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        For my mother—who said after watching my children for a few days over the summer, so this book could come to fruition, that it had better be dedicated to her.

        Thanks, Mom.
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      Sometimes people do bad things for good reasons. If there’s a message in any of this, surely that’s it. I am aware—suddenly hyperaware—those reasons will probably result in the unthinkable. So I guess whatever my intentions were at the start, they hardly matter anymore.

      He isn’t supposed to be here. But then, neither am I.

      Now the only thing that separates us is a wall, and if I don’t do what he wants, he’s going to wind up on the wrong side of it. I’ve made a lot of mistakes but letting that happen won’t be one of them. I suppose the only thing left to do now is minimize the damage and save what can be saved.

      This is why my heart is racing; this is why a grapefruit-sized lump has formed in my throat, and while my breath is slow and steady, my knees wobble just enough to let me know they aren’t sure about my decision either. But when you’re summoned in this manner, it doesn’t matter whether you’re sure.

      If I don’t come out, the text told me he’s coming in.

      It matters not whether I want to comply—that choice was taken away long ago. If you asked me to pinpoint when exactly, even if you held a knife to my throat and demanded I tell you, I’m not sure I could. Maybe it happened slowly. Maybe it happened all at once. Who’s to say?

      He’ll want me to feel remorse. I hardly feel anything at all. Controlling your emotions isn’t so hard when you’ve been trained not to have any. You’d be surprised how natural it becomes to override them entirely. The mind is a powerful thing. The body less so, when it comes right down to it. This is apparent in the way my palm coats the door handle with sweat. Nerves equip humans to survive; they can’t be overwritten like the mind, only managed.

      I take a deep breath, roll my neck, and pull the door open quietly—not too much, just enough for me to slide through.

      As I take one last glance at the past and step into the future, I consider what I’ll lead with. Surely not pleasantries. An apology?

      It’s probably too late for that.

      Sorry isn’t going to cut it.

      I could ask how he found me, but I already know. Instalook.

      I guess what they say is true: dopamine and serotonin, if mixed with other things, make you sloppy. My mistake. I’ve been afforded a lot of privileges in my position, but stupidity isn’t one of them.

      Somewhere along the way, I slipped up, and now the option to run—the option to keep running—is clearly no longer on the table.

      Life can change on a dime. He told me that the first time we met.

      I didn’t believe it back then. At least not in the way he meant it. I wasn’t the only one. No one believed it. Why would they? It was easier to walk around with our false sense of security and our blanketed smiles, our veiled truths and half-hearted lies.

      But now he’s here. Now I’m passing from one room to another, and now he’s standing in front of me. Now his eyes are lingering in places I wish they wouldn’t, and now I am probably about to die.

      “Well, well. Look at you.”

      My throat constricts at the sound of his voice, the familiarity in it causes bile to rise, washing that grapefruit-sized lump away.

      He steps forward, reaches forward, and touches my hair. “Huh.” He smiles. “It’s different…”

      It’s not the only thing. Everything is different. He made sure of that. They all did. Yet, in all that training, they seem to have left out one very important piece. They didn’t tell me how to plant my feet or how to force myself to stay put when every fiber of my being was telling me to jet. Therein lies the problem.

      Even now, I’m surveying my surroundings in search of a way out. To anyone else, in any other circumstance, it would appear that we’re in someone’s rich grandmother’s living room, but it’s un-lived in—a stage set, down to the bowl of lilies on the coffee table. Another hotel room that’s made to look like home but isn’t.

      I gather the only way out is through. I hated it when he said that.

      “Fancy place,” he tells me, letting my hair slip from his fingertips. “You always did have an eye for that sort of thing, didn’t you?”

      I don’t respond. Instead, I take a step back and trail my hand down my forearm. Anchoring. It gets his attention. A show of skin touched just the right way can do that.

      “You look…happy.”

