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        They’re always for you.
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        There’s a girl not long dead who rests

        down by the water’s edge.

        Her final words were, “ Please. I won’t tell—I —.”

        She never did get the second half

        of her sentiment out.

        I made sure she never will.

        Some things are best left unsaid, I think.

        In the end, it didn’t matter anyhow.

        I knew she wouldn’t tell.

        And she knew it too.
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          * * *

        

        There’s a girl who rests

        down by the water’s edge.

        She was young, but you

        and the water washed it all away.

        Sometimes I don’t get why you

        do the things you do.

        But you like it that way— and in a sense, I do too.
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          * * *
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        AFTER

      

      

      

      Do I love my wife? Of all the questions there are to ask—this is what the woman sitting across from me wants to know. It’s a simple question, really. Which should make the answer simple. But then, the truth is far from simple, and in our case, particularly lately, the answer’s not even close to black and white.

      It wasn’t always this way. But you know that.

      I don’t answer—at least, not right away. It isn’t her eyes I watch as she frames the next question, it’s her lips. They linger, moving slowly as she speaks, and it doesn’t help matters any that they’re painted a striking shade of red. This color is a stretch for a so-called professional, and then, of course, there’s the other issue—the fact that her top is unbuttoned two buttons below what I’d consider appropriate. Still, I pretend not to notice. But that’s not to say it doesn’t take effort. Pretending isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. You know that too.

      This woman, whom I’m not answering, she sits legs crossed, head cocked, and she studies me. I study her too. Because what else can you do when you’re avoiding things? We’re in a stand-off the two of us, and I’m familiar with this territory. It led me here. It helps that I find her interesting, from the smart blonde bob that frames her face, to her long, thin legs. I try to avert my eyes, and I do my best not to stare, although that is exactly what I’m supposed to do. It’s my job to make eye contact—it’s what she wants, it’s the other reason I’m here. And in any case, I’m married, not blind, and I won’t lie, she’s attractive for a woman trying to get in my head.

      This kind of woman is the worst kind. We’ve just met and already she’s trying to dissect me, as though I’m some sort of specimen, and she seems to sense that I see her for what she is.  I’ve known more than a few like her in my time. I can see what she’s thinking as she sizes me up, peering up at me as though I’m some sort of alien. It doesn’t matter that I’m silent. No matter what I say to her, it’ll be as though I’m speaking a foreign language, and according to her expression, she’s already decided that it’s one no one has understood, ever. Whatever the case, I can also see that she’s equal parts put off and intrigued. I’m wondering if now would be the time to tell her I already have one just like her at home, and I sure as hell didn’t come here looking for another. But, then, probably not. Every man knows that some things are better left unsaid.

      “Do you love your wife?” she repeats again, and it’s amusing. I know I could lie. It would be so easy just to tell her yes, I do; it would be nice to keep it short and sweet. But I can’t make myself say the word. Three letters could save me. And yet, I can’t make myself spit them out.

      You could. But you can do a lot of things. You can reduce a man to nothing. You’ve always had that effect on me. It’s what landed me here, in this office, in this position.

      Still, it’s far from over. You can knock me down, Kate. But don’t be surprised when I get back up. I’m not a quitter. You should know that. Maybe you’ve forgotten. But you’ll see.

      She sighs, and she’s contemplating her next move. I can see the wheels turning behind her eyes. I look away. She isn’t good at hiding her feelings, and maybe she’s not like you. I shift in my seat, and suddenly my throat is dry, and I realize I’m still staring at her mouth. Also, I’m in trouble. It’s just, well, I’ve forgotten how much you can miss a person’s mouth. I’d forgotten how much I could miss yours. It’s coming back to me, now, here, at the most inopportune time, and suddenly I’m trying to recall the last time we kissed. I can’t remember. These days, we do other things. But not that.

      She clears her throat, and I glance up and meet her gaze. I wonder if she knows what I’m thinking. I think she does. My dick gets hard at the thought of kissing you, at the thought of the way it used to be. She smiles because she thinks it’s about her.

      Women like her always do.

