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      There you are, sweetness. She could not run forever. He always caught her, and he always would. She had made him work for it this time: two years. But, fuck, catching her was going to be sweet. She wasn’t going to get away this time. He would make her pay for running. No more running, baby. I got you. It’s just you and me now.

      She looked over her shoulder as she pulled through the gates to the Crutchfield Estate, the name was written on a shiny polished plaque on one of the stone pillars. These were rich oil people. The little liar had conned her way into high society. The bitch was still a gutter rat and he was going to enjoy reminding her of that. He had a lot of reasons to make her pay. This reunion was going to be their best yet. Would she cry? Fuck he loved when she cried for him, nothing hotter than seeing his girl cry.

      His cock hardened at the thought of her on her knees, begging. She would try to scream, but he would silence her the way they both liked. She pretended to not like it, but she was a whore, his little whore. She always had been, and she always would be. She lied and told whoever would listen that she didn’t want it, but she did.

      He peeled his leg off the vinyl driver’s seat. With the turn of a key, he started the engine and the air conditioner, but only hot air blew in his face. He turned off the car and lit a Marlboro. He blew smoke out the window in small rings, like a dragon. Yeah, he was like a dragon. He smiled at the comparison; it suited them. He was the dragon and she was the damsel in distress. But no one was going to save her from him because they were meant to be together.

      He unzipped his fly, so hard for her. Only she could make him that hard, only her screams. He closed his eyes and heard them. The terror in her eyes, damn that was hot. The way she pretended not to like it. God, it was so good. He pumped harder. He grunted. Only she could make it happen that fast. He reached into a crumpled McDonald's bag, and wiped himself clean with the honey mustard covered napkin and threw it out the window. It landed in the perfectly manicured hedge. Good, some dirty gardener would find it. He smiled again.

      Not tonight, but soon she would be on her knees again. He had a plan. He just needed to be patient and work it slowly, just like how she worked him over. When he was done there would be no place left for her to run.
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      Owen Hayes stared across the expanse of polished walnut that separated him from this morning’s client. He never personally took cases anymore but this one was far too intriguing not to handle personally. That was one of the many perks of being the founder and owner of the biggest and most successful private investigation firm in the country, he never had to be involved with anything he didn’t want to be involved with. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy his job, because he loved it. Veritas Investigation had made him a very wealthy man and it had given his life purpose, but he was done observing and mingling with the human trash his company was hired to investigate. He happily left that part to his team. But he had to take the case, if only to see Georgia Crutchfield again. Seeing her now, almost made what would come next worth it—the days on end interacting with the worst society had to offer, the liars, the cheats, the child abusers. Everything he hated. If someone were hiding, Owen would find them. If they ran, he caught them. If they had secrets, he exposed them. He was good at his job—he did not become number one by accident—but each case took a little more of his soul and there was precious little left. He already thought the worst of everyone, questioned everyone’s motives, always saw the dark when others saw the light. He couldn’t just blame that on his job, he was hardly an optimist before he opened Veritas, but this company had taken away the little faith in humanity that his childhood hadn’t.

      “Good to see you again, Owen,” Georgia drawled in her saccharin sweet voice.

      She was still an attractive woman. She had always been beautiful, at least on the outside, the inside was probably as selfish and elitist as ever. That is why he took the meeting, to see if she had changed, because Owen certainly had. Owen wasn’t the same fresh-faced boy pining after the debutant. He was no longer the maid’s son. God, Owen had wanted her then, and he had had her, at least her body but he was never good enough to be seen with in public. He was good enough to fuck her until she screamed, but Hell would freeze over before she let anyone know she was screwing the help.

      Owen couldn’t help but smile, my had the tables turned. Georgia needed him now. Now she would be more than happy to be seen with him, because he was rich and successful. He was the one people wanted on the invite list now. Not that he gave a shit about any of it. Inside he was still the kid from the wrong side of the tracks, but that kid now had what people wanted and it felt good.

      He didn’t need to point out to Georgia that he was richer than her husband, she knew. He could end the conversation now and be a happy man because Georgia had seen exactly what she had given up. She played the safe bet with Travis and lost.

      “How is your mama?” Owen asked. Mavis Crutchfield was a good woman and the best part of his childhood. Unlike her vacuous cold-hearted daughter, Mavis was compassionate and kind. She always had time for Owen, never made him feel like her generosity was done out of anything less than friendship. Mavis always took an interest in him when everyone else saw him as just another throw-away kid. Mavis had persuaded her late husband to give him his first job on the oil rigs. That job had saved him. Owen would always be grateful to her. He glanced out the window to the Houston Skyline. His firm was on the top floor of some of the most expensive real estate in Texas. From this vantage point you could see for miles, past the skyscrapers to the pink sunset.

      His life was good and in large part that was due to Mavis Crutchfield.

      Georgia shifted in her seat. “Mama is fine, but she hasn’t gone out in years. That is how we know the story this silly girl is peddling is BS. Pardon my harsh language.”

      Owen smiled. Georgia liked to pretend she was above swearing or anything that made her appear like common folk, but Owen knew her better than that. He had made her swear every profanity under the sun as he slowly took her, making her wait for her release, and when she finally came, it was his name she shouted. He wondered if she was still a screamer.