      He used to be a good liar. Or maybe I was just a good believer. Either way, we’re not those things anymore. I’m not well—I’m a mess. Half-dressed, I reek of sex and lust and greed. If only those were the worst of my sins.

      This is why he’s moving closer, and this is why I’m squeezing my eyes shut. Whoever said it’s better to see these things coming has never experienced the kind of cruelty this man is capable of.

      I brace myself for the inevitable. “Surprising…I have to say.”

      My eyes flutter open. Toying with me is his specialty.

      “You’re full of surprises lately, aren’t you?”

      I shrug. I don’t know why he’s surprised. This is what he wanted. I’ve proven him right. This not only makes me gloriously wrong—it means he’s won. I became soft. I became predictable. There are consequences for this, I realize, and his presence puts me on notice. I’m going to pay.

      When he takes my chin in his hand and forces me to look him in the eye, what I see is a warning. What have you to say for yourself?

      I don’t have an answer, and even if I did, excuses are forbidden.

      It’s best for me, for everyone involved, if I keep my mouth shut. Maybe I can’t save myself. But this isn’t about me.

      People say words don’t matter. Sometimes words are all you have. I should know; I am bound by them.

      When I turn away from him, he expects that I’m going to talk. He waits patiently as I take three steps forward.

      I count each one as I slide the gun from my robe.

      I turn and point it at him.

      My hands tremble. No one warns you this will happen. But why would they? This isn’t what they train you for.

      I steady my aim.

      He isn’t smiling when he steps toward me, but he isn’t frightened either. Just another problem to deal with. Just another lover’s quarrel. That’s what he’s thinking as he places his hand over the muzzle. That’s how much he trusts me. That’s how weak he thinks I am.

      Finally, he flashes that signature smile. It’s his tell. He thinks he’s in control.

      I pull the trigger.

      At first, nothing happens.

      Then something does.
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          VANESSA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Before

      

      

      

      This isn’t the kind of place you rent by the hour. He has the room until noon tomorrow. A real waste, if you ask me. Not that I spend too much time thinking about things like that. That kind of thinking will drive a person mad. Me? I’m in and I’m out. That’s how this works. In and out, being both literal and metaphorical, all things considered.

      He has me for the hour. Fifty-seven minutes remain on the clock. I’m supposed to ask questions, but he’s already told me what I need to know, and the rest will hardly take that long.

      “Ah, yeah…” he sighs. “You know I have a thing for the crazy ones.”

      I didn’t know, but he pushes my head lower regardless.

      “They’re always the best in the sack,” he says, and I get it. What he really means is he prefers his women with their self-esteem so far in the shitter they’ll turn themselves inside out to please him. It’s the dog and pony show he craves. And when he can’t find it easily or when the chase stops being fun, he’s willing to pay for it. That’s where I come in.

      The thing about crazy is that it’s great until it isn’t. He has no idea how far crazy can take things. Not really.

      Whatever. If crazy is what he wants then crazy is what he’ll get.

      It goes quicker that way.

      In any case, blow jobs are pretty standard.

      You’d be amazed at all of the things you can work out in your head in the time it takes to pull off crazy.

      Things like the location of his wallet, his phone, the right angle to position yourself so as not to obstruct the camera he doesn’t know about. Things like not breaking the fourth wall no matter how much you really, really want to.

      He twists his fingers in my hair, shoulder length and brown. For now. He moans. I look up at him, my eyes wide and restless. “You’re so big,” I say. That’s who I am for this occasion.

      He meets my eye but only for a moment. “You’re good,” he tells me before throwing his head back and settling in.

      His phone is on the nightstand, the hidden camera opposite the bed. That’s how good I am. That’s where my eyes go. His are closed, for the record. Not that it matters.

      I scale back. Fumble a little. If I’m too proficient, he might become a regular, and I’ve already decided. I didn’t like the look of him the moment he opened the door.
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          ELLIOT

        

      

    

    
      The sun also shines on the wicked. Seneca said that. Well, it’s not shining in here, that’s for sure. It is a great thing to know the season for speech and the season for silence. Maybe he said that, too. At the moment, I can’t recall.