      How hard a question is it, Mr. —” she starts. She pauses and looks down at her tablet. “Mr. Riley?” she finishes, and she meets my eye again. She’s toying with me. She hasn’t forgotten my name. This woman is smarter than that. I’d be stupid to think otherwise. Luckily, I’m experienced, not stupid, and this is a game I know well. Cheryl Edwards-Steinbeck, I study the letters on her nameplate and instantly my dick goes soft. Of course, she’s one of those women. You know, the kind who can’t settle on just one name. Such a thing would be incomprehensible for a woman like Mrs. Edwards-Steinbeck. Please, she’d say if her guard were down, one name is for plain folk, peasants—not a woman such as herself, one with stature. She has a reputation to uphold. She wants people to know she’s married—respectable— while at the same time neatly stating that she’s not dependent on a man, and she’s keeping her last name to prove it. It’s too bad for her that I know her husband, and he says otherwise.

      She folds her lips and shifts just slightly. She’s displeased with silence. But then, so are you. Maybe all women are the same.

      I want to tell her how displeased I am that I’m here, now that I’ve come. I want to let her know how cliché it is that she wants me to think— hell, that she wants everyone to think— she’s unique, an island all her own, when she isn’t. But it gets worse. Now she’s trying to portray a level of incompetence in order to get me to let my guard down. Women: give them time, and they’ll show their true colors. One way or another, every single time. Despite my silence, I want to tell her this, too. But I won’t. Because this particular woman, I’m required to see, and she and I, we’re working on a points system. Which means in order to get what I want, I can’t tell her what I really think. It means I have to tread carefully, and believe me, it’s a minefield.

      But it’s not as though I have much choice in the matter. Now that I’m in this position, now that I’m going to need to be around more, it seems I have no choice but to give her what she wants. She’s my ticket in. I sort of need this job with the firm. Even though I really don’t. Although nothing is as it seems, though, is it? Like Edwards-Steinbeck here, people can call themselves whatever they want and it won’t change the fact that a spade is still a spade. This particular spade, I might add, has done a very good job of luring me in. Which is in part why I’m avoiding and evading. That’s a skill, too. But then you know a thing or two about that. I just hope she recognizes this as a skill. I hope she sees how I am at holding out— almost as good as you.

      But not quite.

      This probing that she’s doing, it isn’t unusual; I don’t blame her. It’s her job. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it. Unfortunately, it’s par for the course in this line of work, psych-evaluations. Which is why, for now, I play their game. They want to know I’ve got it together. They need to know I can maintain control at all costs. Lucky for them, I am the epitome of control. But given that, right out of the gate, we’re talking about you, not me, I realize that revealing much of anything in the way of the truth won’t exactly play out in my favor. Not here. Not with her.

      But this lady—she is relentless. So relentless, in fact, that part of me wants to warn her about the last shrink I spent time with.

      Of course, I could just give her what she wants. As you well know— that much would be easy. In a sense, it wouldn’t be hard to tell the truth, that yes, of course, I love you. I’ve watched you carry and give birth to our child. I’ve watched you love the one you didn’t carry, more than life itself. But there’s also a lot I don’t know how to tell this woman. Things I can’t tell anyone, especially not you.
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        * * *

      

      The therapist’s phone rings, interrupting my thoughts. She doesn’t stand to leave or ask me to excuse her; she simply holds up her index finger and takes the call. She isn’t polite, and this irritates me more than I want to let on. As she chatters away, she glances my way every once in awhile, just to ensure she has my attention. She wants to know I’m listening; she likes to wield her power, this one. But clearly she knows nothing about manners, HIPPA, or privacy in general, and so she rattles on. I wonder how much her husband tells her. Are they testing me? Trying to see if I’ll reveal too much? Surely, she knows what I am. Does she care?

      As I study her features, I consider how much to give when she stops being rude and starts in once more with the questions. Maybe I’ll tell her everything. Maybe it doesn’t matter anyway.

