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Chapter One

Brit Manning fidgeted nervously as the uncomfortable silence continued.  He ran his finger over the point of his pencil, making sure it was sharpened and up to task.  He shifted his blank notebook, setting it in a position more suitable for note-taking.  He tilted the tape recorder toward him, allowing him to see the reels spinning, recording.  For the moment however they recorded nothing but the awkward silence in which he sat.   

He had repeated these motions several times now in the last few minutes; the nervous and anxious habits of a person made to wait.  In this case, Brit was waiting for his subject, seated now across the room from him, engulfed in the shadows cast in the corner of the hotel room, to begin speaking.  


Brit felt nervous and this amused him somewhat.  He had been doing this now for nearly two decades.  He was respected by the public, revered by his peers, even feared by some.  He had interviewed three heads of state, including an exclusive sit-down with President Sloane following the withdrawal of U.S. troops from San Verago two years ago.  He was known for being merciless, ruthless; for asking pointed and meaningful questions.  He confronted America’s sweetheart Noelle Lindbergh about her infidelity and drug use.  He brought Super Bowl MVP Cannon Durr to tears through a hard-line of questioning about doping in professional sports.  He had to have renowned underworld boss Carmine Schiappa pulled off of him in a heated confrontation during an interview from Rikers Island.  But now, seated in an uncomfortable chair on the 18th floor of New York’s Imperial Palace hotel, staring across the table at the mysterious shadowy figure, he felt a strange nervousness that he had not felt in some time.  


Perhaps it was the manner in which this interview had been granted that had Brit feeling so uneasy.  His subject had first approached him by telephone.  “You don’t know me,” the man had said in a chilling yet captivating voice, “No one does.  But I want to tell my story.  And I want to tell it to you.”  He had insisted that Brit tell no one of their planned meeting, the date, time and location of which had been changed dozens of times in the last week alone. Not even Brit’s editor was to know of the story.  

“That’ll be difficult,” Brit had told him, “But if your story is as good as you say it is, I’ll make it work.”  And Brit knew it was going to be as good, if not better.  In fact, he believed, this could be one of the most significant interviews he, or anyone, would ever conduct.  

It was for this reason that Brit didn’t object to some of the cloak and dagger bullshit that his subject had demanded; stunts that would normally have caused Brit to tell most subjects to fuck off.  “I’ll get the story, but on my terms,” he had said more than once throughout his illustrious career.  But that was not the case this time.  

“Either play by my rules, or I go elsewhere,” the man had told him.  And Brit believed it to be the case.  It was precisely for this reason that he didn’t raise a protest when his telephone rang at 4:30 this morning.  Ignoring the questions that were being fired at him from the young woman in his bed, whose name he could not remember, Brit hastily dressed, brewed himself a strong cup of coffee and made his way as instructed to the downtown Hilton.  A message waiting for him at the Hilton directed him to the Clairmont, a smaller hotel just north of SoHo.  A note which was left for him at the Clairmont’s registration desk informed him that a car was waiting for him outside.  The driver of the car, who recognized Brit from his picture that appears alongside his column in the Post each week, did not know who had hired him.  Only that he was to pick up a man outside of the Clairmont and drive him to the Imperial Palace.  


Upon arriving at the posh, midtown hotel, Brit did not know what to expect.  Another note, perhaps, or another waiting car.  Maybe a disguise and plane tickets to Belize.  Who the fuck knew.  Nothing surprised him anymore.  He was relieved however to find only a room key waiting for him this time.  An eager elevator ride later and Brit was sliding the electronic keycard into the slot in the door of room 1812.  


“Keep the lights off,” a voice from inside the room commanded.  Brit did as instructed, pulling the door shut behind him and stepping into the room’s darkness.  As he did, the man flipped on a small desk lamp, barely lighting the large suite.  


“Can I assume this is the right place?” Brit asked.  No reply came.  He took a few steps forward and could now see that a small table had been set up in the middle of the room.  The desk lamp rested on the table.  The small halo of light which it provided did not allow Brit to see much else.  


