
PART 1 - “Intervention”
Gwen taps the outside of her glass nervously, trying to fill the awkward silence. She certainly couldn’t consider herself sandbagged, not when she’d had misgivings from the start about this unusual meeting, not when she’d suspected that Arthur’s friends might well suspect her. Still, she’d never expected them to come out with it so baldly.

“The way I see it, Gwen, you have two choices. You can stop fooling around with Lance, or you can tell Arthur and let the chips fall where they will. Your choice.”
After the usual pleasantries, the greetings, sitting down, ordering drinks, they’d gone straight to that. That was the first thing Ophelia had said to her, and Don just sat there solemnly, clearly approving of the message. When she does figure out how to answer, it is with the carefully constructed indignation that only a truly guilty person who does not want to admit their own guilt to themselves can summon.

“I know you two are Arthur’s work friends…”
(She placed extra emphasis on the work, creating a mental separation between his work life, to which they implicitly belonged, and his private life, which she felt they did not.)

“…but I really don’t see what business of yours our marriage is. So, if you’ll excuse me…”
With that, Gwen moves to stand, making a dramatic flourish of grabbing her coat from the back of the booth’s bench seat. She is cut off in mid-rise, however, by Ophelia’s firm rejoinder.

“If you don’t end it, and you don’t tell him, we will.”
Shocked only for a moment, Gwen replies sneeringly.

“He won’t believe you.”
Don then interrupts, his hands spread wide in a gesture of conciliation, clearly trying to be the good cop to Ophelia’s heavy.

“Look, we just want our friend to be treated fairly. No one’s trying to start a fight here.”
Gwen decides to keep pressing her perceived advantage, thinking to herself that if she stays bold, she may just call their bluff and not have to give up anything. Not Arthur who, in some way, she still did love as she always had. (He was comfortable, familiar. He was part of a reassuring pattern. He had been around so long that he seemed to belong, regardless of what he was or wasn’t doing at any given moment.) Not Lance, who stirred in her things she hadn’t felt in a long time. (He was exciting, sure, but it was more than that. He was almost prescient in the way he could anticipate what she wanted and give it to her before she had to ask. He was a missing puzzle piece that filled a gap she had long since given up on ever addressing before she met him. He was what she hadn’t known she’d wanted until she started wanting it, and now couldn’t imagine wanting anything else.) 

She didn’t want to give up either, or hurt either, and if she could cow these two into not tattling on her, into doubts about whether they would be believed and it was worth the hassle, she wouldn’t have to.

Simply put, Gwen thought as she put her words into careful order inside her head, trying them out in an instant before letting them fly, she had the whip hand right now, so why not use it? (That turn of phrase, “the whip hand”, instantly put her in mind of the extremely enjoyable encounter she’d most recently had with Lance. No, Arthur wouldn’t be replicating that, nor could Lance do all Arthur did for her. No way was she giving up either without a fight.)

“If you really don’t want a fight, drop this now. You have no right to go to my husband with your half-cocked theories about what I may or may not be doing. No one’s being hurt here.”
No one who didn’t want to be, in any case - but that part went unspoken. Her argument was made all the more forceful for her fervent belief that she really wasn’t hurting anyone. Arthur got what he wanted from their relationship, and so did Lance. She got what she wanted from both of them. What was the harm?

Ophelia tries to interject again, with somewhat less certainty this time.

“We have a duty to protect our friend…”
“You have a duty, both of you, to keep your damn mouths shut when things don’t concern you.”
With that, she slides out of the booth, turns her back to the two of her would-be accusers, and walks haughtily out of the restaurant. Just a moment later their waiter shows up, apparently concerned about losing a customer and misreading her motives for leaving.

“So, are you folks ready to order? Would you like to hear our specials?”
Both Don and Ophelia are too flustered to think about moderately priced lunch specials cooked with a moderate amount of skill at the moment, so they politely but tersely answer the server in the negative before turning back to private matters.

“So, we said before if she turned us down, we’d tell Arthur. Do we still go ahead? We can’t prove it beyond strong suspicions, you know. If he doesn’t want to admit it to himself…”
Don nods grimly.

“I know it’ll be messy. Even though the signs are right in front of him, he might not want to see it if it comes from us. And with Irene moping around the office, turning Arthur against us is the last thing we need.”
“We still need to tell him, Don.”
Don tears at a breadstick as he thinks, showing all the usual signs of discomfort of someone wrestling with an unpleasant necessity to intervene in a trusted friend’s life.

“Oh, no doubt. But nothing says we need to tell him today…”
PART 2 - “Blissful Ignorance”
Arthur tips back his glass, a little farther and a little longer than he would have his first glass. Once the contents are drained, he slams the empty on the bar and nods in a friendly manner to the man behind it, sliding him a folded bill as he does.

“I think maybe one more of those before I go.”
Replying in a similarly friendly manner, but with the slightest hint of professional distance underlying it, the bartender asks a question before he consents to start pouring.

“Neither of you two are planning on driving home, are ya?”
Arthur and Jack both shake their heads to assert the negative response, and thus mollified the bartender quickly prepares them each a new draft.

“Sorry to ask, but I don’t know you guys that well. With my regulars, it’d be a different story.”
Jack waves off the apology/explanation with a hand.

“No, just doing your job, that’s fine. I’m actually within walking distance, just never happened to come in here before.”
Arthur interjects quickly, wanting to be sure the bartender doesn’t suspect him as one of those idiots capable of deciding to drive home under the influence.

“And I’ll be calling a cab. Shouldn’t be too hard to get one this time of day.”
“No it shouldn’t.”
As he half concentrates on wiping the counter clean, the bartender decides, with precious few other customers around, to engage in some small talk.

