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        To Melinda.

        For pure chance to have been so generous and so kind…

        I was surely the lucky one.
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      What I’m thinking is…this isn’t going to end well. At least not for me. How I’m feeling is, not ready to die. What I know is, everybody’s somebody’s fool. And, whoever said small things don’t matter, never lit a wildfire with a single match.

      Let's say you are at a stop light and in the car next to you is a girl—the words ‘about to die’ stamped on her forehead, the word ‘doomed’ written all over her—and let's pretend that girl is me.

      This is the opposite of a joke. This can’t be real.

      If only I’d known then what I know now.

      Unfortunately, rumination is useless at this point. I’m on borrowed time, so I try once again to dial out. I reposition the phone. It’s not working. I have half a bar, which basically amounts to no cell service. I try 9-1-1 and wait for a connection. Then I try Tom’s number. No luck there either.

      It’s hard to save your life when you’ve downed half a bottle of scotch. The wine I used as a chaser didn’t help.

      This reminds me, I press the button for the Instalook app. Surely, out of fifty thousand followers, one of them can help me. I’ll go live when the time is right. Even without service, I can record.

      I clear my throat, in search of my voice.

      Testing, testing, one, two, three.

      God, I hope you can hear me.

      I speak low and carefully into the camera. I always forget which dot I’m supposed to focus on, so I shift until I’m sure I’m front and center on the screen. I once read it’s all about the eyes. I turn and shift the phone so that it’s at a good angle for selfies. Beth taught me this little trick. It’s a bit cramped in here and it’s dark, so I’m sure if this is actually even working, it looks all Blair Witch Project. You’re probably thinking, how do I even know this is for real? I don’t know how to answer that except to say that I once saw a thing on TV about how many people witness a crime and do nothing. It’s a very real thing. I know because it happened to me too. If I ever get out of here, I’ll tell you all about it. For now, it’s a rather long story, and I’m afraid we haven’t got time for it.

      Anyway, I say into the camera. My voice comes out as a whisper. Squeaky, terrified. Meek. Not like me at all. Maybe this Instalook Live thing is working. I don’t know. If you can even hear me, I don’t know. But if you can, listen. And if you’re listening, this is the story of everything that went wrong.

      Part confession. Part last rites. My final prayer.

      Hear me. See me. Remember me.

      I’m trapped—on my way to my final destination, my eternal resting place. And there are so many things I’d like to change but can’t.

      I’m going to die. In the end, all I’ll ever be is just another lie on someone’s lips.

      This recording is…evidence. How very hopeful I was. How very stupid. So, if you can hear me—if you’re listening— it wasn’t supposed to end this way. Not with me in the trunk of a car, headed for God knows where. Not with me dead.

      I would have gone away quietly.

      It’s too late for that now.

      My stomach churns. Choppy waters, this business of dying.

      I feel nothing. I feel everything.

      You fall to your highest level of preparation, he said that once. How prophetic.

      That’s the problem. Well, that’s one of them. I wasn’t prepared. Not for this. Probably, I should have thought to stay sober. But no, one drink turned into two, which turned into… God knows how many. Look what you’ve done. I was only trying to send a message. I should have known better.

      Never let them take you to a second location. I should have forced him to kill me there. It’s just—I’m not ready to die. I always thought I’d be old. I thought I’d have wrinkles and saggy skin…laugh lines well earned.

      You fall to your highest level of preparation. Of all of the lines he used, this is the one that sticks out the most. It taunts me, as though it could somehow help me now. My father used to say that too. Turns out, he was right. I shouldn’t have let my husband skimp on our cell service. I should have argued that these things are important. Given the one thing that could possibly save my life says searching…searching…searching…I should have fought harder. This thing that I’m holding, this thing that’s filming me. It’s useless. It’s basically just a holder for apps. A façade, like everything else. The illusion of safety.

      My head swims.

      Regret tastes horrible, in case you’re wondering.

      Everything hurts.

      You should have stuck to the plan. I know that now.

      What I don’t know is, how he plans to kill me. Will it be quick? Will the liquor dull the effects? Will he make me suffer?

      You never should have gotten mixed up in this. I know that too.

      I can still picture the night we met, him sitting at the bar. I can still hear the music. Jazz, I think. Focus. Only seven percent of any given message is based on the words. Thirty-eight percent comes from the tone of voice and fifty-five percent from the speaker’s body language and face.

      “Have you any interest in playing a game?” he asked over his dirty martini. Funny, I can remember his expensive suit but not the expression he wore.