“Please sit down,” the voice said.   Brit could tell now that it was coming from a chair situated about six feet in front of the table, safely out of the range of sight furnished by the lamp, and completely engulfed in darkness.  “Take a moment to get situated.  I’m anxious to get started.”  Brit removed his sport coat and tossed it onto a nearby couch.  He then slid into the chair that had been set for him and dropped his leather briefcase onto the floor.  Reaching down, he retrieved his miniature tape recorder, his notebook, and several pencils.  Brit had been given numerous expensive pens during his career, mostly gifts from those who thought they knew him well, but still preferred the feel and utility of a freshly sharpened pencil.  

“Do you mind if I record this?” he asked, holding the tape recorder in the direction of the voice. 

“Of course,” came the reply from the darkness, which frankly surprised him.  “I will however, insist that you do not make any copies of the tapes, and that they never be released to the public.”  Brit nodded in reply.  He assumed that, despite his own limited range of sight, the figure in the darkness was able to see him.  He inched his chair closer to the table and cracked his knuckles, preparing his fingers for the task of note-taking that lay ahead.  “You understand my need for all of this secrecy,” the voice stated.  Brit did.  In fact, he understood all to well. He pushed the record button on this tape recorder and waited.  The show now belonged to the man in the darkness and Brit would let him dictate the flow, at least initially.  Several moments of silence passed.  Brit ran his finger over the point of his pencil, making sure it was sharpened and up to task.  He shifted his blank notebook, setting it in a position more suitable for note-taking.  He tilted the tape recorder toward him, allowing him to see the reels spinning, recording.  

A lighter sparked from across the table, briefly adding to the sparse light in the room.  The man across from him was careful to turn his face as he lit the cigarette, so as to not allow any of his features to be revealed in the new light.  Brit noticed this; noticed the care that the man exercised in executing even so trivial a movement as lighting a cigarette. Brit now admitted to himself what he had known all along. It wasn’t the bizarre manner in which this interview had been obtained or was to be conducted that had him feeling so uneasy.  It was his subject.   

No one knew much about the man seated across from him, but everyone knew who he was.  He had become a legend over the years; a mystery.  Some even wondered if he actually existed.  From time to time he would make his presence known to the world; never in person, however, but always through some incredible exploit.  It was these exploits that made him renowned.  For each one involved some major act of destruction, larceny and sometimes death.  He was among the most wanted men in America, or at least that is what the authorities wanted people to believe.  The truth was there were many, Brit included, that didn’t want to see this man caught.  For what set him apart from other criminals was that, in all cases, the victims in his exploits deserved everything they got.  And many of them deserved even worse.  He targeted terrorists, criminals and other wrongdoers.  He directed his schemes at what he considered to be the infectious and soulless members of society.  He concentrated on sex offenders, adulterers, scam artists.  And not just the nameless, faceless viruses in the community, whose identities are not known until their crimes make the nightly news.  No, this man loved nothing more than to pull away the curtain of deception that so many of today’s politicians, celebrities, law makers and other wrongfully deified mortals have chosen to hide behind. He destroyed not just physical structures, but reputations; reputations of those that had, up to that point, been revered and loved. Each exploit was meticulously planned, each target carefully chosen.  He focused his efforts on those who were viewed as untouchable; pillars of society.  People who, often through deceit and mendacity, earned the trust and respect of those around them, then used that trust as a shield, hiding their true illicit, often evil, nature.  He exposed them all to his unique brand of vigilante justice.  And God knows, America loves a vigilante.  He had been called a modern day Robin Hood.  No one knew his name.  The press called him simply “Mayhem”.  His exploits would be the headline of the day.  The tremors of the earthquakes he fashioned would be felt long after he disappeared.  Months, sometimes years, would pass before he would be heard from again.  “Mayhem”.  And now he sat silently, no more than six feet away from Brit Manning, smoking a cigarette...and ready to tell all.  