“So, what brings you guys out to my fine establishment this afternoon?”
Arthur smiles as he watches the little carbonated bubbles on the head of his beer slowly pop and fizzle.

“Just happy with life, that’s all. Work’s going well, and I was able to wrap up some stuff that I expected to keep me in the office all day.”
“About the same here. Business has been good lately.”
The bartender (let’s call him Owen, as that is his name and I’m tired of writing out “the bartender”) glances furtively around his mostly empty watering hole and lets out a small, plaintive sound.

“Not a lot of folks can say that in this economy.”
Jack nods in agreement, over compensating after not realizing at first in his ever so slightly drunken state that he might have struck a nerve.

“No, for sure. I’m counting my blessings. I work in demolitions, or “deconstruction” as we call it, and if there’s one thing a recession is good for, it’s knocking stuff down.”
“And I’m over at Henderson Apparel… you know, one’s that make the disbelief suspenders? We’ve been having a surprisingly good year.”
They had indeed, as Owen knew, having captured international media attention for a series of risqué ads featuring local superhero Stupendous Girl!. How they’d snagged a genuine superhero to model for them, he had no idea, but he did know the cachet of having such a celebrity endorsement, along with the controversy over the marketing approach, had brought much welcome new attention to a stodgy and largely forgotten old brand.

They’d created a new line of clothes, the “Superheroine Chic” line, and run print ads and big billboards up all over town and across the internet, showing the leggy superhero in their clothes with the slogan “Get hooked on heroine” (after the initial protests, it was watered down a bit to “Heroine is for everyone.”, but by then the word was already out). In any event, word of Henderson’s strong sales of late was a big story around town, a good piece of economic news that had been trumpeted by every local politician, economist, reporter, and booster - and their dogs.

“Well, good to hear that you two are both doing well at work.”
“And at home.”
Arthur, for the second time in as many moments, interjected quickly, filled with an infectious pride and joy at the obvious improvement in the condition of his marriage. (Obvious to him, at least.) He could easily see that he and Gwen had fallen into a rut after many, many years of marriage, but over the past several months it was almost like she’d been reborn, and their passion along with her. The energy with which she met each new day, the joy she again took in routing things, the glow that surrounded her - all of this Arthur saw and attributed to the small but real efforts he’d made to spend more time at home and be more attentive. Sometimes it took only a small spark to reignite a great fire, he thought in that curious self-satisfaction of the loved.

Owen, not privy to any of this inner monologue, replies as in as non-committal but, at the same time, as supportive a way as possible.

“Good things happen when the wife is happy, eh?”
Arthur certainly agrees with that sentiment. Jack, having more knowledge than either his friend or the barman as to the real catalyst behind Gwen’s newly rediscovered bliss tries his hardest to say nothing at all. He just sits there and takes a drink, prompting Arthur to lift his glass in the air socially as well.

“In fact, after I finish this one, I think I’ll just head home early and surprise her. Women love when you do stuff like that.”
Given what Gwen is currently doing in their shared home, and who is there to do it with her, she would indeed be surprised by an early return of her husband. Arthur, one suspects, would be too once he got there and saw what was happening in his bed. Whether anyone involved  would “love” the surprise remains to be seen, dear reader - but somehow I doubt it.

PART 3 - “One Flew Over the Cuckold‘s Nest”
Arthur moves out of the back seat of the cab in a motion somewhere between (and somehow including) falling, stumbling, and standing up. He’s thankful that the fare had come close enough to a round figure that he hadn’t needed even simple mental arithmetic, being happy enough to just hand the cabbie a bill, let him keep the change, and be unevenly on his way.

He did not remember his driveway being quite so uneven. He was pretty sure his property wasn’t situated on a large hill pockmarked by sudden depressions. However, his legs were currently telling him this was this case. Clearly, he’d had more to drink than he’d thought, or it was hitting him harder than normal.

When he, at more length than would normally be needed, arrives at the door and unexpectedly finds it locked he thinks nothing of it (where he might well do so normally). The locked door presents merely an annoyance, another test of dexterity when that is the thing failing him most at the moment. As he shuffles clumsily in his pocket, looking for the house keys, he also watches with one eye a lazy bumblebee hover around a flower a few feet away, its graceful yet seemingly casual ambivalence a stark contrast to his frustrated yet focused fumbling.

Though he didn’t know it yet, he was part of an interesting irony in this moment, whereby he was making enough noise to obscure his ability to hear the noise of the people inside. At the same time, the people inside making all that noise were so lost in the focus of their shared noisemaking activity that they couldn’t hear his unusually loud approach.

When Arthur finally gets the door open, he decides not to even bother taking his coat or shoes off, wanting only the momentary oblivion of his own bed so he can gather himself from this sudden onset of inebriation. So he heads directly to the master bedroom, where his wife and his best friend are in the midst of - about to lose themselves to - their own shared moment of oblivion. He throws the door open, and looks in to see…
The human capacity for self-deception can be quite amazing. When a person knows on some level a horrible truth they don’t want to face, and when all other parties involved don’t want the truth out in the open, they can go through incredible mental hoops to keep themselves from acknowledging what they already know. Inconvenient facts can be explained away, or perhaps just forgotten altogether. Anything that can be interpreted more than one way, you can read in the way that preserves your preferred perception. But sometimes, you see something so incongruous with the lie you’ve built to protect yourself that you must, in a heartbeat, shatter the whole structure of self-deception and embrace in one awful moment the truth you have always sheltered somewhere deep in your heart.

For the record, seeing one’s best friend inside one’s wife is just such a sight.

Even after Arthur had entered the room, Lance and Gwen didn’t notice him at first, so caught up were they in the act. When Arthur thought back on it later, he perceived a yawning chasm of time in which he was frozen with shock, standing there like the fool he now realized himself to be, watching Lance and his, er, his lance. In reality he spoke within a second.