      A sudden realization hit him. He didn’t care about Georgia or the way she had ended it anymore. He had done the right thing; the rest was on her. He had manned up when the stick turned blue. He bought her a ring, a tacky thing that would have turned her finger green within hours, and promised to someday replace it with the real thing. He swore to love her and look after her and the baby for the rest of his life.

      She laughed in his face and told him there was a world of difference between sleeping with the help and marrying them. And then she had had an abortion. He begged her not to, but she had. He wasn’t ready to be a dad then and it would have never worked between them. Eventually when the constant erection of adolescence wore off, he would have realized he didn’t love Georgia; he didn’t even like her.

      “Tell me what you know about this woman. The one that befriended your mama.”

      Georgia let out an exasperated puff of air that sent her bangs up. “Her name is Nine Massey. Her name is a number. Can you believe that? I know these people in trailer parks are a different sort, but can you imagine not even giving your child a proper name? It is hardly any wonder she has turned to a life of crime. These people should not breed. It is just not fair to the children.”

      Owen painted a tight smile on his face and didn’t let it slip. He was one of those trailer park folks she was talking about. They both knew it, but they chose to ignore it because he was now one of the richest men in Houston. But they didn’t need to pretend on his account. He was not ashamed of where he came from. His 10,000 square foot house in River Oaks did not change the man he was, or the boy he had been.

      “Do you have her address? Telephone number? Social security number? Any way I can locate her?”

      Georgia pursed her lips together as she considered the question. “No, all I know is her name. Mama let it slip. Oh, and she is a waitress at Red Lobster of all things. Mama has never set foot in one of their establishments but now the highlight of her week is this Nine woman bringing her these blasted cheese biscuits she steals from work. Can you imagine? Mama thinks they have this special bond because she steals her biscuits.”

      “Or she thinks they have a special bond because she spends time with her. How often do you or your sisters and brother visit her?” Owen asked pointedly. A lonely woman was easy prey.

      Georgia’s eyes widened. If the muscles in her face were not frozen, it would probably have been indignation she was trying to convey. “We all have families of our own to look after and my brother’s campaign takes up all his time.”

      Owen nodded. “Ah, yes, your families. I’m sure organizing nanny schedules must be time consuming.”

      “I don’t like what you’re implying.”

      Owen shook his head. “Darlin’, if you think I was implying, I was being far too subtle. I am out and out saying it. You would not be sitting here in my office today if you or your siblings had taken any interest in your mama past the inheritance she is set to leave you.”

      “How dare you!”

      “How dare I what? Tell the truth? Darlin’, I am a lot of things, but I’m no liar. You want sunshine blown up your ass, you’ve come to the wrong man.”

      Owen waited to see if Georgia would stomp out. She would have when he knew her before, in a storm of righteous indignation, but she didn’t have that luxury anymore. She needed him.

      “Owen don’t be like that. You were such a sweet boy.”

      Owen gave a terse laugh. “Was I? That was a long time ago. I’m not sweet anymore and I’m not interested in placating you or your brother and sisters. You have let your mama down. She was taken advantage of because you weren’t there for her and now you want me to come in and clean up your mess. On the phone you mentioned a painting. Tell me why you think this Nine Massey stole it. Your mama has a lot of people coming in and out of that house. How can you rule all of them out?”

      Georgia’s face contorted in contempt. “My mama does not have any old sort in her home. All her employees are trustworthy; they have been with her for years. Lupe has been with us since your mama—”

      “There are more employees than just the maid,” Owen interrupted. He was not going to be lured into a conversation about his mother with anyone, but especially not Georgia. “They will all need to be ruled out.”

      Georgia sighed in exasperation. The corners of her mouth flattened; the frustration clear. She had always been easy to read; he had just chosen to ignore it.

      “Nothing has ever gone missing from our home, not so much as a box of matches. Then this woman comes on the scene and immediately it starts, nothing big at first, just a brooch and petty cash. She was testing the waters. There is no question about it, Owen; she stole it. We need to get it back, but more importantly we need to protect my mother, so this con artist does not rob her blind.”

      Owen sat back in his chair. She had chosen her words carefully, because Georgia knew Owen would do anything to protect Mavis. He was being manipulated. They both knew he would take the case. But this wasn’t a charity; this was his livelihood. Georgia had come to the best and she would pay for the best. “I can do it, but it will cost you. I want $100,000 upfront and 5% of the estimated value of the painting when it is recovered.”

      Georgia’s mouth dropped open to form a perfect O, but she quickly righted herself. “That would be $250,000.”

      “I’m well aware of the amount. This poor boy has always been good at math. That is my price. You can accept it, or you can walk out of here and leave it to the police and FBI to track down the painting. We both know I will get it back faster, and more importantly we know I will be discrete. Your brother does not need this in the papers, not with the election so close. The people of Texas are already having a hard time accepting Logan as a man of the people, being a rich oil baron’s son, born with a silver spoon so far up his ass he shits sterling. What will they say when they know his mama has paintings worth millions just lying around for any schmuck to come and pluck off the wall? Y’all need to keep this quiet and this poor boy is the only one who can do it.”

      Georgia gave him a hard look. “Why do you keep calling yourself poor? You’re worth millions now too.”

      Owen shrugged. “I do all right.”

      “You’re not poor anymore,” she pressed.

      “Darlin, I’m the same man I was then, I just go home to a nicer house, in a nicer part of town. Now, do you want me to take the case or not? I don’t got time for negotiating and your bargaining position is shit poor. I got what you want.”