Chapter Two

“It’s disgusting!”  Stephen threw the newspaper onto the kitchen table and reached for a pack of cigarettes.  The sound it made when it hit the table caused Gail to jump.  She turned and looked worriedly at her son-in-law.  


“What’s the matter, Stephen?” she asked.  Stephen, who was now fumbling with a lighter, didn’t answer.  “Everything alri..?” she tried again but his reply cut her off.


“Don’t worry about it Ma.  You wouldn’t understand.”  He set about trying again to light the cigarette then, perhaps either feeling guilty or simply wanting to vent, continued.  “It’s this Mayhem guy.  Instead of working to put him behind bars where he belongs, this conservative rag is running a four-part series that’s honoring him like he was, I don’t know, the Pope or something.”  Gail turned back to the stove where she had been busy preparing a delightful smelling stew.


“I haven’t read it yet,” she began, “But I did hear on the news that they were going to be do..”


“And this Brit Manning guy,” Stephen continued as if Gail hadn’t spoken, “He should be arrested too for conspiracy or, what do they call it, aiding and abetting.  He’s an asshole.”  Gail turned sharply toward him.  She would tolerate the interruption but not vulgarity.  “Sorry,” Stephen quickly recovered.  “It’s just…he’s just a guilty as Mayhem.”  Gail smiled and continued to stir the pot. 


“Oh I don’t know,” she muttered quietly.   This time Stephen took notice that she has spoken.  He walked a few steps closer to her.  


“What don’t you know?”


“Well it’s just,” she began carefully, knowing how irritable Stephen could become when someone argued with him, “I’m just not sure what he’s done that is so wrong.”  Stephen flailed his arms out wide in a display of revulsion and disbelief.  


“You’re not sure what he’s done that is wrong?” He was clearly agitated and started to raise his voice noticeably.  “People are dead.  That’s what’s ‘wrong’!” His last word was said in a mocking tone.  Gail continued to stir, debating whether or not she should press on or retreat.  Despite her better judgment, she spoke again.


“Oh, Stephen.  Most of the people that were killed were bad guys themselves.”  Stephen’s mouth dropped.  The unlit cigarette now teetered dangerously on his bottom lip.  

“Bad guys?  You’ve got to be…” he caught himself.  “You know what, never mind.  You just go back to whatever it is you’re cooking and let me worry about this, OK?”  With that he walked toward the kitchen door, finally finding success with the cigarette lighter.  


“Don’t smoke in the kitchen.”  Gain chastised without turning around.  Stephen paused for a moment in order to let one further glare of repugnance cross his face.  Then muttered something under his breath and walked out, slamming the door behind him. 


Gail let out a deep breath then smiled.  She wasn’t surprised by Stephen’s reaction.  She knew what buttons she was pressing but chose to do it anyway.  Her opinions still mattered to her, and she had followed the exploits of Mayhem for years.  She knew she was more than capable of an intelligent discussion on the subject.  But no one seemed to want to hear her thoughts anymore.  Her daughter Carly, her son-in-law, Stephen, even her granddaughter sometimes seemed to view her as nothing more than a senile old woman.  She wasn’t senile, not even in the least.  In fact, Gail felt that she was sharper now than ever.  She wasn’t even that old, not yet sixty.  She reached for the oregano from the shelf.  But the truth was, once a lady got to be her age, everyone twenty years or more her junior believed that all she was capable of was cooking and knitting.  She liked to cook, but couldn’t knit a stitch.  And no belief she had or observation she made was ever going to change anyone’s opinion of her.  Not now anyway.  It had bothered her once, but not so much anymore.  She set the oregano back in its place and with her other hand effortlessly slid a paring knife out of its block.  She knew who she was and that was enough for her.  


Gail looked down at the knife for a moment, then set it on the counter and turned toward the kitchen table.  She picked up the newspaper from where Stephen had tossed it and turned it to the front page.  Brit Manning’s picture stared back at her.  It was a larger picture than usually appeared next to his column.  Gail situated herself in a chair and began to read.  