“Get the Hell away from my wife!”
Neither his friend nor his wife had ever been more shocked, so they moved in their surprise with what could almost be described as alacrity, heading straight from the coitus to the interruptus part without even really thinking about it. As they did they created, in Arthur’s mind, a rather obscene tableau (and it did indeed stay emblazoned in his mind for some time afterwards), both of them flush and shaking and covered in sweat, Gwen so afraid and uncertain that she just stays in place on her hands and knees, a dampness dribbling slowly down the inside of her right thigh. Lance an absurd figure, naked, hiding his offending erection behind a hastily grabbed pillow (although whether it is a futile attempt at burying the evidence or just at protecting is shame, it is hard to say), a hand already up around his throat level defensively, fight or flight mechanism already firing up into action.

“Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re both listening, right?”
They both nod quickly, submissively, in an eager and pathetic gesture to appease or at least to defuse the situation. Lance, at the same time, is noticeably sidling towards the window (which, thankfully for him, is already a bit open) in case he needs to try a quick jumping exit.

“I am quite tired right now, so I’m going down to the basement, where I shouldn’t be able to hear you, and I’m going to fall asleep on the old sofa there. I’m not sure how long I’ll be out, but it should be a while. When I wake up, I don’t want to see either of you here, or else I can’t promise what I’ll do.”
Lance, sensing a chance to get out of the immediate situation in one piece, nods slightly to indicate he’s fine with that plan, but Gwen (with an incredibly poor sense of timing, one might add), shows disdain for temporary delay as a coping strategy.

“Don’t you want to talk about this, Arthur, honey? Don’t you think this is something we need to deal with? I mean, with all the time you spend away and…”
“No, no, no. I don’t want to talk right now. I want to sleep. Maybe I won’t ever want to talk.”
Even Gwen, who was hoping against hope that this revelation wouldn’t be an atomic bomb aimed straight at the heart of her marriage, could see how much he was struggling in the moment to keep from just blindly reacting.

“I’m going to sleep. You two can finish up, for all I care. Just don’t be here when I wake up. Don’t be in this house. My house.”
With that, he turns and heads in a straight line towards the basement, not once looking back.

PART 4 - “Have You Heard the News?”
“Jesus. So he caught them literally in the act?”
Ophelia nods sadly, empathy for her betrayed coworker and friend evident all through her expression.

“That’s what I heard. He’d had a few, so he didn’t hear them at first when he got home, he just saw them as he went into the bedroom.”
Don lets out a low, soft whistle.

“Damn, that’s a tough break. Knowing Arthur like I do, I’m surprised it didn’t completely set him off. You wouldn’t know it to look at him, but he’s got one heck of a temper. We’re all lucky his first instinct wasn’t to start a fight, then and there.”
Ophelia shudders at the mental image that pops, unbidden, into her and plays itself out. Arthur, drunk and enraged, a giant broadsword in his hands, lopping off the offending member of his former friend and later tossing it into a lake somewhere, all while screaming in confused but directed rage. To drive the disturbing revenge fantasy out of her head, she brings herself to talking about Arthur’s present rather than imagined past state.

“He’s been working pretty hard today, huh?”
Don smiles wanly in acknowledgement of the truth of that.

“He always throws himself into his work when he’s hurt. If it carries on too long I’ll say something, but it’s always worked for him in the past.”
“Oh, of course. Bury those feelings of rejection and betrayal. I can tell you from experience how great that works.”
Hiding a grimace with a quick swig from his coffee mug (ironically printed with the inscription “World’s Fifth Best Boss” as a gift from a woman with a quirky sense of humour he once had a relationship with - if sleeping with someone for six weeks and then skipping town, never to be heard of again, because it was about to come to light he was also sleeping with her sister counts as a relationship, that is. So the man knows of what he speaks when he talks about how different people deal with infidelity in variously healthy ways, even if he’s no longer an active participant in giving them reasons to have to deal with it.), Don waits a moment to assemble the proper tact for a reply.

“It’s only been a couple of days. Give him time. We all did for you.”
With only a little reluctance, she admits to herself the truth in that - she was dangerously down the road to being a black pot with this “just face your relationship problems” stuff - and she gracefully backs down.

“Fair enough. But still, I’m worried.”
Just at that moment, they both noticed Arthur coming into the break room. For a second they were concerned he’d overheard them gossiping about his situation, but his first question as he drops his small lunch (a sad looking ham sandwich - he was never much of a cook) on the small table in front of him puts them at ease.

“You’re worried about what?”
Ophelia switches tracks without missing a beat - if Arthur wants to ignore his troubles for the time being, she wouldn’t rub them in his face.

“About Irene. It hasn’t been that long since Lewis’ death, true, but she doesn’t seem to be making much progress at all in dealing with that. Throw on top Maria’s death, which hit her harder than any of us… she hasn’t been having a good run of it lately. You can tell she isn’t herself anymore.”
Enthusiastically joining the subject change, of which Arthur isn’t aware and which seems to have his interest (there’s nothing better when you want to ignore your own issues that putting your nose squarely into someone else’s), Don adds his two cents.

“Yeah, she’s been more a ghost than a person of late. Normally, she could lean on John to a certain extent, but he’s barely been around anymore after he went back to school part time.”
“She seemed pretty conflicted about that, as I recall.”
And there it was. If Arthur was engaged in this discussion about other people at the office, he wasn’t thinking about himself for a few minutes. His friends would happily help out on Operation Distraction if he was playing along.

“Definitely. I mean, she wanted him to better himself, and she was proud of her friend…”
Ophelia interrupts to contest the accuracy of a particular term.