      Georgia’s nostrils flared as she took in a sharp breath. “Fine.”

      Owen smiled. “I would say it is a pleasure doing business with you, but I still respect you enough not to bullshit you. Only just.”
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        * * *

      

      Owen stared down at the photo Georgia had given him and then back up at the waitress carrying a tray across the restaurant. She maneuvered gracefully around the discarded shells and lobster carcasses that had fallen or been tossed to the floor, scooping them into a napkin before they could be ground into the scuffed wooden floorboards. The whole restaurant smelled of cheese and fish, even his coffee had not escaped the pungent curse.

      She smiled at each table as she walked by. She looked weary, more weathered than she should for twenty-five. She was small, slight even with long thin limbs. She had dark brown hair and pale almost translucent white skin that did not quite fit with the brunette braid that hung halfway down her back. It was dyed. She was altering her appearance. Smart. Probably had a record, might even be wanted. Owen would get the painting back and then tip off the relevant authorities.

      He was too far away to see, but he suspected her eyes were light, most likely blue. Her lips were thinner than Georgia’s but soft and natural. She was pretty, maybe even beautiful under her thick layer of make-up. Her lipstick was too dark, and her thick winged eyeliner overpowered her fine features.

      Owen sat in the corner and nursed his cup of coffee. He pulled his baseball cap lower. He made sure never to make eye contact so he would not draw attention to himself. He was a big man, but he had the ability to blend in seamlessly to any environment. It was a survival skill he had picked up in his childhood, but it served him well now in his job.

      He wasn’t in her section so Nine never had reason to speak to him. Susie, a plump redhead, kept his coffee topped up and the silence filled. Even through her incessant chatter, Owen could make out the bones of most of Nine’s conversations with her customers. Nine’s accent was thick and sickly sweet. Her voice would have been pleasant if it weren’t for the exaggerated Texan pronunciation.

      Nine always said hello first, but she didn’t initiate deeper conversation with her patrons, she held back, listening, gathering information and then adapting her story to suit. She told the minister and his wife that her husband was a long-haul trucker. They had two kids, apparently boys. She told the police officers her boyfriend was a Marine serving overseas. She was hoping he would propose at Christmas but was worried because she didn’t have a passport, how would she cope being overseas. She had a story for everyone, tailored just for them: personalized lies. She smiled and she laughed, but her smile never reached her eyes. And somehow, she even managed to look sad when she was laughing. That was a skill. He had never seen that before and he had seen a lot. Nine Massey had nailed the sympathetic predator which was no small feat.

      Irritation rose in him as he imagined Mavis falling prey to it. Mavis was a soft touch at the best of times; she was no match for cunning of this level. He had seen enough. Owen put down a twenty dollar bill to cover his coffee. He would enjoy bringing this woman down.
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        * * *

      

      Owen knelt down and gave Buffalo a rub behind his black ears. “That’s a good boy.” His dog was ready to finish their run. They had already run eight miles, but Buffalo would happily run another eight more. He whined and pulled on his leash. Nine was running late. He knew her schedule. In the four days he watched her she had never deviated. She worked the lunch shift. In at 10:45, out at 6:00, always parked in the back near the dumpsters. She drove a silver 95 Dodge Neon with a dent in the passenger side door. The car was either stolen or borrowed, registered to a Johnny Griner in Katy. Griner was a Marine serving overseas, a boyfriend maybe though he had not lived in Texas for at least three years.

      Finally, Nine emerged from the back door, a Styrofoam container was wedged under her arm, her dark hair was gathered in a loose bun at the top of her head. Nine tossed her bag onto the passenger seat and slid the keys into the ignition. Owen waited until Nine pounded the steering wheel.

      “Showtime.” Owen rubbed the German Shepard under his chin. “Good boy.” He tossed a bone-shaped biscuit into the air. Buffalo jumped to catch it, snatching it up before it had a chance to hit the ground. Owen made a show of stopping at the dumpster to toss in a plastic bag. For the last six miles he ran with a bag of dog shit. Even though he had tied it off, the odor still managed to find a way out. Owen smiled at Nine through her open window. It was July in Texas, even at 6 p.m. it was oppressively hot, perspiration had molded his shirt over the flat plane of his belly.

      “You all right?” he asked and gestured to her hands clenched around the steering wheel.

      Nine blinked rapidly. “Yeah, I’m fine.” She glanced from him to the locks on her door to her rear-view mirror and back again. A shade between blue and green he noted when her eyes locked on him, like the color of sea glass. She really was pretty. That was something he had learned in his job, sometimes the ugliest souls were hidden in attractive bodies. That made them even more dangerous because no one expects the clean-shaven businessman to molest a child or the sweet young waitress to rob a woman blind. Owen gave her a nod. She was scared of him. At least she was smart enough to be afraid. Point for her.

      “All right, night then.” Owen bent over and pretended to tie his shoes. Don’t rush it. Easy does it. He righted himself and opened his water bottle, took a swig and then poured some directly into the dog’s mouth. Buffalo lapped it up with quick darts of his tongue. Nine tried to start the car again and nothing. Owen reached into his pocket. “Ma’am, would you like to use my phone to call roadside assistance?” He offered her his cellphone.

      Nine took in a ragged breath. “No. Thank you. It wouldn’t matter. I-I don’t have coverage.”

