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“An Unexpected Discovery”
by Betty Osthoff

     Elise picked up another bundle of  files out of  the safe before sitting down 
at the desk. It was a large mahogany piece that was the focal point of  the room. 
Behind her a picture frame holding a old forest walking path covered in winter 
snow was sitting on the floor, revealing a large safe built into the wall. The smell of  
ink reached out from the safe from papers newly printed and papers which never 
sat on a desk for long but put away for safe keeping; seventy-five percent of  the 
safe had been turned over to shelves of  files.  Despite the neat labels sitting on the 
top of  each folder, she picked up another one setting it on her knee she flipped 
through the pages with one hand, the other twirling a loose strand of  dark cherry 
red hair in her fingers absently. 
     “You would think you put things away, so when you go back for them they 
would still be there.” She looked up across the desk at the speaker as he growled 
flipping through the papers in the folder. He tried not looking up too much, push-
ing the brown hair that fell into his face off  and on. He had unbuttoned the sleeves 
of  the black shirt and had them rolled up his arms, and the first few buttons on 
the collar undone since they started looking through the papers.  The stacks that 
were growing next to them stood as a testament that they had been back and forth 
between the desk and the safe a few times that the desk was covered with growing 
stack of  manila folders; each had labels on their tabs in either a fluid handwriting or 
a tight scrawl.
     “Alex, you put it in there what almost ten years ago? How many other important 
papers have you added since? It most likely slipped into another folder.” She looked 
up, leaning back in the big chair behind the desk. Moving in the chair she could 
smell the well cared for leather as the air released from the cushion. Her frame 
almost fit into the indentation just a bit smaller than the normal inhabitant who 
picked another chair. 
     “I understand,” he replied running his fingers through his golden brown hair, “it 
is just one of  those documents you become alarmed at when you cannot find.” 
     “How often were you expecting to produce your medical license anyway? Twice 
when you got it and when you got hired here?”
     “Something like that, I still think this formal presentation of  things is unneces-
sary.” The normal speaking voice that could put almost anyone at ease had a hint 
of  aggravation in it. 
     “If  it did end up with something that is not here, how long to have a replace-
ment produced?” She asked as she tried to pull her hair back off  her white shoul-
ders that could have used a little sun, tucking the ends in the back of  the shoulder 
less black shirt. 
     “Two weeks or something like that.” He replied moving over to the wall, and 
pulling out another stack of  folders. After looking at the titles on the folders, he 
glanced over at the other stack for a moment. The look was focused on the stack 
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that Elise had just put down in front of  her, after a moment he looked back at his 
own stack of  papers. 
     “We’re been at this for a while. If  you want to stop and get something for 
lunch,” he suggested while flipping through pages.” I can get through the next 
chunk.” He stopped after the first folder and walked around the side of  the room, 
and the bookshelves that were filled with old leather bound books and picture 
frames, filled the whole wall except for the window. Family photos, of  a few dozen 
men and women dressed formally sitting in front of  a white colonnade house. The 
pictures facing the door were of  just the men from about ten to a sixty year old sit-
ting or standing around a couch. 
     Elise smiled over at him, “This is just a warm up compared to what your dad 
throws at me on a normal basis.” 
     Alex nodded as he traced his fingers along a carved silver picture frame, his ten 
year old face looked back at him in the small tux tight around his neck, her arms 
around him smiling over his shoulder was a ten year old Elise red hair pressed into 
tight curls falling down the side of  his arm. The frame was tucked into the book-
case, visible from the desk but not the door. “You have always gotten along with 
most of  my family so well, if  it wasn’t for the hair, you could have been switched at 
birth with one of  us.” 
     Elise snickered looking over the top of  the files, “There is no black sheep 
among you that would be the real me.”
     “Would there have to be?” He had moved on to another photo along the wall, 
still hidden from the door. The frame was bronze and the edges smooth as he ran 
his finger the frame. His hand was behind her head, with two fingers sticking up 
over top of  the quarter board hiding the top of  the red hair. Her hand was in the 
process of  batting the tassel into his face as the picture had been taken.
“As nice as that concept would be, we both know that won’t happen.”
     “Why?” He asked as he lifted the top of  an ornamental box of  antique silver, 
looking at the three bands of  silver and diamonds carved inside before carefully 
placing the top back down. 
     “A thirty-something year old is a little too old to adopt; besides there are enough 
of  you as it.”
     “He may if  he thought it would give him a break on the fees you’ve been charg-
ing him all these years as his lawyer.” He reached another picture closer to the 
desk, both figures in their twenties this time. The figures were dressed to the nines, 
neither of  them were looking at the camera, he held his hand out formally, the face 
of  the woman dancing with him had been obscured by a cloud of  red hair and 
the black fabric that started low on her back was a swirl of  skirts that flared out as 
she had been turning and filled the bottom corner of  the photo. Behind them you 
could see two older gentlemen in their fifties, one with a kind face another more 
morose. 
     “For what he sends me, he should be glad I don’t charge him more. Besides, I 
charge him less than I charge my father.”