Chapter Three
Mayhem Exposed

An Exclusive Interview with Brit Manning

I am seated in a dimly lit room in an undisclosed hotel.  Around me are pages upon pages of handwritten notes and six miniature one-hour tapes; each one full.  Across from me, no more than six feet away is a plush, blue recliner.  Ten minutes ago, that chair had been occupied by one of the most wanted men in America.  A man who has no name.  But mention one word and everyone in the civilized world knows who he is – “Mayhem”.  

Over the next two weeks, in four separate parts, I will be telling the American people the story, this most unbelievable story, that I have just been told.  The transcript of the interview will be printed in the order that it was told to me.  I thought, albeit briefly, about altering its order, leading off with one of the more fantastic or remarkable parts of the tale.  But, as you’ll soon learn, no one part is any less spectacular than another.  

The room was dark when I entered.  No pleasantries were exchanged.  To this day, I would not be able to identify the man with which I have just spent one of the most fascinating mornings of my life.  He sat in the dark, hidden by the shadows. As he passed by me on his way out, briefly entering the room’s sparse light, I was instructed to blindfold myself.  That being said, while much about Mayhem was revealed to me today, there will no doubt be much left to this mystery.  

For over three decades, America and the world have come to know this man.  However, I learned today how little about him we truly understand.  I do not know why he chose me to recount for the public his life, but it is an honor and a duty that I do not take lightly.  And now it is my pleasure to chronicle for you the events of the life of the man called Mayhem, from their mesmerizing beginning, through the morning of this interview.    

Brit Manning:  
We can begin whenever you’re ready.

Mayhem:  

Alright.  First of all, let me begin by saying thank you for agreeing to meet me and for allowing me to tell my story.  I’ve been a long admirer of your work.  

BM:  

Let me say, the feeling is, well, mutual.  And I know our readers are anxious to hear what you have to say.  

M:  

Very well.  I’ve asked you here today, because for over thirty years, little has been known of my life.  I’ve done many things that I feel have been misconstrued by the public.  My actions have been righteous, my motives, noble.  Granted, there are many who have understood this and who have stood by me in my convictions.  I hope that, by the end of this interview, my detractors will have been swayed as well.

BM:
Your exploits are legendary.  I know I’m curious, as I’m sure are most Americans, how did you come to be who you are?  Tell me about the first time.

M:
The first time.  Well, as with most epic quests, mine too began with a girl.  

BM:
A girl?

M:
I was a college student at the time.  Ellsworth College.  I tell you this detail only because it would have become evident as the story progresses.  I will tell you no other personal details.

At this point, Mayhem lit a cigarette and I strapped myself in for what would be a most amazing ride.    

It was a beautiful spring morning.  It wasn’t hot, but it had the potential to be hot. It was one of those days that occur every so often just to remind you that even more beautiful summer days are not that far off; a day where everybody breaks out their shorts even though it’s still probably just a bit too early in the year for shorts.  Everything, the sky, the grass, the buildings, all just seem more beautiful. Roger, as he was known before the birth of Mayhem, breathed deeply, taking in all of the beauty around him as he walked slowly and carelessly around campus.  He didn’t have anywhere to go but just couldn’t bring himself to spend another day on the couch of his apartment. 

The gait with which he moved was more like a stroll than a walk; maybe even bordering on a strut.  His long legs pounded out a relaxed, metrical cadence on the campus’ pathways.  He was tall and appeared even taller due to his lanky stature.  He had a runner’s body, thin but not lacking definition.  His hair was brown, but sometimes appeared red in the sunlight, on a day like today.  He rarely combed it, choosing instead to leave it tussled and let its natural curl take over.  

His face was attractive, but in a non-descript way.  When he was around people, most thought him to be good-looking.  But rarely did they find themselves leaving his presence with a lasting mental picture.  His eyes may have been the one exception.  They were at the same time soft and piercing.  Each gaze conveyed a keen attentiveness and pointed focus, while at the same time evoking a certain sense of comfort and trust.  It was his eyes that most people remembered.  