      “Depends on the game…” I’d said with a shrug. A playful, stupid shrug. That sums up what I was—so sure of myself, so foolish in the end.

      I remember he smiled. “It’s a fun one,” he assured me. I can’t recall his tone.

      He raised his finger, and the bartender placed another drink in front of me. Researchers have found that humans have a limited capacity for keeping focus in complex, stressful situations like negotiations. Less, if there’s alcohol involved.

      I remember feeling brave. That’s before I knew enough to know I’m not. I cocked my head, took him in. “Unless you’re on the losing end.”

      “Ah, a skeptic,” he said. I remember he was handsome. Not spectacularly so, but enough to take notice. Not that it mattered. “Let’s start with truth or dare.”

      I sipped my martini. His choice. I hadn’t realized it wasn’t a question. When it’s important, never lead with a question, always a suggestion. “I’m going to assume you want to go first so…truth.”

      Another smile. “Excellent choice,” he remarked. “I’ve always had an affinity for the truth.”

      You have to feel for the truth behind the camouflage; you have to note the small pauses that suggest discomfort and lies. Don’t look to verify what you expect. If you do, that’s what you’ll find. “Most people do.”

      “Now that there is a lie.” He shook his head slowly when he spoke. So cool. So confident. Breadcrumbs. “Most people only want the truth as long as it works out in their favor.”

      “I can’t speak for most people.” Maybe it was the drink. Maybe I was just feeding him what he wanted to hear. Maybe I was just naive. It’s too late to know.

      That all seems like a lifetime ago. The night we met.

      He toasted me. “Shall we begin?”

      I lifted my brow and then my glass. “Begin away.”

      That’s not really where it began. I know that now.

      “Do you see yourself settling down?”

      I almost choked. Sometimes, but not often, I was taken by surprise. Get on the same page at the outset. You have to clearly understand the lay of the land before you consider acting within its confines. Why are you there? What do you want? What do they want? Why? I didn’t think to ask those questions. Not of myself and certainly not of him. “Settle down? You mean with a picket fence and two point five children?”

      He stuck out his bottom lip, his shoulders rose to his ears. “Something like that.”

      I gave it some thought. My mind was already made up. “Maybe.”

      “You?” he said, eyeing my dress. “You think you could be domesticated?”

      I narrowed my eyes. Classic NLP. Neuro-Linguistic Programming. I didn’t know then what I know now. Insult them at the onset; they’ll work harder to prove you wrong. “Why not me?” I scoffed. I sat up straighter, mocking him as though I was offended. Maybe a part of me was.

      He touched the rim of his glass to his lips. “You don’t think you’re too young?”

      I laughed. “My mother often reminds me that when she was my age, she was two years married and pregnant with me.”

      His brow lifted. “Is your mother happy?”

      I gulped my martini. “She is now.”

      “So, you don’t think most people are living a lie?”

      “Meaning what?”

      “In marriage. Family. You don’t think it’s all a show?”

      “Like I said, I can’t speak for most people.”

      He spoke directly, affirmatively. “But you think you’d be happy under such confined conditions?”

      It was a leading question. I played right into it. “I think I could be, yes.”

      “Not a skeptic then,” he decided. “An idealist.”

      “Is it not the truth you are seeking?”

      He leaned back, away from me. Give them space. The further they fall. “You’re good,” he’d said. “I’ll give you that.” I waited while he glanced around the bar before turning his attention back to me. “I don’t know.” I watched as he drummed his fingers on the table. “Somehow, I just don’t see you as the type to be content with that sort of life.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      He knew me better than I thought.

      “Maybe you’re right. But as the Danish folk say, ‘you bake with the flour you have.’ ” His eyes were on my legs. I remember that.

      “Are you Danish?”

      “No, but that’s the point. You can’t be what you’re not.”

      “I’d have to be. I’m not that good of a liar.”

      He half-heartedly scoffed. “Oh, I’d beg to differ.”

      I shook my head. “I keep the emotions real. Maybe not the rest, but the way I feel, I’m not so good at hiding that.”

      “In that case, how about a dare?”

      “Hmmm,” I said, stalling. For what, I didn’t know. “Those require a lot of trust.” I cocked my head studying him. “I’m not sure I know you well enough for that.”

      “Faith,” he countered. “More than trust.”

      “Right.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      I smirked. “It’s a maybe.”

      “Have dinner with me.”

      “Is that your dare?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “What is it then?”