      For now, attention is what she wants, and attention is what she gets. Her nose is narrow; her chin wide, her makeup painted on and I decide that she is at least a decade older than she’s trying to let on. For one, her pencil skirt is a tad too tight, and more than a tad too short. She wears it proudly though, and to that I say what the hell. If you’ve got it, you might as well flaunt it. Except she’s in a position where she needs to be in control, and dressing like a high-dollar hooker makes her seem less so. But then, that’s her problem. My gain. When she’s satisfied that she has my full attention, she ends the call.

      “Tell me about your relationships, Jude,” she says, and I haven’t given her permission to use my first name. We aren’t friends here— this is business— but then women like her aren’t the kind to ask for permission. I eyeball the rock on her finger, and I offer my slyest smile. She waits patiently for an answer.

      “Tell me about yours, Cheryl,” I say, and her eyes follow mine to her left hand. She’s mildly amused. But she hides it well. It could be the three coats of makeup, though; it’s hard to tell.

      She laughs, and I know my assessment was right. She’s bored—with life, with work, in general and she wants to play. “That’s a story for another day, Mr. Riley,” she chides and suddenly she’s back to formalities. Despite her inherent sense of desperation—she can read people; I’ll give her that.

      She glances down at her tablet again. “I see here that your wife filed for divorce several years back,” she says and this one, she’s ruthless. Although, I have to admit, I do appreciate the way she chooses her words carefully. These things can be life-saving.

      “Really,” I tell her. It isn’t a question, but more of a statement. It’s a word that means nothing, and yet it saves lives in this moment. It buys us both time.

      “Really,” she answers and then she deadpans. I watch as she glances back at her tablet, and I can tell that I make her nervous and unsure, even if she’s not willing to show it. “Although… it was never completed,” she adds, looking up at me. She raises her brow. “The case was withdrawn from the courts… can you tell me about that?”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “And why is that?”

      I try honesty on for size. “It’s painful.”

      She frowns and it’s obvious she doesn’t buy my answer, which is really too bad. Finally, she exhales. “Ah, but Jude—you see, that’s what we’re here for. It’s important to get to the bottom of things.”

      “Couldn’t we give waterboarding a try instead?”

      She laughs, but only a little. Then she lowers her gaze and then her voice. “In that case,” she says. “I think it’s time you bring her in.”

      I don’t laugh. I don’t say anything. I don’t know what I was expecting her to say.

      But it certainly wasn’t that.
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        BEFORE

      

      

      

      “What’s the secret?” Stanley asks, and you look over at me. “You guys look so happy,” one of the women follows. “Yeah—” her husband chimes in. “It’s like you haven’t lost it—if you know what I mean,” Stanley interrupts drunkenly. I watch as he drunkenly takes another swig of his fourth whisky. He places his glass on the table and eyeballs you. “So, don’t hold back,” he urges and he slurs heavily as he speaks, clearly not one to quit while he’s ahead. “Tell us the secret.”

      You smile politely, because it’s not a new question for us; it’s what people always want to know. You’re thinking what I’m thinking: these people, they want a quick fix. They’re the epitome of everything that is wrong with society. They think there’s some magic pill you swallow that will make marriage anything but that which it is—work.

      “There isn’t one,” you admit shyly, and I love watching you in this light. It pleases me the way you lift your napkin and fold it carefully before replacing it neatly in your lap. You’re all in tonight; I can tell by the way you pause demurely when you speak, even though you’re anything but. You’re putting on a show, and it just so happens to be the kind I like. I look over at you, and you can’t know how happy you make me. You’re poised and in control, and you answer so I don’t have to. I appreciate that. “I just chose really well,” you eventually relent, and it’s a confession, but you’re beaming, and you know how I hate having all eyes on me. I also happen to hate weddings and most people, but even so, it’s this version of you I enjoy most. You’re in rare form tonight; you’re playing ‘agreeable Kate,’ the one who only shows herself whenever she has an audience, whenever our so-called friends are around. They aren’t our friends, they’re our neighbors, and proximity isn’t the same thing as close. I don’t want to break your little heart, and tell you that these people couldn’t give two shits about you, about us, or about anyone really, other than themselves. Instead, I let you believe and maybe that’s the secret.