To say he didn’t have anywhere to go wouldn’t exactly be true.  He had classes.  In fact, he had a full slate of classes today.  But in his mind, that didn’t count.  Roger rarely went to class anymore. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to learn.  In fact, the opposite was true. He craved knowledge; longed for it.  But there was something too structured, too insipid, about the means of instruction at Ellsworth College, so much so that he could no longer bring himself to attend.  

He dreaded the thought of packing himself into an unventilated classroom with hundreds of idiots hanging on the professors’ every word.  He shuddered at the thought of learning management styles and techniques from a textbook rather than through real life experience.  Or trying to learn computer programming without actually being in front of a computer.  No, that was all bullshit.  It wasn’t for Roger.  His learning came from outside of his classes.  He read the paper.  Three papers actually, taking the time to understand the business, political and socio-economic issues of the day, as they could best be told in print.  He also worked two jobs.  Not because he needed the money, but for the experience.  He spent three afternoons a week at John Morlov’s machine shop, repairing or refurnishing anything he could get his hands on.  He skilled himself in the inner workings of motors, the intricacies of fuel-injection, of wiring, of combustion.  And his nights were spent as the night auditor at the Ellsworth Inn, the premiere hotel in the tiny college town of Portsford.  It was at this position that he seemed to be extremely well-suited.    

At first, his duties consisted only of basic bookkeeping.  But Roger hadn’t been there for more than a few months when he uncovered an embezzlement scheme that had been rigged by the hotel’s manager.  The ploy had centered around the creation of fictitious employees.   Due to a lack of adequate checks and balances in the accounting system, the hotel’s manager had the ability to both create and approve new employees.  The hotel employed hundreds of waiters, bartenders, janitors, desk clerks, bellhops and housekeepers.  Many of these employees were students and accordingly turnover was quite high.  As a result, it was practically impossible for the payroll department to know each and every one of the hotel’s employees.  As long as the paperwork was in order, including a signature of approval from the hotel’s manager, the ficticious employees would be paid each week. 

The hotel manager had also set up several bank accounts into which the paychecks for these ghost employees were to be deposited.  After a few months, he would close the account, fill out the termination paperwork for the bogus employee, then start fresh with a new group of workers.  It didn’t seem like a lot of money, after all most of the hotel’s employees were hourly, but over the period of a few years, it had added up to over $120,000.  

It didn’t take long for Roger to uncover the plot.  In an effort to familiarize himself with his new job, the hotel and the industry in general, from time to time he would come in for a few hours a day and spend that time helping out in the different departments.  He hadn’t asked for any money while putting in these extra hours so his boss didn’t object, and the departments were all just happy to have an extra hand.  He cooked breakfast alongside the short-order cooks.  He tended bar.  He made up the rooms and washed the linens.  He accompanied Cliff the maintenance man on his rounds.  And he sat down with each person in procurement, accounts payable, accounts receivable and payroll in order to learn their job responsibilities.  It didn’t take him long to be alerted to several red flags, including the lack of a separation of duties that would allow someone to create and approve new employees.  

Within a week of discovering this, Roger himself, in an effort to test his theory, had created a fictitious employee, opened a direct deposit account and, five days later, received his first paycheck.  He immediately took it, along with all of the documentation, directly to the hotel’s owner.  The owner was instantly impressed with Roger’s intuition and quick learning.  He offered to let Roger revamp the entire internal control structure for the hotel.  Along with this, his first promotion, came a pay increase and, maybe more importantly, the respect of the hotel’s owner.  