      “How’s it feel to be the man?” my dinner guest inquires.

      He doesn’t even have to open his mouth for me to realize this was a bad idea. But that doesn’t stop him from doing it anyway.

      I glance around the restaurant. I don’t love much, but, I love this place. It feels different with him in it. I wanted the home field advantage. It wouldn’t have mattered. “It’s not a done deal yet,” I say.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he slurs. “I hear you—not counting your chickens before they hatch and all…I get it. Need I remind you again? This deal is going to make you a very rich man.”

      “I’m already a rich man, Foster. What you mean is that it’s going to make you rich.”

      His eyes shine, wicked little brown things that they are. He lifts his glass in salute. I’d guess his blood alcohol level surpassed the legal limit a drink and a half ago. “That it is, my friend.”

      I’m not touching that one. The first invention made by humans was language; the second was lying. Nathan isn’t my friend. He’s my attorney.

      He fills the silence by ordering another round. My watch reads 10:48 p.m. Nathan stretches dramatically. “This is going to change your life.”

      He says it as if I don’t already know.

      “Just one more,” he urges, when he sees me glancing at the time. “To celebrate.”

      I’m not celebrating. But, for reasons I can’t understand, other than not wanting to be alone with so much on my mind, I indulge him. It helps that there’s a beautiful blonde seated at the bar. A welcome distraction, said Nathan when he first noticed my attention on her.

      “You want that,” he assures me now. Maybe it’s meant to be a question. It sounds like a statement. “Just imagine. Once you sign, with that kind of net worth, you can have anything you want.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      He holds my gaze and then goes for the jugular. “You know, you really oughta think about living it up, Parker. Enjoy being single for a while.”

      Even slightly inebriated, he’s a good enough salesman to refer to me by my surname, just as I’d done with him, to breed familiarity. “No thanks.”

      He rattles the ice in his glass. “Why not? You could be fun if you worked at it, don’t you think?”

      “No, I don’t think,” I tell him and leave it at that. My business is only his business where this project is concerned.

      He nods toward the woman at the bar. “I bet she thinks so.”

      “I’m not interested in what she thinks.”

      “Come on, now. Don’t be a poor sport.”

      “I am, however, interested in what you think about this,” I say, my pointer finger on the contract. It’s resting on line fifty-six, specifically. An intentional shift of focus. You can bet he’s billing me for this hour, and I don’t intend to spend it on meaningless chitchat.

      The man on piano catches my attention. He’s begun playing a song I don’t recognize. I bought the apartment twenty-eight floors up specifically because of this restaurant. Because of that piano. Because it’s quiet in here for a place so crowded.

      “You really like this place, Parker, no?” He’s good at reading people, Nathan is. It’s his job.

      I nod.

      He keeps talking. “It reminds me of the bar in the 80s sitcom Cheers, only fancier. Right?”

      I don’t answer. No one here knows anyone’s name. Not really.

      “Elliot?”

      Talking. Always talking. That’s Nathan Foster for you.

      When I look over he’s squinting at the contract. “I think it’s fine,” he concludes. He leans forward so much that the tip of his nose is very nearly touching the paperwork. The restaurant is dimly lit, but still, he’s overdoing it. “Given their new offer, I think a few concessions are to be expected.”

      I focus hard on the melody. “I see.”

      I don’t see. No one in his or her right mind would sign an agreement giving away that much control.

      My attorney shuffles in his seat. “But, hey, if you want me to speak with their counsel, I will.”

      “I think that would be a good idea. It’s a gray area, for sure…”

      “Every businessman likes gray areas, Parker.”

      “I’m not a businessman. I’m a chemist.”

      “And you’re about to be a very rich one, at that.”

      Nathan catches the blonde’s eye. I clear my throat, and she crosses my mind—not the girl at the bar, but the reason for this meeting, the one that’s behind nearly everything I do. It’s funny the way it happens randomly. I like to think it’s a sign. She’s thinking of me too.

