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Word Ct: 2492 

I Did What? 

  

 At 5pm on July 4, I am on my way home after an unexpected day at the office. Minutes 

ago, I had pulled into a truck turnout about ten miles from home, southwest of Los Vegas, to 

answer my cell phone. I had barely finished a short conversation with a co-worker about the 

company party starting with a dinner at 6:30 when I see a black late-model sedan pull up beside 

me. The driver stops his car opposite mine. Seems like the separation is only several inches. He 

has a young female passenger who is staring straight ahead. The front passenger window retracts, 

so I lower my window. I haven’t a clue why this is happening. Are they undercover police 

officers? My registration is current and the lights all work. If anything, I’ve been driving slower 

than usual. 

 The driver glares at me; the woman hasn’t yet moved. All sorts of things flash through 

my mind, among these: ‘will whatever happens be all over the morning paper?’ Breaking up a 

crazy game of silence chicken, I say, “What do you two want?” 

 The woman turns and yells, “It’s our anniversary, you bastard!” 

 Neither her face or her voice is familiar. She might be an attractive woman without that 

wild hair and an angry face. Anniversary? Could she mean that late night frat party a year ago? 

Ex-presidents are often invited back for special occasions. Although I graduated six years ago, 

I’ve maintained close ties to the House, helping now and then with the details of administration. 

  Yes, she could have been there, but she definitely didn’t come home with me – no one 

did. I recall drinking more than usual – a lot more. Fought a tequila hangover the next morning, 

and into the afternoon. Maybe I’m not remembering all that happened. Could I have passed out 

as I occasionally did in college? But my gut feeling is this is a case of mistaken identity. 

 “What anniversary?” I ask, curious about some other guy’s problem. 



 2  

 “Quit playing games Mr. Brenning!” she shouts. The driver remains silent, giving me a 

disapproving look. 

 “Big deal, so you know who I am. There are many ways to find out. Look, I have 

important things to do. Unless the driver is a police officer and is going to arrest me, I’m leaving 

now.” 

 “Drive away and you’ll see more trouble than you can imagine,” the driver says, after 

clearing his throat. 

 “Will someone tell me what this is all about – p l e a s e. And, answer my question – what 

anniversary?” I ask, looking directly into the woman’s eyes. They might have been pretty had 

she not flatten them. 

 “The frat party a year ago – don’t you remember?” she says, her voice softening only 

slightly. 

 So I had guessed right. The truth must be there is a time I don’t recall if it involves her. A 

chill runs down my spine. Did I do something that I wouldn’t ever do sober? Be utterly stupid to 

acknowledge this possibility. Stick with denial. 

 “I don’t remember seeing or meeting you that night!” 

 “Will you swear to that in court?” she asks, her voice breaking ever so slightly. 

 I decide I have to know more about where this is going before I answer. 

“What is it that you think I did, and why have you waited a year to confront me?” 

 “Duh – we were married that night! Taken me all this time to find you!” 

 “WHAT!” I must have been beamed to another planet, for that is utterly impossible – 

totally absurd. 



 3  

 The driver’s face reforms into a smirk, and then he holds up some papers. The cover 

sheet has this polished legal appearance but it’s too far away to read. Before I come up with how 

to deal with this, she says, 

 “Detective David Stanley,” she nods toward the man, “tracked you down. I’ll give you a 

way to resolve this, but it ain’t marriage.” 

 “I’ll second that. Let me see those papers.” 

 “Don’t think you’re going to tear these up and get out of this – these are merely copies,” 

she states. She takes the packet from the detective and hands them through the open windows. 

Sure as hell looks to be my signature; in fact, the packet looks as legal as anything I’ve seen. I 

am evidently married to Georgia Elwood. There are no other names on the sheets I recognize, 

which strikes me as odd until I realize I knew very few people at that party. 

 “Can’t be,” I say, while wondering how I could have signed my name on anything if I 

were that drunk. 

 “The witnesses will swear to the marriage and their signatures,” she says. 

 “Do you have any other surprises for me?” I reply, now expecting her to produce a baby 

from the back seat. 

 “No, but I think you’ll soon agree this is enough. I filed a record of our marriage at the 

county court building.” Her initial anger seems now to have mostly evaporated. 