     “Wait. You bill your dad?”
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     Elise looked up the set of  blue eyes glinting. “Do I send one mafia boss of  our 
fair city a bill for every headache he sends me even though he’s my father? Yes.”   
     She smiled softly, “Besides I like working for your dad more, he doesn’t fight me 
for doing what he needs me to do. My Father, I’m pulling teeth to get all the pieces, 
and they are both in the same business.”
     “I knew they say lawyers were cold-hearted,” He teased with a smile. 
     “A lot of  bridges were burned, and most of  them not by me.” She looked up 
almost sad for a moment.
     “I know, most just forget a lot of  the time, with everything else you try not to 
remember the unpleasant stuff.”
     “We seem to survive by doing that. Either you become one with it and become 
a monster, or we turn it into background noise.”
     “We are not monsters Elise.” He said softly, as he put a picture he just picked up 
from the bookshelf  back in its place. 
     “We live in a world of  monsters, if  we look at everything. What does that make 
us?”
     “People trying to be better than that; did you—did I—go through everything if  
not to be better than that?”
     “We may have but we are still here, just different. I write the paperwork to 
get them out of  hot water; you patch them up when they show up bloody and in 
pieces.”
     Alex slid around the table. He gently rested his hand on the side of  her face. 
“You’re nothing like them. You still know the value in people for themselves; you 
still care about things around you and not for their intrinsic value.” 
She looked down shortly blushing for a moment, still flipping through folders. “I 
wish that was a good thing, but none of  that helps with survival in our families.”
     “Why does it matter—if  we still survive—if  we are something more than 
them?” He asked thoughtfully. 
     “No matter how much if  we pack up and move away we would, we are still the 
children of  two of  the largest ‘organized families’ for lack of  another polite term. 
It would still follow us some day and then we wouldn’t see it coming.” She replied 
running her fingers across the edge of  the next folder, sound of  her nail scratch-
ing along the stiff  manila filling the silence for a moment. She leaned back into the 
chair her knees crossed underneath the neat black skirt that stopped right above the 
knee high boots. 
     “We can at least see things coming here.”
     “In the mean time getting dragged in the middle of  the irrelevance of  it all; the 
gossip, the drama, the politics of  it all.” He replied with an annoyance, sliding back 
on the desk. Despite the polished and formal setting of  the desk he was sitting on 
the jeans didn’t look out of  place, or the fact that they ended in black socks instead 
of  shoes. 
     “You enjoy second guessing your father at politics, Alex.” She replied still flip-
ping through the papers.
     “Well, it can be a mental exercise but I don’t like everything else that goes along 
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with it.” He shrugs.
     “For the years that I’ve known you, Alex, you’ve enjoyed out-thinking other 
people.”
     “Well yes, until I got caught in it and had no way out.”
     “You didn’t ask your father for a way out of  an arranged marriage?” She asked 
over the next folder in the stack, balancing the rest on her knee. “He would have 
given it to you in a heartbeat had you asked—unlike mine.”
     “I thought it would be more something like he had. Rough for the first year or 
so but you get used to it. Not that.”
     “Not a wife that is never home has more lovers in a month than there are 
months in a year and doesn’t care who knows.” His jaw clenched as she said that 
while she looked over at him with absolute calm, “it doesn’t help ignoring it.”
     “What the hell would you know about it anyway?” He practically snapped mov-
ing back on his feet and pacing between the desk and the window like a trapped cat. 
     “The cleaning it up when you father asks since he can see no wrong as long as 
your involved or the part where you had to carry me and the blood soaked wedding 
dress out of  the church?”
     “Sorry,” he dropped down heavly into one of  the pair old fashioned leather 
chairs on the other side of  the desk from her the smell of  old well treated leather 
filling the room as he did. “I didn’t mean to.”
     “She gets under everyone’s skin these days.”
     “Just these days?” He asked sarcastically rolling his eyes.
     “Okay, since we all met her.”
     “Could have been worse,” he shrugged.
     “You know how hard it was not to put her through the church windows?”
     “That would have been copying—get your own way to ruin a wedding.”
     “When you did it, it did make a statement.” 
     “Sorry I didn’t get to watch the falling through glass part while stopping you 
from trying to walk on a broken leg.”
     “And you think that we never do anything interesting in life?”
     “Normal would be nice for a change, and not have to always be looking over 
our shoulders.”
     “We can’t change what they are, and we can’t change a lot of  things that happen 
in our families that we want to never deal with or know about. It’s why being dif-
ferent like we are. It’s not immunity against it or anything. It just makes us different 
from them not better.”
     “It can,” Alex started but was cut off.
     “Alex! What—is—this?” Elise asked each word in its own moment of  time. 
     “What?” He asked.
     “Certificate of  Marriage,” She looked up over the two almost identical pieces of  
paper she was holding one in each hand the same spacing and coloration were on 
each page that she was held in the official looking thick paper, “only it is certified 
years before your marriage to Michelle.”