      “It’s my formula,” I say to Nathan. “If I’m going to sell it, and I’m not sure I am—because of line fifty-six—then I’m going to make damn sure the deal is in my favor.”

      He points to the dollar amount listed on the contract. “If that’s not favor…I don’t know what is.”
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        * * *

      

      No one takes proper meetings these days. Business is no longer handled in the boardroom, or in the office where it should be. Everything now is supposed to be social. Dinner, drinks, golf. It’s all the same to me. That is to say, boring. But according to my attorney, this is how it works.

      So, when Nathan texts and asks if he can run up to my apartment after our dinner meeting has concluded, after he’s made the call, after he’s spoken with the other side’s counsel, I don’t think much of it. I’m too interested in what they had to say.

      He shouldn’t combine business and alcohol, and if he fucks this up, we’re done.

      Unfortunately, when I open the door, he isn’t alone. I can’t say I’m terribly surprised. Just annoyed.

      “Elliot.” Nathan motions with the flick of a wrist. It’s all for show. “Jennifer. Jennifer, Elliot.”

      I stuff my hands in my pockets and balance on my heels. “Hello, Jennifer,” I say. I don’t invite them in. He’s brought the blonde from the bar. This is a disaster in the making. Nathan Foster has terrible taste in women.

      I should know. Dare I bring this up now—he’s always saying we should leave the past in the past, but I’ve seen how that works out.

      She bats her eyes. “It’s just Jenny.”

      Jesus.

      “Jennifer is thinking about buying in the building and was wondering if she could check out your floor plan.”

      I glance toward the elevators. “Actually, the place is kind of a mess.”

      “It won’t take long,” the girl who calls herself Jenny says. “I just want to get an idea of what I might be working with.” She laughs. Nathan and I do not. “I’m a very visual person.”

      “Check out the website,” I offer. “That should help.”

      “I’m sorry, Jenny,” Foster counters as he shoots me a look. “My friend here isn’t usually so rude.”

      “He’s an attorney, for what it’s worth.” When she tilts her head and offers a blank stare, I’m forced to help her out. “He gets paid to lie.”

      “Elliot. Come on.” He leans against the door angling his body partway through. “Just show the lady your apartment. It’ll take all of ten minutes…”

      Against my better judgment, I invite them in. Nathan manages to weasel his way out the door within ten minutes. Much to my dismay, he leaves the blonde behind. “So,” she says, “I’d love to see the master suite.”

      What the hell, I figure, I’ve committed this far. Might as well see it through. Her skirt is very short, her legs are long, and the night is young. I show her the guest room.

      I can’t imagine Emily would approve of another woman in our bedroom, but she can’t be too pissed about the guest room. After all, she’s on the hook for the separation. She can’t expect me to turn into a monk. And I know Emily. I’d never win her back like that.

      After a brief attempt at small talk on Jenny’s part—or was it Jennifer?—we do what she came here to do. It isn’t great. She’s overzealous; she overplays the part. She makes it clumsy. There’s not much worse than clumsy sex. It’s only slightly better than spending the evening alone. Maybe Nathan was right. Except for the fact that she’s sprawled out naked in my guest room and now I have to wake her.

      This part is never fun.

      There’s no polite way to tell someone they’ve overstayed their welcome. Which is probably why I decide to put it off until after I’ve made the phone calls that have been on my mind since dinner.

      Tapping the number at the top of my favorites list, I stare at the skyline as her voice comes on the line. Part of me is wondering where she is, part of me is wondering if she is thinking of me too. The other part is bracing myself. I never know what will happen when I hear her voice.

      Maybe I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t. Tonight the sound of it hits me like a gut check. I close my eyes.

      This is Emily. Leave a message at the beep.

      I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself.

      You’re going to be so proud. Wait and see.