      Of course she didn’t. That was the first thing Owen had checked. He was nothing if not thorough. “Oh,” Owen replied, pausing as if he was considering her response. “Um… sorry. My car is back at River Oaks or I’d offer you a ride.”

      Nine’s lip trembled but she stopped it with a bite of white teeth into the soft flesh of her mouth. Her eyes were glossy. Quickly she turned away and cleared her throat. She scrubbed at her face with her hands. She was trying not to cry. Owen’s eyes narrowed. He was immune to tears. They were the most over used tool in a woman’s arsenal. But she was trying not to cry, at least not to let him see.

      “I’m going to be late,” Nine mumbled under her breath.

      “Ma’am, I’m not a mechanic, but I would be happy to have a look.” He gave her his best awe shucks look. “I’m Owen by the way, and this old boy is Buffalo. He is completely harmless but go ahead and lock your doors. You can never be too safe.” When Buffalo heard his name, he edged closer to the car. He nudged his head over the window ledge begging to be petted. Nine complied by stroking him behind his ears and he rewarded her by making a noise somewhere between a whine and a contented sigh.

      Nine did not make a move to roll up the windows. She was too focused on the rear-view mirror, even as she petted the dog, she never stopped looking for someone behind her. “Um… I can’t pay you.”

      “Ma’am, I would not dream of charging a lady. Go ahead and pop the hood.”

      Nine turned and looked over her shoulder. Her brows were knit together. Her breath was coming in shallow pants. She was scared, not of him. Owen filed the information away. He had seen this before. She was most likely working the scam with someone, a boyfriend or lover and gotten greedy. That never ended well. She was pretty, but she was stupid if she didn’t know that.

      Owen bent over and inspected the engine. He waited a few minutes, enough to seem plausible, before he popped his head up and slammed the hood closed. Identifying and fixing a mechanical problem was surprisingly easy when you had tampered with the car yourself. “Ah, I see the problem. Looks like someone disconnected the battery. That wasn’t an accident. Maybe someone is playing a prank on you. Not very funny, if you ask me.” Owen wiped the grease on his gray running shorts.

      Nine’s eyes widened. Small beads of perspiration formed above her lip. Her eyes darted from wing mirror to the rearview, never settling. Frantically she rubbed her neck with her small fingers. She wasn’t just scared; she was terrified.

      Owen forced himself to look away, not be drawn in. His first instinct was to help her, protect her even. That was because she was a master manipulator. Just like she had a story for every patron, she had a persona for every situation. She was good, he would give her that. But he had seen it all and he would not be taken in.

      This was the first step in the long game: make the target vulnerable. Someone had already done that for him. Step two was going to be easy. Nine Massey would invite him into her life. She would learn to trust him, and he would use it against her. He would bring her down, and he might just enjoy himself in the process.

      This time when he smiled it was genuine. “Give it a try now.”

      Nine turned over the engine and this time it started. Relief washed over the delicate features of her face. She really was pretty beneath all the makeup. “Thank you. Thank you so much,” she gushed. “I don’t know what I would have done without you. Thank you.”

      Owen shook his head. “Don’t mention it. Lovely meeting you.” Owen reached his hand through the open window.

      Nine stared at his hand suspiciously. She quickly reached her hand out to his. “I’m Nine. It was nice meeting you. And thank you again.” Her skin was soft, almost impossibly so.

      “Don’t mention it. I’m just glad I was here. I hate to think of someone else finding you. It is pretty secluded back here.” He was slowly turning the knife. He would use her fear against her.

      “Thank you,” she said again, but this time her voice was a breathless whisper.

      This part of Houston was like a graveyard where mass-market box sized stores and fast food chain restaurants came to die. What once had hoped to be a flourishing area was now run down and desolate in appearance. Not the greatest of places to work and definitely not an environment to eat. Owen watched her car until the red taillights were lost on the horizon. The play was in motion and this was a game she was going to lose.
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      Nine glanced in her rearview mirror at the man who had helped her. He had saved her special meeting. He was tall, really tall. His sandy blond hair had just the slightest touch of red when the sun hit it. His shoulders were broad, and his biceps appeared even through his t-shirt. Owen. Her cheeks were on fire. Nine twisted the air conditioner controller up a notch. She had never met an Owen. Now, she owed him.

      If he hadn’t been there what would she have done? She had no back-up plan. In all twenty-five years of her life she had never had a Plan B. It was always Plan A: sink or swim. Make it happen. Whatever it was, she dealt with it. Always. But Thursdays were different now. They had so much potential. After her typical lunch time shift at Red Lobster, she was ready to scrub the fishy fried grime from her hair and skin. But there wasn’t enough time. Her last table had been a sitter. Three and a half hours worth of coffee and a ten percent tip. Ten percent on eight bucks wasn’t going to cut it. She eyed her side mirrors. This was not the part of town you would want to be at a dead light. The kind that appeared to be painted red. Halted. One too many carjackings. It didn’t matter the type of car you drove. Anyone with a sense of fear would be an easy target for gangs to pounce on. Nine was easy prey on any day. She was small. The light turned green and she hit the accelerator. With each street she passed, the buildings became more impressive. Lawns manicured. Street signs that hung at the right angle. It only took twenty minutes to cross from the people who struggled to make rent to the top one percent of America. Houston had the wealthiest people per capita, and it all boiled down to three letters: Oil.