      “You guys are perfect,” our neighbor Josie says to us, but mostly to the other eight people seated at our table. “A match made in heaven,” she adds, and you excel at having her do your bidding for you. I watch as you fiddle with the strap on your dress, nudging it back onto your shoulder, and then your eyes meet mine. You know as well as I do the importance of influence, of social proof, you’re aware how keen these boring hags are to have the same opinion about anything and everything. Except when they don’t. “Well, no one’s perfect,” Anne offers.

      “Yeah, but look at them,” her husband Stanley pipes up. “They can’t keep their hands off each other—they even ordered the same thing off the menu, so I’d say they’re head over heels for each other…” He looks around, making sure it’s understood that he’s openly disagreeing with his wife. After all, it was Stanley who started this whole thing. And just when I’m beginning to think there’s no worse tactic to get yourself laid, he goes on. “And you know how I feel about gushy stuff.”

      “We work at it,” you assure them, waving them off, eager for their attention to fall elsewhere. But not really. You know as well as I do that it doesn’t hurt that these people think we’re perfect. It means they keep their distance, at least to an extent. For that reason, we let them believe—it makes it easier to hide in plain sight. That’s the thing about people: they want to believe. People want hope. But not me. I want truth.

      Truth is difficult though, in our case. Even I know that. Most people either aren’t ready for the truth, or they can’t handle it. Truth can get you in trouble— my father is famous for those words. He just never much liked it when I or my mother threw them back in his face. But he was right. If the people seated beside us knew who we really are, beneath that little black dress and this goddamned bow tie, they’d head for the hills, and it doesn’t escape me that it might actually be the best thing. Of course, they can’t know. And so, we continue to craft our façade, and it’s all politics, this business of trying to be a normal couple, a normal family. We tread carefully, we always have. We say the right thing, we do the right thing, and after a while people stop asking questions. They move on—after all, we look bloody perfect, and you know what perfect does? It hurts those that aren’t. Take your friend Anne, for example. That’s why she’s sitting with her arms crossed, bottom lip out. She’s pissed. She’s defeated. She can’t stand it that her husband has pointed out someone else’s happiness. Most people are like her, unable to be truly happy for those who have that which they themselves do not. In turn, they do one of two things: they either latch on with all they’ve got (take Josie for example), or they do their damnedest to avoid it all together. Tonight, it appears, we’re caught up in the latching-on scenario. But this is mostly thanks to the overflow of alcohol that’s being consumed. I look around and I wonder how we ended up here, in this ballroom, seated at a black-tie wedding with 398 of the lucky couple’s closest friends (that’s sarcasm) discussing topics we don’t really care about— breaking bread with people we might like to kill, given the chance.

      I try really hard for you, I do. Eventually though, it wears on me, and I can’t take it anymore, all of this togetherness with people I don’t really like, and I know it’s time for a change. “He’s here,” I whisper, leaning in close. As I pull back, I study your face. You furrow your brow and then you narrow your gaze, and it pleases me. This expression means I’ve managed to surprise you. Although, it suddenly becomes clear, that maybe I’m mistaken. I’m not sure whether to be annoyed or elated that, unlike the rest of the people in this room, you get me, and even though it’s getting harder and harder to impress you these days, I’ll never stop trying, and maybe that’s the secret.

      “Ah,” you say as realization sinks in. I’m giving you a wedding gift— only it’s not our wedding. You lean in, and we’re so close I can feel your lips brush my skin as you speak. “Why here?”

      I shrug and study your face. “It’s easy,” I answer, and this is our brand of foreplay, this color-coded speak.

      You cock your head to the side, press your lips together tight, and then you smile. “You’ve never been one for that.”

      “You’re right,” I tell you, and I’ll give you that, even if it’s not exactly true.

      You look away, toward the dance floor, and then back at me. “Did you bring the stuff?”

      “Of course,” I tell you. You’re always concerned about the drugs, about my sources, and I’ve never let you down before so I’m not sure why you think I’m going to now.  I wait to see if you have any other ridiculous questions, and when it appears you don’t, I turn and ask our guests to excuse us. I say we need to phone the sitter. They watch as I stand and make a gesture for your hand. The women swoon, and I love that you love the attention. Always one to go the extra mile, I bring the inside of your wrist to my mouth and kiss it softly. I linger a second too long, I can tell by the way you sigh. As we turn you slip your hand in mine. We walk away, heads held high, the earth spinning under our feet. Eventually, I pass off the syringe and we’re magic, you and me.