“Her friend? Do you have any idea how much time they’re spending together on the weekends? I have half a feeling that they’re dating now.”
Fully engaged in the gossip now, Arthur responds with surprise.

“Dating, really? Do you think that’s healthy?”
“Oh God, who knows? I’m not even sure they realize yet that’s what they’re doing.”
Don puts a finger up, forcing everyone to stop for a moment and allow him to finish his original point.

“Anyway, she wants him to better himself, and she’s proud of her friend, new boyfriend, whatever. Doesn’t matter. And he’s still here two days a week. But I think she misses having him around all the time, all day, and she can’t replace that on weekends. It was a support she didn’t realize how much she needed until it was gone.”
“True enough. Where is he today, anyway? Isn’t this one of his two days?”
“It is, Arthur, but he called in sick. To be honest, he didn’t sound that sick. I think he just needed to catch up on schoolwork. I can’t blame him for that, either. There’s really no reason for him to stick around here even as much as he does. I’m glad to still see him around, but I’m sure he can’t find an equal or better part-time job that fits better with his classes. I’d like him to stick around, but to be honest, I’m worried.”
For the second time during their lunch break, a person they’d been gossiping about showed up in the room just as a sentence was ending.

“Worried about what?”
Irene had asked breezily, so they could be certain she hadn’t overheard anything, really. (She hadn’t, in fact, having become more careful not to use her finely attuned super-hearing during the course of a normal day after the incident with overhearing Lewis and John at her engagement party.) Don, with a quick knowing look to the other two co-conspirators, decides to engage in Operation Distraction, Part Two.

“Oh, the Mets bullpen. I still don’t think they have enough arms to hold off the Phillies for a whole season.”
Like Arthur before her, Irene takes the bait readily.

“Oh, tell me about it. I love K-Rod, but they don’t have anyone I trust to bridge the gap from starter to the 9th.”
Another bullet dodged, the four of them shift solely to small talk for the rest of their lunch break.

PART 5 - “Eins, Zwei, Polizei”
Don had been right about one thing - John wasn’t sick. He was rather indisposed, however, certainly in no position to make it to work on time, given that he was stuck in a small, dingy room with a single long window, seated uncomfortably in an ancient steel folding chair, elbows propped up on a chipped table in front of him. Overhead, a low hanging light inside a fixture that had seen better days swings gently back and forth, casting a simultaneously harsh but hardly illuminating light. Most pertinent to John’s current situation, he is not in the room alone. On the other side of the table and slightly to his left sits a smart and slender looking woman, her face betraying little other than a birthdate sometime between 1965 and 1980 or so, who copiously takes notes. The presence of a tape recorder on the table renders the notes meaningless except as an affectation, which along with her constant fussing and readjusting with her black horn-rimmed glasses, her nervous tapping of her pencil on the table to fill any pregnant pauses, all aim at reminding John that everything he says is being carefully recorded, studied, and parsed for inconsistencies.

The room’s other occupant paces back and forth, chewing vigorously on a succession of pieces of nicotine gum, his shirt sleeves rolled all the way up, a furrowed look of barely restrained annoyance creasing his hard face.

“You really didn’t expect to get away with this, did you?’
John simply shrugs. He knows exactly what the detective is driving at, but studiously pretending not to harms nothing.

“It didn’t take us long at all to figure something was strange about your ‘friend’ Lewis’ disappearance. Something about the story, his girl running off to Kentville in the middle of the day, he following and then pitching off the highway at high speed… it just didn’t fit. And you know, the more we poked our noses around in it, the more two things became clear.”
John smirks at the lead detective, seemingly enjoying his bad cop routine.

“This is all very fascinating, Mr. Rougeau. I’m sure you’ll enlighten me as to what those two things are?”
As his partner continues to take down notes furiously, Detective Constable Rougeau responds with an intimidating and impressive display of fury.

“I sure will, you smug little shit! The first thing is, which you already know, that no one would benefit more from the disappearance of Lewis than the sorry fuck who held a torch for his fianc(e for six god damn years. The second thing, which you also already know, is that your story about where you were during the hours Lewis came to harm is awfully sketchy. Believe me, I’ve done this before… and I know when something stinks to high heaven. Son, your story reeks. You’re tied all around this thing. And you know it, we both know it, everyone who has eyes to see fucking well knows it!”
Maddeningly for the detectives, John just laughs in response, tapping an empty glass in front of him as he does.

“I believe I was promised a refill on my water?”
Detective Constable Rougeau leans in over the table, putting his face well into John’s personal space, glaring angrily at him.

“Oh, I did forget about your water, didn’t I?”
He then quickly clutches the glass in one hand, pivots slightly on one heel, and hurls it at a wall, shattering the vessel into several shards of varying size.

“If I were you, I’d wipe that smart fucking look of your face and I’d start taking this seriously. Because I promise you, I PROMISE you, whether you try to make this easy or hard on us that we’re going to put this on you. I fucking promise you that if you don’t start cooperating with us, and I mean now, I’ll be so far up your ass you’ll be tasting my shoes at breakfast.”
The display of righteous rage and impulsive destruction does have a slight impact - John’s smirk seems a bit more forced than before, though he refuses to give the detectives the satisfaction of showing any overt concern or fear.

“You seem to be pretty confident for someone who doesn’t actually know anything.”
“Oh, I know a lot. You might be right if you think we can’t pin this on you right now. But the more we look into this, and the more we look into you, the more interesting things we find out. You’ve got a really interesting past, you know that? There’s a lot about your past that just doesn’t add up with this life you’ve built for yourself. And the more we pull at those threads, the more interesting things are going to unravel.”
For the first time in over an hour, Rougeau’s partner puts down her pad and chips in with a comment. 