      Despite, the rush hour commuters, she took in a deep breath. The air left her lungs. It was still going to happen. Nine blinked her eyes. It was going to be okay. The ice in her cup shook. She normally didn’t take a to-go cup, but she was so thirsty. All day long she had been thirsty. A sip here or there from her iced tea and still she couldn’t quench the desire, or the need, to guzzle water. Could she be dehydrated? Or was it something more? To drown away the bit of emotion that had been on the rise. Her dreams had come back. No. She took a sip from the glass. It was Styrofoam, easily punctured and it would spill all over her. Nine swallowed the water. Let it go.

      The car issue had to have been a coincidence. No one had messed with her cables. There was no reason for anyone to do that to her. No one knew her in this part of town. Other than her co-workers and they all got along. Other than the occasional jealousy over grabbing a large table of big tippers. But even that was rare. She shared the same shifts with Suzie, who was really nice, sweet most would say. The only flaw that Nine could find was her insatiable desire to talk non-stop. The topic didn’t matter. She had no filter and every thought or idea that crossed through her mind was shared on the daily. It was cumbersome.

      Nine was simple. She kept a smile on her face and did what she could to help others. People usually picked up on it and left her alone. Or ignored her. She liked it best when people ignored her. This was something Suzie had never done. From day one, she had always stared Nine straight in the eyes. Her caramel-colored irises were like little puddles of honey and they echoed through to her smile.

      Her car stereo blared 10,000 Emerald Pools. She needed to breathe and not focus on the possibility of anything other than a visit with Mavis. Nine looked forward to Thursday more than any other day of the week. Most people liked Friday or even Saturday, but for Nine it was Thursday. River Oaks was the wealthiest community in Houston and among the top ten in the United States. This was obvious from large mansions that displayed every style of architecture from terracotta, to white columns, to glass walls. Yet, these people had no glass walls. Their houses were pushed back from the road, most with gates and security guards. One ride through the neighborhood in a vehicle under fifty thousand dollars and a patrol car would be pressed against your bumper. Likely your plates had already been run before you even noticed them in your rearview mirror. If your car didn’t belong in River Oaks, then neither did you.

      Nine definitely didn’t belong. Every inch of her car said poor. Every layer of her skin screamed trash. But she wanted to be more than garbage, a throwaway. Insignificant. Nine wanted to be better than where she came from. She pulled up in the back of Mavis’s house and got out. It wasn’t as stately as the front with the huge columns and large circle drive. She had passed by the front a couple of times. Once by accident and the second time out of curiosity. Mavis had mentioned the fountain in the driveway. How large it was and that it had been imported from Italy. On an off day, Nine had driven by to see it. It was amazing. She wanted to get out and walk around it. But that might cause a problem and if there was anything Nine wanted it was to avoid problems, most importantly ones that might involve Mavis.

      The back of the house was flat, stark ivory stone walls. They were never dirty. Nine wondered if they had been white washed every morning. Probably, by the groundskeeper. Everything about Mavis’s house was in pristine condition even the exterior of her house as if had just been built. This was not the case; Mavis had told Nine they had lived in this house since the fifties. The driveway was bricked with each layer placed precisely in its spot. Smooth, in order, and without imperfections. Everything was picturesque and ready for a shoot for the front cover of House and Living.

      The Texas heat scorched her skin. It was humid. Nine pulled on her shirt. It stuck to her skin. Owen’s shirt had done the same thing. But it was different with him. Underneath his shirt were formed muscles, ripples that rolled on for days like an ocean at high tide. Nine took in a deep breath. The white Styrofoam was gooey in her hand. Could the air be any thicker?

      Per Mavis’s request she parked around back. Mavis was very particular about things. Nine had learned that from the get-go. They had to meet at a certain time and Nine could not be late. Ever. And she couldn’t stay for more than an hour. Never more than an hour. But oh how Nine would have loved to stay longer than an hour. Mavis had stated on several occasions how she had wanted Nine to stay longer as well, but her children had issues with their get-togethers. Mavis was a strong woman, but she seemed to prefer to defer rather than to hold up her end of an argument. And so they had rules to keep the meetings in place.

      She gave the one two knock on the door and waited.

      Lupe opened the door and nodded. Lupe never really spoke to Nine. She would just wave her in to where Mavis was sitting. Mavis had honey gold hair that she wore like a modern day version of Marilyn Monroe. Her soft pink lipstick was always freshly applied and her irises were the lightest shade of blue. Mavis’s lips parted as she greeted Nine with a wide smile. Even as she sat in her cream-colored wing back chair, she appeared like a classy invitation written in a signature gold plated monogram that read “come enjoy a wonderful evening”. Mavis’s husband had won the chair in an auction at Sotheby’s in New York. They had been celebrating their thirtieth wedding anniversary and Mavis had her eye on the chair. She never mentioned anything to Mitchell about it. He just knew. He knew her. He loved her and he bought her the chair. It was the last piece of furniture he had bought for her. The last big present. It was her favorite spot. Mavis’s eyes lit up when she told Nine the story.

      “Nine, how lovely to see you and right on time with those delicious biscuits. It’s so important to always be on time, dear. For everything in life. Life doesn’t wait for anyone.” Mavis’s eyes bored into Nine’s. This was one of her Mavisisms. Nine loved Mavisisms. She had been writing them down in her journal. Life doesn’t wait for anyone would be added tonight.

      “Yes, ma’am. I brought you the biscuits. I even managed to sneak an extra one in there this time.” Nine handed the Styrofoam container to Mavis.