     “Oh,” Alex mentioned with a pregnant pause as he shifted, sinking further into
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the chair. “Please don’t kill me; it’s not what you think.”
     “Not what I think? It’s a marriage license in both of  our names. What am I sup-
posed to think?” Her voice wasn’t loud but it held and icy chill to it. 
     “That I’m an idiot—okay, that I was a wild-eyed stupid kid who thought he 
could fix the world and make everything better.” He voice started increasing in 
volume till he was practically shouting.
      “Does that make you happy?”
     She sat back in the chair calmly looking over at him, and in a simple emotionless 
voice. 
     “Why?” Her hands gently set each piece of  paper on the arms of  the chair. 
     “What?” He looked over at her and blinked.
     “Why?” She asked again, “I’ve known you long enough to know you like to fix 
things. This was before your marriage, but what were you trying to fix?”
     “I didn’t want to see you hurt anymore. I didn’t want to see you hide the bruises, 
cuts, broken bones anymore. I thought if  I gave you another option. A way out, 
come hell or high water it would work and you’d be safe.” He replied, collapsing 
back further into the chair. 
     “I didn’t get to before things happened. Anyway it was never filed. I got you to 
sign it one day when you were dealing with other legal papers.”
     “Alex,” she spoke softly.
     “Look I understand it I screwed up, I don’t know why I couldn’t just toss it 
away.”
     “Alex.”
     “If  you hate my sorry ass from here to eternity, I get it. I understand. I deserve 
it.”
     “Alex.”
     “I just wanted to stop what happened from being a normal part of  your every-
day life.”
     As he kept talking she got up and walked over next to him. His eyes were closed 
and his head tilted back as if  looking at the ceiling. She leaned down as he finished 
the last diatribe against himself. Her lips brushed against his and he finally looked 
up confused. The scent of  orange and jasmine reached his nose. 
     “I always wondered if  that really got men to stop talking.” she replied. 
     “You realize that is not a smart move to make to a married man that has not...”         
     He started to blush and after a moment. 
     “Do I need to finish that statement?”
     “Only if  you want to,” she replied softly.
     “And that’s the second reason why such things are not a good idea.” 
     “After all these years you really want me to stop teasing you.”
     “You don’t want me to answer that.” He responded. 
     “Only issue is with that Alex, is that it was filed.” She picked up one of  the 
documents from the chair with the back of  it towards him where all the signature 
lines were filled in and the document was stamped.
     “What? I never took it to get signed.” He looks confused holding the piece of
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     paper.
     “You asked me to sign it while I was at the courthouse didn’t you?”
     “What does that matter?”
     “You caught me in the hall; you were so happy that you were finally filing for 
your medical license?”
     “Something like that, I didn’t think you would ask too much about it. Back when 
you were an intern you mentioned you witnessed for different documents being 
filed.”
     “I thought I was just your preferred choice for witnessing your license. I was 
standing next to the clerk, I was trying to save you time and got it verified which 
means it got processed and handed right back to me after being filed. You had got-
ten caught up in a conversation with the deputy mayor, who was still trying to get 
you to join his office.”
     He stood up from the chair and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry it 
was a stupid thing to have done, I should have told you, or better yet, just took you 
away from this life.”
     “I guess we need to figure out what to do now.” 
     “What do you mean?” 
     “It’s valid—signed—and filed.”
     He leaned back on the edge of  the desk, running a hand through his hair. 
     “Serious?”
     She nodded. “Yes, it will take some looking into as why there was not any ques-
tions when you got married again.”
     He lifted her off  her feet, spinning in place. “Does this mean what I think it 
does? That I couldn’t be married because I was already?” 
     “It could,” she replied, looking serious. “then what is the fall out that your ar-
ranged marriage is no longer valid mean to the rest of  the family. If  you want me 
to try and untangle everything it could be listed officially as everyone thinks it is 
now. If  that’s what you want.”
     “Do I look insane? Elise, why would I knowing what I know now want this as 
real when it could be over and done with? Do I want to deal with a wife who cheats 
on me and doesn’t care if  everyone knows?”
     “Yes, but your family, if  they knew and would care about it, they did set up your 
marriage for political reasons.” She replied. 
     “At least if  dad really wants out of  the alliance that was formed with the whole 
other marriage thing this does give him an out. I just need to figure out how to 
break it to him.” 
     “Something along the lines of  ‘hi dad, you always known I was an idealist’.” She 
replied trying to imitate him. He replied by tickling her as she moved back to sitting 
on the desk. 
     “Oh by the way,” as she tried to catch her breath, “I think you wanted this.”   
     Twisting out of  his reach she dodged for the other paper that looked almost 
identical from the chair that she left it; “that’s how I figured when you did this. Just 
duplicate in case they lost your application? Her voice teased him as she held the
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two pages up together where the signature lines were about in the same place.
     He smiled taking the folder and putting it aside on a clear spot on the desk. “I 
guess this leads us to ‘now what.’”
     “I think we need to find out what your father thinks.” 


