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HOMECOMING

The drive from downtown Tampa was a breeze; at three in the afternoon there was almost no traffic on the causeway.  All the jerks that pass you at eighty and then cut in an inch from your damned bumper were apparently still at work.  Alan Carlyle didn’t get out of the office during the day much; when you set up trusts and do estate planning, your clients generally come to you.  Or just yell at you on the phone. 

He should’ve gone into litigation; those guys had it made.  They were never at the law firm.  Always running off to court to file motions or to take depositions some damned place.  No wonder they had money for nice suits, they were always getting their lunch paid for.  How tough would that be?  Not good old Alan.  He had to sit in his cubbyhole of an office grinding out boilerplate documents no one wanted to pay for, not at two hundred and fifty bucks an hour.  Not even if he shaved some time off and then had to stay late to make up for it.  And that lousy office manager, Anderson would still come by and yell at him.  ‘Hell, Carlyle, these hours aren’t going to bill themselves,’ or some other smartass comment just because Alan took a little time off to walk around and stretch his legs.

So it was always after eight when he got home and the house was usually dark, with Belinda and her car gone and no note.  Last night it was after midnight when she got back, and she was drunk and smelled of cigars.  Then she told him to sleep in the damned guestroom!  Slammed the door to their bedroom and said she didn’t need him tonight, and then laughed.  Well, tonight would be different.  He would make her favorite dinner, open a bottle of wine and they would talk like they used to.

When they met, Belinda was a sophomore in college and Alan a second-year law student.  Belinda didn’t think he was a loser back then, she listened to him for hours.  She thought he was smart and funny and didn’t mind sleeping with him at all.  She was gorgeous, way prettier than Alan ever thought he could rate, with long, skinny legs and huge eyes that made him feel special.  And the sex was beyond belief, especially for a guy who had trouble getting dates even when his parents helped by calling their friends who had daughters. 

It was after Alan graduated and they got married that things started to go wrong.  No matter how hard he worked at his job or marriage everything kept slipping away from him.  Alan heard a horn blaring and blinked, then swerved back into his own lane ignoring the butthead in the big Mercedes who was giving him the finger.  Alan wiped his face with his free hand and noticed the smell, like smoke but not exactly that.  And he had little tiny burn marks on the cuff of his dress shirt and couldn’t remember how they got there.  Probably from that ass Anderson, who was always smoking in his office even though the whole building was non-smoking.  Alan was there this afternoon but couldn’t remember why.   He could remember being angry and confused, and wishing that Anderson would leave him alone. 

The good news was that Alan would be home early tonight.  He’d surprise Belinda and she’d stay home instead of sneaking out with her friends.  They needed time together, and for her to listen to him and not interrupt.  Alan tried to explain that before, but today at breakfast he finally seemed to get through to her.  Belinda sat quietly at the table and just looked at Alan and let him talk, for so long that he was almost late for work.  That was nice.  

One of Alan’s tires clipped a curb as he turned a corner, then he barely missed a parked car.  He needed to pay attention, especially since he was driving faster than usual.  He had to get home, that was important.  It was really hot in the car even with the air conditioning running, so Alan opened his window a little.  Not far to go now, just into their subdivision and down the long block to the house and into the driveway.  Still hurrying, Alan had to brake hard to stop.   He got out of the car and noticed a bunch of kids across the street.  They had stopped playing and were staring at him so he waved and smiled.  Nice kids. 

Alan let himself in then locked the front door behind him.  

“Belinda, I’m home!” he yelled.  There was no answer, but Alan could hear the little television in the kitchen, so that was where he went first.  Alan saw Belinda and knew everything would be fine.  She was sitting at the table waiting for him.  

“You haven’t made much progress today,” Alan said, smiling at his own joke.  “I bet you’ve been thinking about what I told you this morning.” 

Alan leaned over Belinda and kissed her on the cheek, and then on the forehead.  He lingered there for a second, enjoying the smell of her hair.  Belinda was proud of her long, thick, dark hair.  

“Surprised to see me?” Alan asked.  He could tell that she was by the look on her face.  He put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze.  Belinda was wearing the oversized Chicago Bears tee shirt that she liked to sleep in.  

“You stay right where you are, I’m going to make dinner.  How does that spicy shrimp and pasta sound?”  

He walked to the kitchen counter, loosened his tie and then took off his suit jacket, noticing that he had something heavy in the side pocket.  It was Belinda’s gun; the one Alan bought her for protection.  She was a realtor and there was no telling what kind of nuts she dealt with, going into all those empty houses.  Nothing to stop some lunatic from sneaking up behind her and grabbing that long, slender neck with both hands and squeezing it so she couldn’t breathe or make fun of anyone. Then keep holding on until her arms dropped to her sides and those beautiful legs stopped kicking and squirming, with her toenails painted some silly color even if Alan hated it and thought it made her look cheap.  

Alan put the gun on the counter and then stared at it for a moment.  It made him nervous, like he was forgetting something again.  Something important he needed to do right away.  His mouth was really dry so he went to the refrigerator and took out two bottles of beer and opened both.  He put one of them on the table for Belinda and then drank the other in several long, satisfying pulls.  That was better.  He put the bottle down and picked up the pistol again.  It was a small automatic, nickel-plated with dull black inserts on the handle.  The metal was cool and comforting but the gun felt light.  He released the clip and checked it.  Eight of the .38 caliber rounds were missing.  That was odd, and Alan could smell that strange, smoky odor that had been on his hand and sleeve, too.  Like fireworks.  He put the clip back.  In the distance he could hear sirens, lots of them. 

On the other counter was a crystal vase that they got as a wedding present.  It had half a dozen red roses in it, the flowers Belinda had with her when she got home last night.  The roses were beautiful but they made him angry, taunting him with their perfection.  He raised the gun and aimed, then pulled the trigger.  The gun bucked and the shot echoed in the small room but he missed, so he fired again.  This time the vase shattered and the roses went flying all over the counter.  Alan’s ears were ringing but he felt good and powerful, just like before.  When that bastard Anderson wouldn’t shut up and leave him alone.  Until he saw the gun.  Then he was all smiles, full of promises he wouldn’t keep.  So Alan shot him and kept shooting him until he stopped lying and was sprawled on the floor of his big, fancy office.

The sirens were louder now, very close.  Alan looked over at Belinda, her legs splayed out under the table, arms hanging loosely and her beautiful hair cascading back, halfway to the floor with that look of surprise frozen on her face.  Alan remembered what he needed to do; he walked over and sat next to her.  He lifted her left arm to the table and took her hand in his, lovingly.  They were together; they would always be together.  The gun tasted sharp and acrid; the muzzle smooth against his lips and tongue as he pulled the trigger one last time.  