      His eyes settled on mine. There was no hesitation in what he said next. “It’s an invitation to make the biggest mistake of your life.”

      I started to tell him he had no idea how high the bar was set. Instead, I settled on, “sounds promising.”

      “Oh, it is.”

      I sipped my drink slowly, when really I felt like downing the rest of it. I asked the bartender for a glass of water. “But who would accept an offer like that?”

      His expression was serious. “I was hoping you would.”

      I smiled, which was in effect my answer.

      Now, I realize he was wrong. That invitation wasn’t the biggest mistake of my life. It wasn’t any of the stuff that had happened before; it wasn’t trusting the wrong person, or having one too many. Not that night. And not now, either. My biggest mistake was falling in love.

      You leave me no choice. I drift back to a time when I had a choice. They say the mind goes to strange places when confronted with death.

      The car accelerates, and I realize we’ve reached the highway. There’s no turning back.

      Put up a fight. How? And why, if you know you can’t win? Even if I could somehow run for it, I’d always be running. Sure, I could mess with the taillights, cross my fingers we’d get pulled over. I could try and locate the emergency hatch. At least this way, I will die an internet celebrity. This way my life will have meant something.

      My breath comes heavier. I feel a panic attack coming on. Not that I’ve ever had one, but I’ve never cared for small, dark places.

      Frantically, I search for wires. They make it look so easy in the movies. Here, in real life, it’s no use. I guess you don’t always get so lucky. And anyway, I’m not the captive of an amateur.

      If you can’t save yourself, save someone else. Leave clues like breadcrumbs. They’re more likely to find you that way.

      I left my clothes. Pantyhose first, panties, and at last my bra. Like a proper drunk. And now, I leave you this. I can’t be sure anyone will actually see it. I can’t even make a call. But Instalook says there are eighteen thousand of you geared up, in queue, waiting to watch my demise, I say, my face centered on the screen. Many more before now. Some of you, I say into the camera, maybe most of you, won’t believe me. You may say this is fake. It doesn’t matter. If believability is what you want, then I suggest sticking to the safety of the neatly colored lines of your own life. And for God’s sake, if a hero is what you’re looking for, let me say this up front: you’re in the wrong story.

      As for the rest of you, I’m going to die. I promise a good show.
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          MELANIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Before

      

      

      No one is going to feel sorry for me. They didn’t when the ‘big accident’ happened. They didn’t when I was tormented in school. They didn’t when all the other bad things happened. So why would they start now?

      Someone should really take girls aside and tell them the truth: you can’t be pretty and smart. You have to pick, one or the other. And then there’s the other bigger truth, the one they really ought to chase it with: if you are both attractive and intelligent, it won’t be the opposite sex that will do you in. They can make life hard, for sure. But it will be your very own kind that betrays you when it counts most. Perhaps that’s the worst of it all.

      I can already hear it. Poor little rich girl, they’ll say. They would be right, of course. Under normal circumstances, I certainly look the part. Today, I confess silently to the reflection staring back at me in the mirror, not so much. If unkempt is what I’m going for, if that’s what they want me to be, then I’ve nailed it. My hair’s a mess; my roots could use a touch up. I run my hands through it, leaning in to get a better look at just how far I’ve fallen off the wagon.  Ever so slightly, light shades of brown are beginning to peek through the baby blonde. Nothing too bad yet. But one has to be careful about these things; that’s what my mother says. Like weeds in a garden, inattention to one’s appearance is not the kind of thing one can stand for too long without consequence. She has a point about that. My eyes are puffy and red and without a doubt a facial is in order. I assess my complexion. You won’t be young forever. My mother’s voice again. She likes to hammer that in. Unfortunately, my pores seem to be siding with her. I roll my neck. A massage couldn’t hurt. I’ll get to it, to all of it, just as soon as this nightmare blows over.

      For now, I force myself away from the mirror before I do something I’ll regret. Almost everyone has a weak spot, otherwise known as vanity. To distract myself, I gaze longingly around my expansive closet. I guess it’s now or never, sort of like ripping of the Band-Aid. I won’t be able to hide out in here forever. Pride won’t let me. I pull a bag off the shelf. Too big. I’m going to miss you, I say. I reach for another. Too small. I could cry just thinking about how much I’ll miss that one. I let my fingers trail against the smooth, cool leather. I stop and linger for good measure. I’ve always had a soft spot for anything Italian. That’s why I’m in this mess to begin with.