“Look, John, this is going to end up badly for you. Maybe not now, maybe not in the immediate future… but we’re very good at our jobs. We know something is fishy about Lewis’ death, and we know you’re involved somehow. You can make this a lot easier for yourself. You can get someone on your side if you start working with us rather than against us. And it’s in your best interest to do so. Have you ever been in jail, John? Do you know what it’s like in there?”
“If you guys are so smart, if you know so much about me, shouldn’t you already know that?”
Rougeau pokes a stubby finger almost right into John’s eye, trying anything to force him to flinch, back down, or in any way break his façade of supreme confidence.

“Get your laughs in now. Get your laughs while you can. Because we’re going to laugh last.”
Just at that moment a loud knock comes from the other side of the window. Rougeau turns in annoyance, confirming the interruption with no great joy.

“I think your boss wants to talk to you. Maybe he’ll replace you two with somebody who’s actually good at this.”
“This isn’t over. You just sit your ass right where it is, and I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
As he has during his whole time in the room, John pays no great heed to the instructions of his interrogators, leaning back cockily in his chair and swinging one leg lazily as Rougeau decides to ignore the provocation and goes to the room’s single door to see what is wanted.

PART 6 - “Patching Up, Packing Up”
“I’m still not sure how you convinced me to do this.”
Though she is quite pleased with herself for having pulled off the diplomatic coup, Gwen makes a point of not showing much self-satisfaction as she just grins slightly in response, waving a hand to suggest it’s not that big an accomplishment.

“You’ve always been a reasonable man. I knew you’d want to talk this out.”
Talk it out they had, in a marathon public session, both seated on a relatively central bench in Port Manteau’s relatively central recreation feature, Stuart Park. Arthur had suggested it as a meeting place once he’d, surprisingly, agreed to take a day off from work to see what, if anything, could be hashed out with his wife regarding her infidelities - he’d wanted this to happen in public, in a place where both of them would feel compelled by propriety to keep their tempers in check and to keep things from devolving into a fight. If it got too heated, one or both of them would back down or leave - and that is in fact how it happened, over the course of nearly five hours, with both parties at times, when they felt the bile rising in the back of their throat and their position threatened, deciding if not to compromise at least to listen, to momentarily skip over disputed points and come back to them.

It hadn’t hurt that it was a lovely day for sitting out in the sun, coffees at their side, ducks swimming lazily in the large pond in the northeast corner of the park, people hustling past on the paths, some throwing bread to the overeager fowl. Even extraordinarily difficult discussion becomes somewhat easier given a congenial setting.

To be sure, this had always been intended as a first step, a mutual airing out of grievances, a way to assess if there was any chance, with great time and effort, to move forward towards some form of reconciliation. With that said, it had been surprisingly effective. Gwen had been forced to acknowledge, meaningfully acknowledge, how even though she didn’t see anything wrong in the way she compartmentalized her relationship needs and spread them out between Arthur and his best friend, that it was hurtful to Arthur, especially that she kept it completely hidden. She was surprised at how deeply it hurt him that the affair was with a friend, as compared to the hypothetical betrayal with a stranger, and so she resolved not to speak to or see Lance for the time being as a concession to him.

On the other hand, Arthur had come to understand - or at least to hear - that Gwen had unmet desires from their relationship, and though that was not an excuse, a rationalization, or an acceptable reason for her affair, it was a catalyst and it was something he’d need to deal with in the long term, if there was going to be a long term. The specifics of how to do that, of course, could be left to another day.

One thing which made the discussion easier was that they immediately agreed to limit the stakes to themselves. If, it any point, either party felt it wasn’t right for them to continue along this path, they could leave. Arthur and Gwen had never had children, which made the potential of a split easier to contemplate, and they’d quickly agreed to keep Lance out of the issue - Arthur would no longer be his friend, of course, and for now at least Gwen would stay away from him as well. So no one’s interests were bound up in the discussion but their own.

For some time in the earlier parts of the extended conversation, Gwen had been worried that Arthur had just shown up as a courtesy and wasn’t planning to budge from the positions he came in with - she’d noticed that he kept looking at his watch every 10 minutes or so, or running a hand into his pocket to run a thumb his phone - clearly he had something else on his mind, or so she thought. But as the day wore on and the discussion got deeper and more difficult, and he refused to bail or take the easy way out, she came to believe it was just a nervous twitch of some sort, and so discounted that he’d continued his time checking ritual throughout the day.

Twirling the ends of her hair with a couple of fingers (a nervous twitch of her own, and one she’d used more than a bit in the past few hours without thinking about it), Gwen asks another question.

“So, do you think it’d make sense to schedule another one of these ‘sessions’, maybe in a few days? In the long term I think we should look into a professional counsellor if we’re series about this, but for now I feel like we’re laying a really good foundation.”
Just as Arthur is about to answer, his phone begins to hum and vibrate, so he holds up a finger in apology to ask for a moment, and then checks out the message being sent to him. So Gwen patiently waits as he looks down and starts to read, and though she can’t see it, the simple text sent to him reads only “We’re done.”
On seeing that, Arthur’s whole bearing changes. The façade of friendly co-operation (and, Gwen can now see in an instant, it was always a façade) drops away, replaced by a hard-edged victorious smugness.

“No, I don’t think we’ll need to see each other again. In fact, the only reason I came out today was to keep you distracted for a few hours, while some guys I hired went through the house, gathered up all your things, and loaded them onto a truck. It’s parked around the street right now, one of them will be there to give you the keys. You can take that shit anywhere you want… but you’re not welcome in my house anymore.

Oh, and you should probably consider finding a lawyer. I already have one. You’ll be hearing from him soon.”
Gwen just sits there, her jaw hanging, as Arthur jumps up with a spring in his step and walks off jauntily.