      “Ms. Mavis, you know I can make biscuits for you, and healthier like the doctors say.” Lupe cleared her throat.

      “Now, Lupe, you know I love your baking but these are Red Lobster biscuits, they’re just different.” She patted down her hair and turned to Nine. “Oh, thank you, dear, you know how I love my cheddar biscuits.” She laughed.

      The sides of Nine’s mouth pulled up as she took in Mavis and the cheddar biscuits. You aren’t supposed to take home food from Red Lobster but she used her discount and would buy a meal so she could have the biscuits to bring to Mavis.

      Mavis opened the container and grinned. “Goodness you put in some big biscuits this time. I hope you didn’t go to any trouble for them.”

      “No, ma’am, no trouble at all.” Nine sat down in the blue chair to the right of Mavis. She was in her work uniform today. A white buttoned down shirt and black pants. There hadn’t been enough time to change and she couldn’t be late. She had made sure to get the biscuits. Nine wasn’t certain if it was the draw of the biscuits or if it was her company but whatever the case, she would make sure to always have the biscuits.

      “Nine, your cheeks are a little flushed today, did something happen?” Mavis’s eyes ran over Nine like she was inspecting her every thought. She had that knowing sense about her. Like she could read Nine better than anyone could. Nine was honest with Mavis. She never told her a lie. Except the first one. The guilt of the first lie wouldn’t go away and she couldn’t let it go but she needed this. Nine needed these meetings.

      Nine let out a little sigh. “I had some car trouble. I almost thought I wasn’t going to make it.”

      “Oh dear, that would be awful for both of us. How I do so fancy our visits.” Mavis shook her head and patted down the satin of her dress.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Well what happened? Did you fix the car yourself? Mitchell always made sure all the girls knew how to change a tire. Did I tell you that? He was so sweet. Never wanted anything to happen to us.” Mavis’s eyes teared up a bit and her chest rose as she spoke of her late husband. A self-made millionaire if not billionaire. Mavis never spoke of numbers. Places, memories, and gifts he had given her, but not actual money. They had met after Mitchell was already well on his way to success and with Mavis at his side, he owned more oil than any other sole proprietor in Texas.

      “It wasn’t a tire. For some reason my car wouldn’t start and I was just sitting there in the parking lot, trying to turn it on and nothing.” Nine wiped a strand of her dark hair behind her ears. She had it tied in a braid. It was best for when she was waiting tables. Otherwise it would be all over the place including the food.

      “Oh dear, do you want to bring it in to my mechanic? Lupe?” Mavis rang her bell. It was a porcelain white bell with roses on it. Apparently Mitchell had bought it for her right before he died. So she wouldn’t have to walk all over the house in search of Lupe. So many things in Mavis’s house were a testimony to the love she shared with her husband.

      A squeak of Lupe’s sneakers sounded before she appeared in the room. “Yes, Ms. Mavis?”

      “Lupe get me the number to my car mechanic, please.”

      “Yes, Ms. Mavis.” Lupe left the room.

      “It’s okay, Mavis, a guy happened to be in the parking lot and somehow he fixed it. So my car is okay.”

      “A man in an alley? Oh dear, be careful.” Mavis clutched her Chanel pearls, an anniversary gift from Mitchell. It was her favorite necklace. It wasn’t the value, though they were pricey. Mavis had said it was the style of the necklace. They were so fashionable and yet classically strung into one piece. This was what Mitchell had said to Mavis, that the necklace was a mirror of her.

      “He was actually really nice.” Nine blushed.

      “Nine, you liked this man didn’t you? I can see it in your face. You have a glow to you. How is that with one meeting?” Mavis let out a laugh. “Be careful, dear, men are tricky creatures. My Mitchell was sweet, but he was so complicated.” She shook her head.

      “Where did you meet?”

      Mavis glanced up at the arched ceiling, which had to be at least fourteen feet high. The room itself was like a small ballroom. It was Mavis’s study. Her special room. Even her children were not to disturb her when she was in her study. It was the last room Mitchell had walked. The last room they had danced together. After he died she had her special chair added. It didn’t make sense with the rest of the room but it was what Mavis wanted.

      “It was a warm summer day, much like this. I was at the country club sunbathing with my girlfriend Lila, bless her sweet soul, she’s been gone for three years now. Heart attack. Did you know that heart disease is the number one killer of women?” Mavis fanned the air and glanced back at the ceiling. “Where was I? Oh, yes, anyway we were lying out and Mitchell walks by and gives me the once over. He had it bad. That man had it really bad.” Mavis let out a giggle. “Anyway, he jumps into the pool right in front of us. Splashes us. And I hop up and say, ‘Now, just what was that for?’ I was upset. I was there to get sun not to get wet.”

      “Oh my, Ms. Mavis how many times have you told her this story already?” Lupe waved the card in front of her face as if she were hot.

      “Now, hush, Lupe. You know one day, a man is going to come along and sweep you off your feet and I’ll get to hear you tell your story.” Mavis let out a soft giggle. “Never mind about the business card. Nine’s car is all right. But can you please get us some sweet tea? Lupe, make sure it’s the sweet tea. Not the unsweetened one.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Lupe nodded.

      “My kids are always pouring out my sweet tea. Can you believe that?” Mavis squeezed her eyes shut. “Back to Mitchell. So I’ve got both hands on my hips and I’m angry and he says back to me that he was trying to get my attention and it worked.” Mavis rolled her eyes and laughed. “That silly man.”