      It’s not all flawless though, because as we exit the ballroom you pause and you turn to me. “Are you really going to let me do the honors?” you ask and it’s a dumb question, seeing that I’ve just handed you the syringe, but obviously this is how you’re going to play it. It wouldn’t have been my first choice, but I guess role-play isn’t an exact science.

      I raise my brow and offer a slight smile. “Happy birthday.”

      You narrow your eyes and then you study my face, and yes, we are playing the same game, the two of us. “My birthday is next month,” you say.

      “I’m aware,” I tell you. “Happy early birthday.”

      “You’re giving me a man’s life?” you ask, and I don’t know if it’s meant to be a question but your voice is a few octaves too high and stupid never did suit you. “Don’t you think that’s a bit extreme?”

      “Is there something else you wanted?”

      “I can think of a thing or two,” you say, and you wink. You’re practically purring. You enjoy it when I play your games. I can tell by the way you seal the deal when you reach for my hand, only to grab my cock instead. You’re a bad girl, you are.

      “What’d he do?” you press, and this is more in line with the Kate I know. You like justice, too.

      “Wife beater,” I say. “Also, he has a thing for escorts.”

      “Escorts?”

      “Escorts.” I confirm. “That’s how I got him here…”

      You glance at the syringe, and I can tell by the way your face falls that you’re disappointed. I expected as much, but that doesn’t mean I hate it any less. You tilt your head, and then you eye me suspiciously, relentless as you are. “We couldn’t do better than this?”

      “Our entire neighborhood is downstairs…”

      You twist your mouth. “So?”

      “So— this is the safest way. Easy in and easy out—you know the rules.”

      You consider what I’ve just said for a moment and then you grin. “Yeah, well, that doesn’t mean I have to like them.”

      It feels like you’re in my head and we’re good together, and weddings have a nostalgic effect on me, even if I hate them. I watch as you tighten your grip on the syringe and I’m relieved you’ve showed up as ‘agreeable Kate’ tonight. You meet my eye once again, sizing me up.

      Leaders lead, and that’s what you want—or rather that’s what you need— and so I take your hand and I lead you toward the elevator. We ride up in silence because we know not everything needs to be said. I stare at you while you stare at the floor, and I wish I could crawl inside that crazy little head of yours and see what you’re thinking. That’s how I know we’ve still got it. I’d give anything to see your brain from the inside. I’d like to hold it in my hands, inspect its folds, dig around a bit. It’s dangerous though, knowing a person this way. Where’s the bottom, is there an end? I’m not sure, but I think the moment I figure you out, is the moment it’s over.

      You can see that I’m pensive, and I can see that you want to know what I’m thinking. But mystery is healthy in a marriage, and that’s all you need to know. When the doors open, I motion for you to exit, and as you do, my hand grazes your lower back. You lean into me, and as a reminder not to get too comfortable, I surprise you by swatting your ass. It causes you to jump, and you trip on your heel a little. I grab your elbow, steadying you, letting you know who’s in charge, confirming that I have you and always will. “This way,” I say and you smile and we walk silently, hand-in-hand to our room. To the outside world we look like lovers slipping off to a quiet place. And we are that, but we’re more, too. You look up at me and you laugh, you little mind reader, you. You don’t take your eyes off me as I place the key card in the door. We slip in, and I love seeing you this happy.

      As you go around inspecting the room, you eye the items I’ve laid out, and you seem pleased. I can’t help but notice you haven’t slipped out of those heels, and I wonder if you know how much I like it this way.

      “So you wanna fuck first?” you ask in your nonchalant way, and you look at me as you speak, your eyes lingering on every word.

      “Let’s do it after,” I say, taking off my jacket. I feel your eyes on me as I unbutton my cuff links and roll my sleeves up, and it amazes me how so much can go without saying between two people and yet still be understood. Maybe that’s the secret. But in this moment, I don’t know what you’re thinking, which both terrifies and excites me.