PART 7 - “The Unusual Suspect”
John drums his fingers rhythmically on the cheap table in front of him, a reflexive action against temporary boredom, while the cop left in the room with him tries her best to ignore his attempts to annoy.

“You know, you never did tell me your name.”
“I did indeed. It’s Constable Wakefield.”
With an insincere but, one must admit, genuinely disarming smile, John presses on.

“No, I mean your first name.”
Relying on years of training and self-discipline, DC Wakefield makes a point of showing no change in her expression.

“It doesn’t work that way.”
“You want me to guess, right? Oh, this is going to be fun. You know, you sort of look like an Erica.”
John squints for a moment, theatrically framing the detective’s face with his hands, locked in a fake bout of pensiveness.

“Yup, I’m going to go with Erica.”
“You’re not the first one to try this, you know.”
Feigning shock and horror, John leans back.

“I’m not?”
Now, Wakefield allows herself a small measure of satisfaction in her voice as she proceeds to cut down the cocky suspect sitting in front of her.

“Every time there’s a guy in here whose ego is bigger than his brain, he thinks he can pull that shit. And a lot of guys have tried. Most of them were a lot more charming than you. It didn’t work for them.”
“Enjoy that little victory, Constable Wakefield. It’s the only one you’ll be getting over me.”
The seasoned detective arches an eyebrow slightly, reacting somewhere on a continuum between surprised and patronizingly amused.

“You think so?”
John ignores the question, staring at a spot a bit to the right of her head as he taps a foot on the bare concrete floor.

“So, when am I getting out of here? This is getting boring.”
“Not for a long time. See, you might be bored, but my partner and I… well, we’re still very interested in you. So if I were in your seat, I’d start thinking about how to make myself more comfortable. I’d think about how to make things easier on myself. I might even try to get on someone’s good side… because one of us might be inclined to help you, and it sure as hell isn’t him.”
Though Rougeau isn’t in the room, she points a thumb towards the door and makes it clear enough who she means. If it wasn’t clear, coincidence soon intervenes as Rougeau himself reopens the door and walks in, his professional “bad cop” face subtly changed into a more real and more personal one displaying deep annoyance and frustration.

“All right, John, get your ass to the front desk and pick up your shit. We’ve got more important things to do.”
John leans towards a shocked Wakefield, giving her a blatant “I told you so!” grin worthy of a triumphant five year old, while she looks to her partner in shock and annoyance.

“What the hell?”
“We’ll discuss it later.”
Despite his seemingly narrow escape, however, John has made no move to get out of his seat.

“What are you, deaf? I said we’re cutting you loose… for now. We’ll still want to talk to you later, so don’t get any ideas about leaving town, but you’re free to go now.”
Still, John just sits there, grinning, not moving a muscle, not saying a word.

“You know what? I think I might just stay here for a bit.”
Rougeau glares at John, impatience writ large in every small gesture he makes.

“Look, I have better things to be doing.”
“Oh, but we’ve talked so much about me, Detectives. I’ve had to sit here and listen to all that you know, or think you know, or suspect about me. Don’t you want to hear what I know about you?”
Rougeau’s hard eyes, his impatiently tapping foot, the hands held sternly on his hips, his pursed, tight grimace, all of that suggests he doesn’t want to hear anything from John at the moment.

“I know an awful lot about you, Detective Rougeau. Where you come from. Who you are. Your family.”
Suddenly, at the mention of family, a strange look passes - just for a moment - over the veteran cop’s face. The sight of such a look causes John to grin widely, happily, like a hunter who after a long wait has finally lured his quarry where he wants it.

“You were born in the Eastern Townships… Stanstead, to be exact. You met Julie in high school, but your paths twisted in and out, away and towards each other, until ten years later when you began to date. She’s a freelance travel writer, so she mostly works from home. You studied criminology at the Universit( de Montr(al. Your initial plan was to work as a border agent, but at a job fair you were impressed by the GRC’s booth and so you decided to become a Mountie. You moved to New Normandy six years ago when a senior post opened up, right around the time when you and Julie needed a bigger house anyway. Alexandre… your son… he is six now, isn’t he? They do grow up quickly.”
At the mention of his son, Rougeau’s eyes become even harder, narrow, suspicious little slits filled with fire and fear. His whole body noticeably and uncontrollably tenses.

“Alex attends that new elementary over on Wexford Street - it’s a really nice building, from what I’ve seen. You’re lucky to be in such a nice neighbourhood. He gets out at 3:30, every weekday. Since Julie is usually home, she picks him up, what with him living too close to get the bus. But I’ve noticed she’s usually late - one of those quirks about her that must drive you crazy.

Now here’s the part I don’t know for sure. Here’s where I’m just guessing. I think, if she showed up about ten minutes late, as usual, and Alexandre wasn’t there, and she couldn’t find him anywhere, and no one else had seen him leave, I think she’d look around for a while. I think she’d keep a level head for quite a long time. But eventually, she’d start to worry when she couldn’t turn up hide nor hair of him. And I think she’d call you for help. And I think she’d do it… about five minutes ago.”
Without a word, Rougeau lunges, surprising both his partner and John. Before John can even move, or even start wiping the smug look of his face, Rougeau has lashed out with a fist, knocking him squarely on the jaw and sending John and his chair crashing to the floor. John tries to scramble back to his feet, and Wakefield tries to intervene, but Rougeau moves faster than either of them, grabbing two handfuls of John’s shirt and thrusting him harshly into the concrete wall, his face mere inches from the suspect’s as he bellows in rage.

“WHERE IS HE?!!?”
PART 8 - “It Only Took My Little Fingers”
Winded and shocked from the force of Detective Rougeau’s attack, John struggles to draw enough breath to speak.