      Nine laughed with her. “But he was right.”

      “Exactly, he was right. Oh he was so right. Always. Even when I didn’t want him to be.” Mavis fanned her eyes and blew up some air over her face.

      Lupe returned with the tea on a tray and placed it on the wood table between the two women.

      “Thank you,” they both said in unison and laughed.

      “Cheers to my Mitchell.” Mavis raised her glass and Nine leaned in close to clink her glass.

      “Cheers.” Nine smiled.

      “Mitchell always toasted before we drank anything, even if it was insignificant, he would say ‘cheers to my special flower Mavis’ and we would clink glasses. Gosh, we just worked. We really worked.” She took a sip of the tea. “You’ll know it when you see it, Nine. Be watching, it will happen.”

      “I hope so.” Nine tasted the tea. It was sweeter than any tea she had ever encountered. “This is good.”

      “Yes, indeed. Sweet, just like you.” Mavis winked at Nine.

      Nine’s chest tightened. Sweet. Mavis thought she was sweet and she wanted to be, she really did. But there was the lie. The little lie. It stood before them and it crushed at her insides. She didn’t want the lie to stand between them, to take away this moment and what they were having.

      “Nine, did you do what I asked of you last time?” Mavis’s eyes were a mix between a joyful mother and a seasoned professor.

      Each week Mavis would ask Nine to go somewhere. She was always very specific about the location, the day of the week, and the time of the day, Nine should visit the place. There had been a few times Nine had to rework her schedule to accommodate Mavis’s exact request. But Nine did all of this behind the scenes. Never explaining to Mavis about what kind of shift changes and extra side work had been added on to her shoulders to accomplish the request. Mavis didn’t need to know about that. It was something Nine kept to herself.

      “Yes, I went to see The Glass Menagerie.” Nine rubbed her lips together. She had been preparing her speech since last Sunday’s matinee. What parts of the play she would talk about and how she would describe the actors. The oddity of the comparison between Laura and Mavis made her uncomfortable. How was she to discuss that both women were homebound unable to leave and be a part of the world?

      “Well, go on. Tell me what did you think? Did you like it?” Mavis’s eyes sparkled as if she were remembering the first time she had seen the play.

      “I did like it. The Houston Playhouse did a great job finding talented performers.”

      “Yes, they always did. Oh, how I remember when I used to perform in plays. Mitchell would come and watch me. Even after our children were born, I would take on a show from time to time. What was your favorite part, Nine?”

      Nine didn’t want to respond to this question. Her favorite part had been when Tom asks Laura to blow out the candles. What would Mavis think if she confessed this truth? Would she think it was because she didn’t like the play? Because that wasn’t the case. Nine loved the play. She loved the softness of the lighting. The way the actors spoke to each other and the audience. Amanda preparing the special dinner for Jim and sprucing up the house, it was like Nine had been transported into a fairytale of hope. But all of those things were not her favorite. Her favorite was when the candles were blown out. The idea of a soft peaceful goodbye. Nothing rushed. Nothing violent. A meditative moment of tranquility had swept over her as she witnessed the glow of the fire, a golden orange burn out. It was the perfect exit. Nothing like the one she had experienced. That was not a goodbye. That was a swift trip down a thorn covered path full of horrible moments and disastrous images and experiences. Not a soft breath against a worn out wick.

      “I liked when they danced.” Nine took a sip of her drink. It’s true she did like the dance scene. It was sweet and a bit romantic. Even when the unicorn broke its horn she could almost see the reality of the characters’ situations, their stories coming to an end.

      “Oh yes, dear, that was a lovely scene… a bit sad though, yes?”

      “Yes, it was melancholic which is why the two of us should go dancing for real. I bet you know some really fun moves.” Nine let out a soft giggle. Mavis loved to talk about dancing. Her entire face lit up and it made Nine happy to experience this shared moment of sweetness. No expectations.

      “Dear, you know I can’t leave the house. I’m sick. Nine, you have to go experience dancing for me.”

      Nine’s eyebrows wrinkled. This wasn’t the first time Mavis had mentioned her illness. It was something they never discussed. A chill in the air passed through the room when Mavis said she was sick. Nothing about her appeared sick. Other than not ever being out of her chair. It was obvious she wasn’t confined to it. It was without wheels, yet Mavis was cemented to it and this house. The room was stagnant. Like when Nine arrived to an early morning shift. She despised the breakfast shift, because she didn’t like getting up early and the tips were low as a result of the lower tab. Nothing in this room had changed. The temperature was set at a steady seventy-four degrees, winter or summer. Mavis had suggested it would be a good setting for Nine’s house as well. Yet the room was chilly. So cold. Nine rubbed her elbows.

      “How am I supposed to experience dancing for you?” Nine’s eyes widened. All the other activities Mavis had wanted Nine to try were things she could do on her own. None required a partner. This task put Nine on edge. She had no partner. No friends or family to call upon to help her out with a request from Mavis. She would have asked the closest person to her, Johnny, if he were here but he was still stationed overseas. Not that he would make for anything other than a platonic dance partner. She wasn’t even sure where he was deployed now. He had swung her out of the way on one too many occasions. He was strong, with big muscular arms even as a teenager.