 “Let me guess,” I say, “you want x dollars for a divorce – right?” 

 “Bingo.” 

 I pull out my wallet and grab the first big bill. “Okay, here’s fifty, which should cover the 

court costs.” 

 “Funny boy. Why would I hire a detective to find you if that’s all I wanted?” 



 4  

 “Ok, I’ll pay his fees also. What will that be? 

 “Do I look that dumb?” she says, a thin smile forming. I can now see that she is slightly 

attractive. 

 “Crap, so how much do you want?” I want to get out of this mess pronto, even if it costs 

me one month of wages. Later, I’ll figure out how this happened, and sue if I have to, to recover 

the money. 

 “Fifty grand.” 

 “You’re out of your blinking mind!” 

 “Actually, I rounded it down considerably to give you a break. Spousal support for a year 

plus emotional distress from abandonment.” She turns toward the detective. “Really doesn’t 

sound like enough, does it?” 

 He shakes his head emphatically. 

 “Fifty grand,” she repeats, staring directly into – no through – my eyes. She separates the 

back sheet from the packet and hands it to me. 

 “Come to this office tomorrow at noon, and I may be able to give you another option.” 

 She motions to the detective, and they roar off, clipping my mirror from the mounting 

bracket. It swings several times before thudding against the body. Unbelievably, she sticks her 

head out the window and gives me a smile. 

 I am now going to be late for the company party. With this new development, I quickly 

decide to skip it. A fifty-G bill trumps all items on my agenda, perhaps for months. 

 What bothers me is Georgia’s apparent change of disposition as she zoomed away. Is this 

just a gag? If so, what am I worried about? 
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 Back at my apartment, I google Georgia Elwood coming up with none in the area. Maybe 

she lives in social isolation now that her life has gone sour. Next, I check our county records for 

marriage licenses a year ago, finding none in either of our names – just what I had hoped. 

However, maybe she had it recorded in another county. What a way to spend a July 4
th
 evening! 

 About nine, I give up, having come up with a slew of seemingly clever ideas only to hit 

dead-ends. The one person at that party whom I’d trust to ask about my behavior didn’t answer 

his cell phone. By now, he’s probably as drunk as I was last year. I wasn’t about to leave a 

message for just anybody to drool over. 

 Discouraged, thoroughly puzzled and mentally exhausted, I down a stiff drink, which 

does nothing to alleviate any of these conditions. I am pouring out another when it strikes me 

that drinking had gotten me into this mess. Never did like the mix without the alcohol but that’s 

what I drink. 

 The morning rain adds to the gloom that hangs over me. I waffle between going to the 

office Georgia addressed and kissing it off as a bad joke – something I might later wistfully 

regret. Eleven-fifteen finds me pulling on a raincoat and heading out to my car. The food I plan 

to eat tonight, I remember, is still in the freezer. At least it wouldn’t spoil while I am locked 

away. Such is my mood. 

 The office is adjacent to Promogin College – an area unfamiliar to me. I park nearby and 

find the entrance that leads to a reception desk. I assume I will be greeted – if you can call it that 

– by detective Stanley, but that’s not the case. The receptionist asks my name and then 

immediately gets up and disappears through a doorway. Moments later, she re-appears and then 

guides me through a maze of open-layout cubicles to a back room. She opens the door, waves at 

a chair and leaves. 
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 A woman sits at the desk, her back to me, pulling folders out of a file cabinet. Not 

Georgia, I’m thinking. 

 “Just a minute,” she says. Sure doesn’t sound like her either. When she finally turns 

around, I see only a slight resemblance to the woman I saw yesterday. 

 “Thanks for coming in Mr. Brenning. I have a lot of explaining to do, but first, I ask that 

you take this survey. You’ll find out why shortly.” 

 I’m startled. None of this seems connected to what happened yesterday. 

 “I’m here to meet with a woman named Georgia Elwood,” I say. 

 “Oh, you will,” she replies. Her expression reveals nothing. She slides over a multi-page 

form and a pencil. “Just ring this,” she points to a shiny silver bell, “when you’re done.” She gets 

up and leaves. 

 This seems to be a continuation of the confusion of yesterday, but I comply. By the time I 

finish, some twenty minutes later, I realize I am the subject of a study. I ring the bell. 