However, Roger had, through the cynical lessons taught him by life, developed a certain distrust of his fellow human beings.  Men were, he believed, inherently good and moral.  But, in each person there exists the potential for evil.  This malevolence is unmistakable in many, those who society labels as criminals.  The rest find that their inner wickedness only manifests at certain times; such as when we are driven by hate, by lust, by greed, by opportunity.  Many are able to suppress this evil, to push it back to the deepest fissures of our beings where it resides.  Others, many others, are much weaker.  They allow the sin to creep out, even if just once or just for a moment.  To throw hot coffee at the man who bumped shoulders with them on a busy sidewalk.  To remove the money from the purse that was left behind on the subway, before turning it in.  To succumb to the advances of the woman at the bar that is not their wife.  To scratch the paint of the car in the parking garage that was parked too close to their own car.  To allow their glance or their hand to rest too long on the teenage babysitter.   And once the evil is given even the slightest aperture through which to seep out, it often cannot be stopped.   It becomes like a drug; its effects, the money, the power, the sex, are addictive, intoxicating.  The hunger becomes more insuppressible, until it cannot be controlled.  And a person who may have once been decent, is no longer so.  

It was this innate distrust that caused Roger to go above and beyond the new assignment given him by the hotel’s owner.  He would do as asked and retool the hotel’s internal controls, thereby preventing anything like this from happening in the future - but what about the past?  The opportunity to commit this crime had been all too evident to him.  He was able to suppress the evil that was trying to overtake him.  The immoral sentiments that were telling him to create more employees, to steal the hotel’s money.  He was strong.  But what about others?  If he had so easily figured out the flaws in the system, he imagined that it was probable that others had as well.  

Over the next few nights, Roger spent several extra hours combing through old payroll records, looking for some clue; some indication that perhaps someone before him had taken advantage of the control weakness he had discovered.  Finally, at three in the morning, as he downed his fifth cup of strong black coffee of the night, he found what he was looking for:  two of the hotel’s employees were having their paychecks deposited into the same bank account.  Kristen Bruell, who worked as a cocktail waitress in the hotel’s restaurant, The Oak Tree, from March 22nd until August 15th had her paychecks deposited in account #8788-4532 of the First National Bank of Portsford.  The same bank account into which the paychecks of Frank Berger, who worked the bell desk from August 22nd to November 3rd, were deposited.  Feeling suddenly rejuvenated, Roger tore through more records until he found several other cases where the same bank account had been used.  In all cases, the hiring of the employees, the approval of the direct deposit slips and, ultimately, their termination paperwork, had been signed by Phil Woods, the hotel manager.  Roger spent the remainder of the night photocopying all of the evidence he had found. He was sure there was more out there, but for now, what he had was more than enough. He was asleep on the couch outside of the hotel owner’s office when the owner showed up the following morning.  Roger still wore the same clothes as the night before.  

After explaining to the hotel’s owner what he had found, the authorities were called in and an immediate and thorough professional investigation was conducted.  As expected, Woods was arrested.  More importantly, however, Roger became untouchable.  The hotel’s owner openly displayed his gratitude, even going so far as presenting Roger with a special award.  His fellow employees took notice and afforded Roger a level of respect normally reserved for upper management.  His responsibilities again increased, as did his autonomy.  He was free to come and go as he pleased, and to set his own hours of work.  This would prove to be the most important fringe benefit as his relationship with Abby progressed.  

Roger had first seen her in the library.  He had been busy researching a topic for a paper that was due in his Economics class, and hadn’t even noticed that she had sat down at a desk across the room from him.  But once he did look up and take notice, he couldn’t take his eyes off of her.  She was stunning.   She had on a pair of tight jeans.  Not too tight, but just enough to show off the perfect shape of her legs and ass.  She wore a gray sweatshirt.  Simple, Roger remembered thinking, a gray sweatshirt and jeans; simple clothes.  But, he thought, not even a princess in royal dress could look more elegant, more perfect.  Her hair, which was pulled back into a long ponytail, was the color of a field of wheat in the summer sun; gold but with a hint of red.  Roger couldn’t remember seeing a more breathtaking hue.  She had smooth, white skin.  Her eyes were the clouded blue of the sky just before sunset.  She had luscious, full lips which she bit as she focused intently on what she was reading.  Roger was awestruck.  He couldn’t bring himself to lower his eyes back to his research for fear that when he looked up again, she might be gone.  In fact, he only lowered his eyes when she glanced up, afraid to meet her gaze.  He was reduced to a schoolboy, dodging her look to avoid the sophomoric embarrassment of being caught staring.  Finally, after about an hour and a half of accomplishing nothing, save memorizing every aspect of her appearance, Roger watched her pack up her books to leave.  