      Owen had big strong arms. The way his shirt had clung to his biceps and over his squared shoulders made it obvious. What would it be like to be wrapped in his arms as he guided her? Nine shook her head. She didn’t even know him. He wasn’t even a remote possibility. Focus on real people in your life. If she had to, she would try and ask a co-worker. If that’s what it took to keep these meetings going, she would do it.

      “Did I tell you Mitchell used to take me salsa dancing?” Mavis asked and sipped her tea. “Every Saturday night, I’d have a new dress and shoes to match. My Mitchell liked me to have something snazzy to wear. He spoiled me.” Mavis laughed. “You probably already figured that out.”

      They laughed together.

      “He sounds like a wonderful man.”

      “He was, Nine, he was. Now, back to dancing. I want you to go salsa dancing. This Saturday night at Paparruchos, Dear. I want you to wear a red dress and make sure it flares. When the boys spin you, your dress has got to flare.”

      Nine gulped. She didn’t own a red dress. She didn’t own any dresses. Nine hadn’t worn a dress or skirt since her twelfth birthday. That was the last time she wore anything without pants. She shivered and slammed her legs shut. No. She was in pants. Covered hidden. It was okay. No fingers. No. The slow trail up over her calves was like an army of spiders had creeped over her thighs and further up. A hand. A grip. A scrape. A fingernail cut against her skin. No. Not further. Not there. She swiped her legs.

      “Nine, you look like you’ve seen a ghost. What is it, dear?” Mavis reached her long fingers to Nine’s arm and grabbed her and secured her.

      The floor provided no answers. It was pristine, clean, shiny marble. Free from any debris or possibilities as to why. There were no answers. No. She couldn’t say it. She wouldn’t. “I’m sorry. I just got a little nervous thinking about dancing.”

      “Well, that’s why you need a partner. Mitchell always took away my fears. He made me feel safe. I never felt safer than I did with him. Even when he got sick. I still felt safe.” She squeezed Nine’s arm.

      “I’ll go dancing. I’ll find a salsa place and go this Saturday.” Nine’s eyes focused on Mavis. She was not like anyone Nine had ever met. She was refined and pure. Every inch of her body radiated kindness and care. Emotions Nine was not familiar with. The lines on her face were from laughter and joy. They inspired Nine when they were together. She would do anything for Mavis.

      “Good, that’s my girl. Now, I want you to find a pretty red dress. Do you need some money for a dress? I can give you my card to Nordstrom’s, they have lovely dresses there.”

      “Oh, no thank you, Mavis. I have money.”

      Mavis rang her bell. Lupe must have been outside the door. “Yes, Ms. Mavis?”

      “Grab my pocket book. I need to give Nine some money.”

      Nine glanced at the ground and waited for Lupe to leave. “Mavis, I appreciate the offer. I really do. But I have money.”

      Mavis tipped her chin up so their eyes met. Almost as if she wanted to bypass the verbal exchanges and reach her mind with her warm eyes. “I’m sure you do. But I could buy you a nice dress. It would make me happy to buy you a nice dress. Maybe to pay me back you could take a picture in it at the salsa place. Make sure to get one that flares. I want to see the dress flare out in the photo.”

      Nine swallowed. She did not want to take Mavis’s money. Though she didn’t have a ton of money, she would put aside money each week to take on Mavis’s quests.

      Lupe returned with Mavis’s purse. “Here, Ms. Mavis.” Lupe eyed Nine with a scowl. It was a flicker of disapproval. But Nine saw it.

      Mavis got out her credit cards and pulled out her Nordstrom’s card and held it up. “Here, now make sure it’s red and that it flares.”

      Nine eyed the marble floor, again without any answers. She was out of place. Out of answers. “Mavis, I can’t.”

      Mavis’s fingers tapped her forehead. “Silly me, of course you can’t use my card. They’ll think you’ve stolen it. Here let me get you some cash.” She sorted through the purse and pulled out a wallet. Her eyebrows raised. “Hmm, I could have sworn there was more money in here. Oh goodness, here take this. It won’t buy the best dress, but with you in it, it will still be lovely. A red dress will brighten up your skin. Maybe try and get a bit of sun the day of?”

      Lupe nodded in agreement.

      How many times could she tell her no? If she said it too much, would it offend Mavis? Would she stop asking? Fear ran through Nine’s veins. Were the risks worth the reward? Which route should she take in this situation? And to what end? Would this be a big mistake?

      Nine stood up and took the cash. “Thank you, Mavis. I’ll make sure and get a red dress that has really nice flare.”

      “That’s right, dear, and don’t forget about the picture. I must see you in it, dear. I want to see your pretty face light up as your skirt flares out. It will be great. I just know it.” Mavis’s face was glowing.

      “Thank you.” Nine’s cheeks warmed.

      “Now, dear, you’ve got to go. I’m sure you have to be up early and you know our meetings have a time limit and you could use the rest as could I.” Mavis nodded at the clock that was facing them, a massive grandfather clock that had been imported from Germany.

      “Yes, ma’am. Same time next week?” Nine always dreaded asking this question. The unknown response, never fully knowing what might follow. That maybe Mavis would change her mind and not want to meet with Nine anymore. The idea tore at the insides of Nine’s heart. Little tiny tears of fear, she struggled to close them up and to tell herself that Mavis wouldn’t want the meetings to end as well. But there was too much doubt swirling around inside of Nine; to know that the possibility was there and it was real.
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