
only start off with some familiar faces but, it will give her
the opportunity to get to know the other children by
working with them on a project.”

They entered the dining room and the kids were quietly
cutting Billy Smitts candids from about a hundred different
gossip magazines, the National Enquirer, People, US
Magazine, the Sun, the Weekly World news, aswell as
InStyle, Rolling Stone, YM and Cosmopolitan. They were
then pasting the prints onto a huge life-sized poster of Billy
Smitts that lay across the length of the table. “Aswe didn’t
have any family photos, we just decided to do a search
game for pictures of Ashley’s daddy.” Janie smiled
devilishly over at Billy, “There werealot to find.”

Billy’slevel of shock could have been measured on the
Richter scale, except there was no rumbling, no sound
coming from him, just awide gaping hole where Janie
smugly recalled some sort of smarmy grin had been.

“Look, Daddy! It'syoul!” Ashley yelled happily,
holding up asmall picture on newsprint of her father
outside of some questionable nightclub.

Janie turned shoulder to shoulder to him so that she
could whisper very softly in hisear, “I let it happen once,
but don’t think you can get around me, especialy in my
own house, ever again. Got it?’

“Got it.” And asmall chuckle erupted from his chest.
The girl’sgot a set.

But he quickly turned his attention to his daughter,
“Can | help, Ashley?’ And much to Janie’s surprise, Billy
sat down with the children and happily cut and pasted
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pictures onto the full-length poster version of himself for
the full hour.

He had left and Ashley spent the better part of the
afternoon playing well with Katie, Brian and the others.
Janie was friendly to her, but not overly so. Children
usually responded to honest affection instead of fast and
forced adoration. Janie had always treated her kids with
respect and expected the same from them.

She did enjoy their company, learning to appreciate
each child’ s talents and quirks as they revealed themselves
to her. When trying to explain her little business philosophy
to prospective clients, she aways said she wasn't there to
lead the children, she was there to help them discover who
they were and how they would like to be.

Still, despite her marked enthusiasm for the wee ones,
she did realize that her usual limit of six kids, all under six
years old, up until six pm at night, had to be more than just
acoincidental relation to the sign of the devil. Very early in
her daycare career, as Janie had tried to wing her way
through the day, she had discovered that an unstructured
day with agaggle of preschoolers was a heartless, soulless
enemy to be avoided at any and all costs.

It had all the elements of an errant hostage situation,
including that trick when FBI agents came in and began
playing ABBA until the perps would run out screaming,
begging to be taken to prison, anywhere, aslong as the
onslaught of Swedish pop rock would stop. Well, replace
the cops with kids, ABBA with “Row, Row, Row Y our
Boat,” and switch out the perpetrators with a single daycare
provider, and there you go — same results.

In order to save her sanity, Janie had quickly adapted a
strictly adhered-to schedule of activities, clean up and