He felt his breath escape him as she walked toward him.  He panicked.  Should he speak to her, stop her as she walked by?  And what would he possibly say?  “Hi, I’m Roger.  I’ve been sitting here obsessing, fantasizing about you for the last few hours.  Wanna grab a beer?”  Before he could come up with a reasonable and non-threatening means of engaging her in conversation, she had passed.   

Roger attempted, albeit in vain, to return to his studies.  This was not the first time he had blown the chance to talk to a girl he had seen.  In fact, he had become somewhat of a pro at it; in bars, classrooms, when he did attend classes, the laundromat, you name it.  He was also sure that this would not be the last such setback he would suffer.  But for some reason, this one stung worse than any other.  

Later that evening, with his failure still fresh in his mind, Roger nearly dropped the bottle of beer he was holding when he saw her walk into the crowded room at the party he was attending.  It was one of those friend-of-a-friend type affairs and Roger knew very few people there.  He was leaning against the back of a couch in the teeming, humid apartment, arguing with a friend about whatever sporting event had been on earlier that evening.  His friend was in mid-sentence, expounding on a bad call by the official or the poor play-calling by the coach, when Roger interrupted. 

“Jesus, it’s that girl from the library.”

“What girl?” Barry asked, abandoning all discretion and glancing feverishly around the room.  Roger subtly motioned with his beer bottle in her direction.

“She’s the one I was telling you about earlier.”  Once again, he couldn’t take his eyes off of her.  She again wore the snug, tell-tale jeans, now with a white, low-cut blouse.  For the first time he noticed her breasts.  They too were flawless.  Not large and overbearing, nor small and barely discernible.  They were the ideal size; the perfect compliment to the rest of her body.  She wore her hair down this time.  It flowed effortlessly to just below her shoulders.  

“Must be fate,” Barry conjectured.  Roger wanted to slap him.  He found the concept of fate revolting.  The notion that our conscious actions and decisions had no bearing on the outcome of our lives was exasperating to him. The belief that the well-thought-out strategies calculated by the brilliant and gifted men and women of society had no more relevance than the casual and careless choices made by the average idiot was, in itself, idiotic.  Roger had explained this numerous times to Barry who should have known better.  But now was neither the time nor the place for another lecture.  

“Whatever,” he simply muttered, and began to mentally plan for how he was going to approach her, determined to not let another golden opportunity evade him. As it turned out, he wouldn’t have to.  

She looked over in his direction, and their eyes met.  This time Roger refused to let his eyes drift, locking them firmly on hers.  She smiled and began to walk toward him.  It was as if everyone else in the small, muggy apartment had vanished, along with all sound.  The redundant beat of the music faded.  The mundane and mind-numbing conversations around him ceased.  It was just the two of them.  

“Hi,” she spoke.  He could feel the hairs on the back of his neck start to rise.  “I’m Abby.”  He smiled, feeling instantly relaxed in her presence. 

“Roger.”  He offered his hand which she willingly shook.  

“You were at the library earlier this afternoon,” she said.  It was more of a statement of fact than a question. 

“Yeah, I thought I noticed you staring at me,” he replied, finding himself suddenly witty.  She laughed quietly.  It was a sweet laugh; innocent.  They spent the rest of the evening sharing stories, drinks and opinions, then left together.  That had been over three months ago and they had spent every day, every night, since then together.  Roger believed that he had found in Abby, everything he needed to complete himself; the final puzzle piece that made him whole.  He knew that she felt the same.  