      Thirty-seven days. The clock is ticking. This deal is supposed to close in thirty, which doesn’t leave much time to hammer the rest of the details out. If only I were sure about the offer on the table, the latest in a slew of them, maybe I’d feel more settled.

      I dial my assistant. I need new sheets for the guest room. The call goes straight to voicemail. It’s past midnight. When I call back, she answers. The highest thread count you can find, I say. Emily appreciates quality.

      Once the quality issue is taken care of, I scroll my contacts list. Anything to avoid hopping online. Over eight thousand numbers are programmed into my phone, and not a single one of them make any sense to call. What they need is some sort of hotline where you can call on objective strangers to seek random advice about life. Maybe when this deal closes and my plan is in place, I’ll get on that.

      Who am I kidding? I don’t even like most people.

      I glance over my shoulder toward the guest room, and I know better. Judging by the small talk she attempted, I have a feeling “Jenny” or “Jennifer” or whoever she is, isn’t much for conversation either. Not when it comes to things that count.

      I could ask the bartender or the piano man their opinion on the offer. First, I have to get Nathan’s bad idea out of my apartment. When I go in and attempt to wake her, she sloppily attempts to pull me back in bed for another round. It wasn’t that great the first time, and I rarely make the same mistake twice, so I give up and let her go back to sleep.

      In my home office, I type up a few emails, respond to a dozen more, and when I can’t think of a single thing left to occupy me, to keep me from getting myself into trouble, I head back down to the restaurant to listen to the man on the piano.
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        * * *

      

      It’s the back of her head I notice first. Nothing out of the ordinary, as far as heads go, but this one signifies fresh blood. I’ve never seen her here before. She’s seated at the bar alone, head cocked, brow knitted, listening to the piano man play. This in and of itself is not unusual. Any number of women come here alone, looking for a date, looking for a man. Looking for something.

      It’s the way she watches him that gets my attention. It’s her intense focus that holds it. Attraction is an invitation for greater knowledge, so I shift my stance, leave the booth I’ve been seated in and select one closer to hers. When the song ends and she lifts a glass of red from the bar, I feel a sudden need to see it touch her mouth. There’s time for that. Right now, it’s her fingers I’m captivated by. They’re long and slim. Capable. I bet she plays.

      Just when I think she’s going to place the glass to her lips, and that I’m going to miss the pleasure of watching such an event, she pauses and glances around the restaurant. Is she waiting for someone? Or just searching like all the rest of them?

      Her eyes scan the room. She looks toward the entrance. They say people often experience an extrasensory phenomenon that allows them to sense that they’re being watched. Scopaesthesia. She is gifted.

      I have to know more, and so I stand and go to the maître d’. I request the table directly in front of the bar, blocking her view of the piano man. It’s striking how easy some things can be.

      Now she doesn’t have to sense me watching her. She can know it.

      I order a glass of red, whatever she is having, even though I’m not a fan of depressants. There’s enough of that in the world as it is. When the song changes, she lifts her wineglass to her upper lip, sniffs it the way the perfect connoisseur might and then places it back on the table.  Her skin is pale, smooth, creamy white. Skin that’s never had its day in the sun. Nothing could be more erotic.

      I like what I see: confident shoulders, precise features, small nose, large eyes, capable chin, curves that hold the promise of peaks and valleys worth being explored. After all, the eyes control only twenty percent of the vote when it comes to senses.

      She leans forward, and I appreciate the way her blonde hair cascades, spilling into her eyes, covering her face. I wonder how that pretty face reads when she’s unsure of herself, and I like the way she doesn’t immediately move to brush it away. It shows she’s confident; it shows she’s comfortable in her surroundings.

      She really shouldn’t be.
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        * * *

      

      It isn’t exactly love at first sight. But it isn’t a second longer, either. I’m not an indecisive person. When I see something I want, I know immediately.

      Even perplexed, her face is young. Her hair is still partway in her eyes, and I realize she is listening rather than seeing. Nothing could be more seductive.