“Let me…”
He wheezes once, Rougeau showing not an ounce of sympathy at his strained efforts to speak.

“Let me explain… how this works.”
“NO! You explain nothing! You tell me where my son is, or…”
Rougeau never finishes the thought, instead letting go of John’s collar suddenly, startling him into almost falling, and reaching to his hip. More specifically, the gun holster on his hip.

“Or what? You’ll kill me?”
With a practiced, smooth motion Rougeau slides his pistol out of the holster and points it at a spot directly between John’s eyes. An audible click sounds over what would be the otherwise audible gasp of his partner.

“That’s right. And I’ll fucking well enjoy doing it.”
After a moment’s stunned silence, Wakefield bolts out of her chair and starts trying to talk down her partner.

“Christ, you don’t want to do this. Not this way. You’ve got the whole department here, we can get back your son!”
DC Wakefield is surprised when it is John who, while still keeping an eye on the gun pointed at his forehead, turns slightly towards her to admonish her.

“Be quiet. You don’t have any lines in this play. This is between me and him.”
“It damn sure is! And you’d better start talking about my son, and fast!”
The door handle begins to shake slightly - clearly, someone on the outside is trying to get in, but Rougeau seemingly has locked it without anyone noticing when he first came into the room.

“You really don’t get how this works, do you? Threats aren’t going to work. You see… an amateur at this, he would have set it up so he had to call his associates to tell them what to do. I’ve done the opposite. You’re familiar, perhaps, with the concept of a dead man’s switch?”
Rougeau doesn’t blink, doesn’t move or lower the gun, but he also doesn’t say anything, which John takes a signal to keep talking.

“You see, my associates are expecting telephone calls from me, at regular intervals. What the intervals are… well, that would be telling. But one is coming up relatively soon. And if they don’t get one of those calls at one of those intervals, they’ve been given instructions to assume that I’m dead. In the case that I’m dead… bad things start happening to little Alex.

They won’t kill him… at first. They’ll wait for another interval to pass, to see if I can make the second call. But they’ll hurt him. They’ll leave him… let’s just say, ‘less than whole‘. The more calls I miss, the more pieces of him go missing. And you can take my word for it that they’ll make it painful.

So, the way I see it, it’s YOU that has the choice. I’m standing right here, the man that stole your son, the man that killed Lewis… fuck, I don’t care if you know or not. I killed lots of other people too, which you would have found out about sooner or later if you’re half as smart as you think you are. I admit it. I’m a goddamn murderer, and I stole your son, and I have horrible intentions for him. I’m standing right here. You have your gun pointed at me. And you have a choice.”
Too horrified by the situation to do anything, Wakefield just watches as her partner… soon to be, she is sure, her former partner, unwaveringly points his loaded gun in the face of John, who is openly revelling in having kidnapped and preparing to torture his son. She can’t make up her mind which of the two possible outcomes is worse. She also notices that the working at the locked door has stopped, her fellow cops on the other side obviously deciding they don’t want to risk setting anything off by acting rashly.

“In case you haven’t figured it out yet, here’s your choice. You can shoot me, right here, right now. You have me at your mercy, and you can take your pound of flesh whenever you like. I can’t stop you. But if you do that, bad things start happening to Alex. You and your friends here might find him, and they might not. I’m really not sure. But you certainly won’t find him fast enough to keep him in one piece. That’s just not on the table. So those are the consequences if you do what ever fibre of your manhood is telling you to do right now, and if you pull that trigger.

Or you could let me go. You could let me walk out of here a free man, and I go home, and I make a simple phone call… there’s still time… and Alex goes free, unharmed, at a location I’ll tell you about later. You go pick him up, you buy him ice cream, a new toy maybe, and within a week this whole thing is a distant memory to him. But there are consequences to that option too.

Because if you do that, this murderer, this awful man who stands in front of you, at your mercy, he walks out of here and he never comes back. Do you understand me? If you chose that option, that means I never see you again, I never hear from you again, this all goes away. If you see me on the street, you cross to the other side. If you’re in my supermarket, you go hide in the cereal aisle until I’m gone. That’s how it works.

You feel powerful, because you’ve got so many friends in this building. But I have friends too. Powerful friends. Friends in the places where your boss and his boss grovel for a budget increase. And hell, I even have friends in this building too. You’ll never know who they are. See, the only power you have over me is that gun in my face. It’s the only power you’ll ever have over me. Because if I walk out of here today, I’m free, and my friends keep me that way.

So, it all comes back to a choice. Do you want vengeance? Do you want your pound of flesh? Or do you want your son?”
Though he is trying as hard as he can to look cool, collected, and in control, understandably John is shaking a bit and sweating as he continues his monologue while staring down a gun, an angry father, and the potential of certain death. Through all of this, Rougeau still hasn’t flinched, hasn’t given any indication what he’s planning to do.

“There comes a time in every man’s life, Detective, when he has to decide what’s important to him. I was almost a father once, you know. That’s when I had to make my decision. Your time to decide is now. Are you a cop first? If so, the murderer is right here. Kill me. Do it!”
John leans in towards the gun, pressing his head right against it, a hand going over one of Rougeau’s.

“DO IT, IF YOU’RE A MAN! DO IT, IF YOU’RE A COP!

But… but if you’re a father, tell me I’m free to go. And decide quickly. Time is not on your side or your son‘s side.”
So there they stand, in a horrifying tableau, John daring Rougeau to pull the trigger, trying his best to hold still as terror and indecision ripple through both of them.

And still, and still, the detective makes no move. His partner makes no move. John makes no move. The door sits still. Nothing happens.

Until slowly, slightly, almost imperceptibly, the gun starts to lower, as if of its own will.

John smiles, a mad, relieved, triumphant smile.