 I wait nearly a minute and am about to ring it again, when Georgia walks in. 

 “Forget about me, we ain’t married, in fact I don’t exist,” she says in the voice I heard 

yesterday. Then she whips off a wig, tussles her hair, smiles and says, “I’m both a researcher and 

an actress, a requirement to do this job.” 

 She pauses, watching my eyebrows raise and my eyes enlarge. I shift in the chair, 

apparently appearing as if to get up. Relief has not yet struck. 

 “Please, hear me out. I’m a researcher working under a grant for the College to gain 

insight on drinking problems, especially those on campuses. I’m not Georgia Elwood but Julie 

Stromberg. Likewise, David Stanley is Robert’s stage name. You see, we are both skilled in 

acting, a necessity for collecting honest data. Does any of this make sense yet?” 
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 “God, I wish it did,” I said, feeling like a victim of alien madness. 

 “Next, let me live up to my promise of a better offer. You’ll be paid for your 

inconvenience and weathering our verbal assault. Neither one of us is anything like what we 

portrayed yesterday. We have to come on like that to get true inner feelings and emotions.” 

 “Why me? I’m not a college student.” 

 “Anyone at that party could have been selected. You look younger than you apparently 

are, and you were the most intoxicated. Whether you passed out or went to sleep, you certainly 

lost some time. Early on, I stayed occupied in conversation which may be why you don’t recall 

seeing me. Plus I was wearing my Georgia look, acting like a party girl.” 

 “Aren’t you concerned about being sued for … well, something?” 

 “Yes, and no. The sponsor of this study, which will include several hundred young 

people, has insurance. But we hope never to have to use it.” 

 “Seems like a dangerous venture. Someone unlike me might turn violent.” 

 “That possibility is covered in our M.O. and training. At any time, we can bail-out, so to 

speak, by terminating our aggressiveness. We carry ID that identifies us as legitimate 

researchers. With that, we hand out a summary sheet of our mission, and of course, an apology 

… and a small stipend for the person’s time.” 

 “That doesn’t seem foolproof to me. Out of several hundred, you’re bound to encounter 

one who flips out … and maybe even pulls a gun.” 

 “Robert is looking for that. Besides being an actor, he is a retired policeman. But our first 

attempt will always be to defuse the situation, and we have a number of ways to do that 

verbally.” 
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 “And, I must add, any data we use from our interactions is anonymous. In fact, we keep 

no lasting record of your name or anything that connects you to this project.” 

 “Whose brainchild is this, and what do you expect to learn and recommend?” I am 

becoming interested in this quirky, seemingly outlandish project. 

 “I’m sorry that I can’t release the name of the principle investigator, but I can address 

your second question, although it could take some time.” 

 “After what I went through, I want to know if my experience is going to help anyone 

down the road. I’ve got the time.” 

 “You’re really different,” she says, showing me the same smile she did as the sedan 

pulled away yesterday. “Let me explain all I’m allowed to over coffee and a snack. Nice little 

place up the street a block.” 

 During the next two hours, I learn that this is a pilot project aimed at demonstrating to 

college students, primarily, the possible consequences of binge drinking, something that I was 

intimately acquainted with for about three years. The young, their daring, their feeling of 

invincibility and the booze – the ingredients for life-changing and life-threatening events. Like 

others, when confronted with an apparent wrong-doing yesterday, I felt scared and later regretful 

about getting so wasted, not able to convince myself that I was truly innocent.  

 Julie told me that they normally employ pregnancy, hit-and-run, lewd actions and other 

embarrassing moments, not marriage, for which I was the first. When I asked about my 

signature, she said it came off the party sign-in sheet – something I had forgotten. 

 I harbor doubts that this study will become a best seller and change behavior, but yet, 

something needs to be done. What better way than revealing the thoughts and emotions of 
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students caught in the consequences of out-of-control drunkenness to get through to the countless 

students oblivious to the age-old choices when drinking? 

 Julie was right when she stated I was different from her other subjects. My major was 

psychology, which has led me into counseling. That July 4th party, where Georgia tagged me, 

was my life-changing event – in more than one way. That night when I put the bottle down 

before pouring a second drink marked an abrupt change: I’ve not followed one drink with 

another since. 

 And that’s how I met my wife. 

 

 

 