They hadn’t slept together right away, which suited him just fine.  Just being around her, laying with her and holding her, was arousal enough.  He loved the smell of her hair.  He loved waking up next to her, her legs intertwined with his. He found that often his thoughts drifted to her; of the day or night they had just spent together or the plans he had for the next time they would meet.  He noticed that, for the first time, his thoughts of the future involved the pronoun ‘we’ instead of just ‘I’, as it had for the first twenty-one years of his life.  When they did finally sleep together, it was everything he could have wanted it to be and more.  It was spontaneous, unplanned.  They had been out for coffee and found themselves stranded away from home in the rain and without an umbrella.  He used his coat to shield them both as they dashed across campus in the chilly, downpour.  When they arrived at his apartment, they were soaked and cold.  They began to kiss passionately, their hands working excitedly to tear away the others’ clothes.  They dropped to the floor, barely inside the doorway, and made love.  The motion of her body was perfectly in sync with his own.  Roger had slept with many women, but never before had he felt so fulfilled, so totally and completely sated.  They would, in the weeks and months to come, repeat this act over and over again, each new time surpassing the last in terms of matchless delight and exhilaration.   

Roger relived their exploits together in his mind as he walked across campus, and found himself smiling foolishly as he did.  Knowing that in just a few short minutes he would be with Abby again made him forget all of the unpleasantries of the world around him.  The deadline for his term paper was rapidly approaching.  Despite his poor attendance in his classes, Roger still took his grades very seriously.  And, even having avoided the conventional methods of learning, found that he excelled in nearly all of his subjects.  His deadline however was, for the moment, of no consequence to him.  

Nor did the events of the world outside of Ellsworth College seem to make a bit of difference.  The United States was poised on the brink of a war with North Korea.  Roger was a healthy, young man and, although there was no longer a draft, it was still a bit unnerving.  The fuel shortage in America had driven gas prices up to over four dollars per gallon.  Two women and three men were recently killed in riots that erupted when a Denver service station ran out gas less than an hour after receiving a fresh shipment.  It was a trying time for America.  But seeing Abby seated in the window of the coffee shop, waiting for him, Roger found he could think of nothing else but getting into the chair across from her as quickly as possible.  

“Hey babe.” Roger planted a kiss on her soft, full lips, then slid effortlessly into his seat.  

“Hi hon,” Abby replied, “I ordered you an espresso.”  She motioned to the cup in front of him.  He put the cup to his lips, burning them on the hot liquid inside.  

“Busy day today?” he asked.  She nodded, sipping her café mocha.

“Sort of.  Two lectures, then I’m going to spend a few hours in the language lab.”  He was smiling at her.  “Wanna meet me for lunch?”  She had a bit of foam from the mocha on the end of her nose.  “Why are you smiling at me like that?” she asked.  He reached across the table and used his finger to wipe away the foam.  She giggled.  God he loved her.

“Sure, I’ll meet you for lunch….oh no, wait I can’t today.”  She frowned.  “I have to be at the hotel early to help set things up.  Professor Burrowes is giving a speech for the Alumni Association tonight.”

“Oh,” she seemed uninterested, “Is that tonight?”

“Yes,” he answered, burning himself again on the coffee, “You want to come, I can get us some tickets?”  She shook her head.

“No thanks.  I heard enough of Burrowes when I had him for class.”  

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that.”  Roger smiled in deference.  Jeffrey Burrowes was one of the few professors at Ellsworth that he truly respected.  “I would’ve loved to have taken that class.  I heard him speak once about the direct relationship between the demise of certain developed nations and some of the anti-capitalist measures that their governments had put into place.  For example…”

“Hey listen,” she interrupted, “Can we stop by Louise’s party for a bit on Saturday?”  He looked at her, somewhat taken aback by the interruption, something that she rarely did.  She may not have always been interested in listening to him go off on one of his tangents, not that he could blame her, but she usually just smiled and let him rant.  

“Of course we can go,” he answered, abandoning his dissertation on Professor Burrowes.  She smiled at him and took another sip from her mocha.  A small bit of foam lingered on the end of her nose.  All seemed right again.  