      “Haven’t you heard?” you ask, picking up the gloves I’ve left for you on the table. You slip them on.

      “Heard?” I ask, doing the same with mine.

      You don’t answer immediately. Sometimes you tell and sometimes you show, and in this case you saunter over and stand before me. You show me you’re ready by loosening my bowtie. “It’s always better to get the hard stuff out of the way first,” you say, and you slur a little as the words roll off your tongue. You’ve transformed into sexy, sultry Kate, and you know how much I like it when she comes out to play.

      “Then we’d better get to it,” I offer, stepping away from you. Not because I want to—but because it’s up to me to keep us on task, and also because I haven’t considered that you might be tipsy.

      “You’re the boss,” you sigh and then for good measure you salute me like the asshole you are, and although you sound drunk I don’t think much of it, probably because you’re a smart ass all the time. Maybe though, if I’d listened, things might have gone differently. “You’re the boss,” you say again just to drill it in, and it takes me back.
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        * * *

      

      I am a kid again in that all too familiar bar, sticking out like a sore thumb, and yet not knowing anything different. It smells of cigarettes and cedar and dying dreams, and even though I’m young, I know that whatever my future holds, it isn’t this.

      “You’re the boss,” my mother says to my father. She has her head thrown back and she’s laughing hysterically, and even though I hate this place, I have to admit that it’s kind of nice seeing her this happy.

      “Grab the door, Jude,” my father orders, and I move quickly, doing as he says. Everyone stares, although I’m not sure why. This isn’t the first time they’ve witnessed what comes next.

      “I asked you not to serve her,” my father says to Joe, the bartender. His tone is harsh. My father is angry, which doesn’t happen often, and it’s poor Joe that seems to take the brunt of it. Which is too bad, because I like Joe. He always gives me free soda. My father says we don’t take free stuff, and that Joe is a loser just out to make a buck off of people who can’t help themselves.

      “I’m sorry, man. She doesn’t let up.”

      “That’s the problem,” my father says, shaking his head.

      He turns to my mother then, who has laid her head on the bar, and I watch as he lifts her off the barstool and takes her into his arms. He makes it look so easy. But she’s thin now, thinner than I’ve ever seen her. Likely on account of the alcohol, but also because these days she rarely eats.

      “I told you,” she says staring up at my father. “SEE! Didn’t I tell you all?” She huffs and she slurs as she addresses her audience, the fellow bar patrons. “He worries too much…” she offers, and then she laughs and looks directly at me. I don’t know if it’s intentional or because she’s worried that I’m about to hear what she’s about to say—that’s the thing with my mother, you never knew. “I’ve told him and I’ve told him,” she laments, throwing her hands in the air. “That everything bad that could happen already has.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay,” you say. “I’m ready.”

      “It’s about time,” I tell you, doing my best to shake old memories from the corners of my mind.

      It’s pitch black when I slip into the adjoining hotel room, which is nice because it helps me focus on the present, on the here and now. I had been worried that the mark would check the lock on the door, the way any smart person would. But, it appears he isn’t that smart; he hasn’t checked and the door that connects our rooms remains unlocked. I motion for you to join me and then I reach for you in the dark. You bump into me. You’re fumbling, and this should be my second clue that the champagne was a bad idea. I can’t help but be irritated with you. It’s showtime, and you’re acting like a novice. You think it was easy setting this all up? No, it wasn’t.  The planning, the fact that we managed to score an adjoining room, these things don’t just happen, Kate. I make them happen— and look at you taking it all for granted, doing your best to fuck this up. I grab your wrist and step backward into our room, quietly pulling the door closed behind me. I give you a once over, which I’m pretty sure you can just barely make out. “Wait…” you whisper. “I forgot the syringe…”

      In this moment, I could kill you. I massage my temples instead. We look like the most inept assassins on the planet and why did I ever think this was a good idea? We don’t work well together. Not when it comes to murder. Also, you were right, I realize that now. We should have fucked first. Things tend to run smoother that way.