      It takes eight notes before she finally straightens her back and tucks her hair behind her ear, and I realize why I can’t stop staring. The resemblance is uncanny. She looks so much like her that it hits me in the solar plexus. It’s in the movement—the slight of a hand, the tilt of her chin. It’s in the square of her shoulders.

      I have to talk to her. There is no hesitation in the two steps it takes me to reach the bar. She looks up at me, unconcerned and unquestioning.

      “May I join you?” I ask, gesturing to the empty stool beside her.

      The expression in her eyes registers that she is unsurprised by my request, and why would she be? A beautiful woman like her, alone in a restaurant, alone at the bar, alone anywhere is certain to be familiar with unwanted and unwelcome attention.

      She fingers the stem of her wine glass. I appreciate the opportunity to get a closer look at her hands. “I’m expecting someone.”

      I hide the disappointment I feel. “That’s too bad.”

      Her brows rise, but she doesn’t offer a response in return. She doesn’t have to say that she wants me to move along; she just expects that I will.

      I extend my hand. “Elliot.”

      She takes it in hers. She really shouldn’t be so accommodating. “Amanda.” She shakes more firmly than a woman should. Then she looks away. She’s watching the door. I think she’s realized she isn’t going to get rid of me so easily.

      I drive the point home. “Try again.”

      Her eyes meet mine. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s just that you don’t look very much like an Amanda.”

      She almost smiles. “What do I look like?”

      The second most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I rub at my chin and take her in. It’s an easy deterrent. Gives me permission to get a better look. “I don’t know…a Genevieve or a…Calista…a Helena…maybe.”

      “So, Greek then?”

      I laugh. No. Definitely not Greek. “Maybe.”

      “Well, I hate to disappoint you, but I’m afraid my parents weren’t that cultured.”

      “You could never disappoint me.”

      “I beg to differ,” she says, like it’s a challenge.

      I’m about to offer her my business card when I sense movement just over my shoulder. I see it in her eyes first.

      “There you are,” she calls. She stands, finessing herself around me. I watch as she places her hand on her guest’s forearm, and when she leans in to kiss his cheek, I understand—the game point goes to her.

      It takes a million years, but finally, she turns her attention back to me. “It was a pleasure…”

      She’s already forgotten my name. “Elliot.”

      “Sorry.” She plays it off. “I don’t know what’s come over me…must be the wine.”

      What a perfect liar. The glass hasn’t touched her perfect lips.

      “Well,” I say, stepping back to make room for her guest. His eyes never leave mine. Men are skilled when it comes to perceiving threats, far more so than women. “It was very nice to meet you, Amanda.”

      I watch her expression shift from the corner of my eye. She chews at her bottom lip. Most of my attention is focused on him. Either she’s telling the truth about who she is—or she’s lying to everyone.
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        * * *

      

      I order the Beef Wellington, even though it’s late, and I’ve already eaten, and I hate mushrooms. It takes the longest to prepare. Maybe I’m interested in proving a point, and maybe I’m just avoiding the inevitability of getting my mistake out of my apartment. Whatever the case, I’m intrigued by the woman at the bar and her date. I don’t bother straining to hear their conversation. I don’t gawk. I observe from a discreet vantage point, which is what I do best.

      They leave together without dining. It’s preposterous, but I have to know. I’ve built a career around making judgment calls based upon simple observations. Something doesn’t add up.

      I ask the bartender if he’s seen her before. He hasn’t.

      I tip him well and offer to throw in another twenty bucks if he’ll tell me how she paid for the glass of red. For another dime, he offers the name on her credit card.

      It isn’t Amanda.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE
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          VANESSA

        

      

    

    
      I always find the most interesting secrets are the ones you keep from yourself. If properly inventoried, I might find I have a fair amount of those. But today is not the day for the kind of self-reflection required to right my life. And in any case, I must stay drunk on hope. Of course, it helps if I remind myself—and it certainly doesn’t hurt—that Sean is out of town playing with his mistress. Golf.
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