Wakefield sits back down, the tension of the moment steaming off her.

And Rougeau casts his eyes down, shoulders slumped, a posture of defeat belied by the fury and power in his voice.

“GO! Get out!”
The gun continues to lower slowly, inexorably, and John takes a tentative first step towards the door. Finding himself still very much alive, he rebounds back like a stretched out rubber band to the breezy arrogance of the rest of his time here.

“Well, it’s been fun, but I have a phone call to make. Remember… don’t call on me again. Ever. Because this can all happen again.”
Quickly finding the lock, John flips it open and allows the cops on the outside to push the door open. They all glare at him angrily, except for one in body armour who rushes in as a precaution to restrain Rougeau, but none make any move to stop him as he walks out of the station for the last time.

PART 9 - “Of Dead Rabbits and Changed Men”
Irene taps her fork against the side of her water glass, and not for the first time tonight, for lack of anything else to do. She wonders, and not for the first time tonight, why she’s still here at all. A friendly waitress, who is likely wondering the same thing but has not yet been so impolitic as to bring out into the open that she thinks her customer has been stood up, walks up to Irene’s table, and not for the first time tonight.

“You’re sure you wouldn’t like a desert, coffee perhaps, a small drink?”
“Buy something else or, if not, could you kindly consider clearing the heck out and freeing up the table?” is how that was intended, and Irene both understood the message and understood its necessity from the viewpoint of her waitress. But, since she’d been waiting so long she’d decided to order food in any event, so at least she’d earned the right to be politely told to buzz off. At least she’d leave a tip. So, for one person at least, the evening was not a total write-off.

“Maybe I will take the check soon.”
“Take your time, hon.”
How genuinely that offer of time was meant is impossible to ascertain, but Irene does notice that the waitress (whose name, she was annoyed to find, she couldn’t for the life of her remember despite having been told it twice) shows quite a bit of hustle in getting to her station to ring up the bill. She’s just in the middle of pondering how much of a tip is due, given average service, average food, but an unusual situation that made her a rather poor customer when suddenly she hears the front doors swoosh open dramatically, and in walks John. Something approximating contrition, which she immediately discounts in her anger, is evident in his posture and expression. (Were Irene in a more contemplative mood, she’d have placed the expression as that of a man who knows he’s transgressed, but doesn’t believe it to be his own fault and expects to catch hell but also to be vindicated in the fullness of time. For now, though, she simply reads it as smarminess.)

“You’ve got some fucking nerve.”
The handful of diners still enjoying their meals and their company all crane their necks to see what’s going on, but Irene doesn’t care if she’s making a scene. John seems to, though, and as he continues to walk up to her table, he instinctively pushes his hands, palms facing down, towards the floor to implore her to be quieter.

“Look, Irene, I was…”
“We’ve had these plans all week, John. You don’t show up, and you don’t call. You don’t give me the slightest indication that anything is wrong. You really think any story you tell is going to make that go away?”
John had to fight to play his part - obviously, he couldn’t tell her that he was late because he had to play a lethal cat and mouse game with a homicide detective, and it had taken a bit longer than he’d expected. So he had to fight down the righteous bile rising in him - how DARE she accuse him of something pedestrian like thoughtlessness? - and he had to, above all, look like a man who made a minor screwup and was buying time so he could apologize later.

“It’s stupid, but my phone died. And by the time I saw what time it was, I figured it’d be faster to just come over here.”
“Look, if your school friends are more important to you than I am…”
“Jesus, Irene, that’s not it!”
But, as John had expected, she wasn’t hearing any of his (admittedly, intentionally) lame excuses.

“I don’t want to hear what it is. I just want you to know how frustrating it was to sit here all evening and not know what was going on. I want you to think about that.”
John wrings his hands without even really thinking about it, getting into the role of the conflicted and embarrassed shitty friend.

“I can explain all of this.”
“Explain it walking, because I’m going home. Actually, on second thought, save the explanation. I don’t want to hear your voice at all right now.”
Irene pushes her seat back and bolts upright. Not being in a seated position, vis-à-vis the standing (well, slumping slightly) John really helps the authoritative anger flow.

“Oh, and you might as well pay too. That’s fair, right?”
Seeing him too surprised to disagree, Irene gets in one last sarcastic barb.

“The butternut squash soup was really quite good. Thank you for a lovely evening.”
With the scattered patrons of the restaurant all looking on in amusement, Irene turns her back to John and walks proudly out of the place, sticking him with the bill.

In spite of everything, John works hard to stay in character. He knows what everyone around expects to see - a shell-shocked suitor, a thoughtless man lost in gloomy thought, wondering how he can put this right, or even how he can walk out of the place after paying the bill with the slightest shred of dignity still intact. But that was far, far from what he was feeling.

You see, John knew that this would blow over, with time. He had, or could come up with, a good enough cover story and enough of a genuine apology to be forgiven for standing Irene up - mostly, he’d just have to make a greater effort to spend time with her in the future. Because that was the key. He had triggered in her a separation anxiety. Plans between the two of them had fallen through before, plenty of times for plenty of reasons, but she’d never reacted like this before. It meant she felt things she had never felt before. It meant he was shaping her will, subtly, imperceptibly, channelling it in ways seen only by him, meant to benefit him.

He’d just been reminded today, in his dealings with Rougeau, of how genuinely fun it was to orchestrate another person’s emotions. With all due humility, it was his greatest talent. It was the thing he most enjoyed doing and was best at - making people feel what he wanted them to feel, and then presenting them with only one possible action. Everything he had done today, he could do as well to Irene. He already was. She was already pulling on the line he’d laid out for her.

Now? Now only two things remained. In the long term, continuing to reel her in. In the short term, here and now, what mattered was continuing to stay in character.