      “Just kidding,” you laugh, and you grab my ass, and this is the third clue I mostly ignore. Your head isn’t in the game, and therefore I know I’m going to have to work double-time. Once to cover your ass, and once to cover mine.

      For a second, I consider calling it. Or at the very least explaining it all again, especially given your level of distraction, but we’ve already run through the game plan twice and now it’s go time. “You want me right outside the bathroom, right?” you ask. You’re chewing at the side of your cheek, staring at me with those doe eyes that I find hard to resist, and it isn’t like you to be this unsure.

      I give you a look because I don’t understand the confusion, and then I shake my head and I wonder where I went wrong.

      I run through it again. “We spent ten minutes, at least, watching the cameras I placed,” I tell you. “We have a visual of our target entering the shower, which means there isn’t time to stand here and have a fucking powwow. Get in. Get out. That’s how this goes.”

      “Right,” you say and you leave it at that.

      Now is not the time for a fight. “The camera’s…um…”

      I check my watch. “We have to do this now,” I tell you. You can see that I’m going in with or without you. You look back at the TV screen and then at me, and I must be missing something. You watched particularly closely, so why you’re confused now escapes me. He’s not exactly what you’d call unattractive, which irritates me further— guys like him always get away with more than they should, and then there’s the fact that he’s naked. Yes, I saw you gawking, and maybe this has something to do with why you don’t seem to know what the fuck is going on. We can go from zero to sixty in no time flat, you and I, and your only saving grace is that he’s going to be dead in a matter of minutes.

      “Let’s try this again,” I say before I open the door slowly. You follow me inside where we wait. In the soft yellow light, I can see the impatience on your face, and not once do you take your eyes off mine, not even when you should.

      I know you know the plan, we’ve been over it, and so why you deviate from it is beyond me. You were supposed to wait for him to exit the bathroom, subdue him, and inject him with the drugs. It is supposed to be fairly straightforward. Simple. But then, nothing with you ever is, and as it all goes down, you react several milliseconds too slow. He senses you before he sees you, and he reacts by grabbing you by the neck. He pins you to the wall. And this guy, he’s big. He’s into mixed martial arts, and you’ll later argue this is the part I’ve failed to mention. Luckily for you, it bothers me that he has my wife in a chokehold, and that he’s not wearing any clothes. My only relief is how pissed you look. You make the wrong move and you take an elbow to the left eye, but it’s me who feels the blow hardest. I can’t help but look on, vying for you, silently. Go for his eyes. Only you don’t do what I want. In fact, you do the exact opposite when you knee him in the groin, and why is this always a woman’s signature move? It barely fazes him, and this is when I realize I have to step in. Sliding the extra syringe from my pocket, I remove the cap. Had you known I was prepared to come to your rescue, you would’ve said it was unnecessary. Thankfully for the both of us, I keep a few things to myself and I ignore your nonsense. You’re lucky I’m always three steps ahead.

      I take a step forward and position myself. You’re doing your best to fight back, and so I give you a second, just to see if you can pull it off, but this guy he has experience manhandling women and I know you can’t. I count to three and on two I step out from the shadow and jam the needle into his neck. He staggers backward, pauses, and then he lunges. I’m quicker though, I’ve anticipated it, and I move away. It takes him a few seconds to fall but eventually he does, and the thud with which he hits the floor is louder than I would’ve liked. You slip forward, away from the wall he had you against, and you’re panting. You move to kick him, but I stop you by grabbing you by the waist from behind. I lift you slightly off the ground, while you buck against me, and I want to ask where this energy was a minute ago, but then I don’t want to beat a dead horse. You take losing hard, you always have. “No injuries,” I say instead, and eventually you stop fighting me. I let you loose slowly. “Remember, Kate,” I warn. “This is supposed to look like suicide.”

      “Whose?” you hiss, and then you brush by me in one of your rages. You don’t give me time to tell you that your anger is misplaced, that all I did was help you out. You’re a sore loser Kate, and sure, maybe I should have let you win— but that’s okay because now we’ll have to fuck it out. I would have told you this too, had you not huffed and puffed and exited the room, therefore forfeiting the game. You should know better. Quitters never win.
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        * * *
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