      My father calls my name again, his voice loud and booming over the intercom, and I realize this is it. I can’t stall any longer. The third one will have to be the charm. “Coming,” I yell as I hurriedly stuff a few of my things into the chosen one. My mind is too fucked to know if I’m making the right choice. I mean, how is one supposed to choose between Givenchy and Hermes? It’s like asking me to choose between my right arm and my left. I feel sick being put in this position. When I’ve finished shoving in what I can make fit, I realize I can’t very well face my parents naked, so I throw on jeans and a t-shirt. It’s the best I can do under the circumstances. My mother hates it when I ‘dress down.’ I’m doing this for her. For the unfairness of it all.

      Everything in her life has taken a turn for the worse. It’s time to cut the cord, I overheard her say to my father. Good cop, bad cop. It’s always been their favorite game.

      Whatever. Let them play. Once I’m out that door, I’m never coming back. I promised as much through crocodile tears.

      “Melanie,” my father repeats. His voice bounces through the house, through doors and walls, like an all-knowing being. “Time’s up.”

      I fling the designer bag over my shoulder and then give the bedroom of my childhood one last look. I hesitate for a second, thinking maybe I should take more. What we forget, we can just buy when we get there. My mother taught me that. And anyway, who am I kidding? Of course I’ll be back. I’m guessing this whole thing will be swept under the rug within a few days—my parents are experts at that—and then I’ll be right back here in the only home I’ve ever known.

      Okay, fine. That last part is a bit of an exaggeration.

      Technically speaking, I have four homes, or rather, as my parents like to remind me, they have four homes. This one has always been my favorite. But now, thanks to a minor mishap, I’m looking at zero places to live.

      “You’re grown now,” my father informed me. “It’s time you started acting like it.

      “Go,” my mother agreed. “Spread your wings. We can’t have you living here forever.”

      “I like this house,” I assured them. After all, what’s not to like? Ten thousand square feet all to myself. Stocked pantry. Staff of five. Parents who only fly in on occasion. The rest of the time I’m left to my own devices. And yet, here they are, kicking me out of a house they hardly ever set foot in.

      My mother seemed to read my mind. “When I was your age⁠—”

      “I know.” I rolled my eyes. “You were already married and knocked up.”

      My father started that pacing thing he does. “Why must you always be so crass, Melanie?”

      I couldn’t argue with that. It’s what led to this situation.

      “Do you realize the predicament you’ve put us in? The embarrassment this has caused?”

      I threw my hands in the air. “Well, obviously. You keep reminding me.”

      The night before, I’d cost him his biggest client by getting drunk at the semi-annual charity event my parents put on. It wasn’t intentional. I just glanced at the list of donors, chose the largest one, and gravitated that way. I hadn’t meant to sleep with him. But I hadn’t meant not to either. What was I supposed to do? I was bored. I didn’t even want to go in the first place. But my parents insisted I “show face”— whatever that means. I certainly succeeded at that in the end, though, they would attest. A full bar and a little coercion are a bad mix for me. Someone should have warned them.

      Now, he’s downstairs pacing again, she’s probably pinching the bridge of her nose, pleading with him to stop, and I don’t know why they’re acting so dramatic about the whole thing.

      “How will you ever amount to anything if you keep behaving in this manner?” My mother demanded to know after the incident, or rather after hotel security was called. The way they were acting, you’d think it was the actual police or something. You’d think I murdered the guy, not just fucked him. And they think they’re embarrassed? Let me tell you. He was old. Sure, to their point, he was married, and yes, I may have caused a bit of a scene when he said sleeping with me was a mistake, but that’s no reason to turn your back on your flesh and blood.

      Needless to say, my parents don’t see it that way. They only see in dollar signs. So, here I am, Hermes bag in hand, on the verge of being homeless.

      “You need to get a job or volunteer…or something,” my father said. “You do nothing but sleep all day and God knows what all night.”

      Apparently, it wasn’t a question, and seducing his biggest clients was not the response he’d been after.

      “You’re twenty-two years old, Melanie. It’s time. Your mother and I simply can’t support this behavior anymore.”

      My mouth gaped. I shifted from foot to foot. “Where am I supposed to go?” Please say the Bahamas house. Please. Please. Please. I crossed my fingers behind my back.

      My mother looked like she wanted to cry, so I figured I wasn’t getting my first choice. Fine. The Aspen house? Then she did cry, and I thought, surely that’s it. She really loves that house. It was probably a compromise with my father, as a part of their good cop, bad cop routine. If I have to kick her out, you have to give her the Aspen house. It would take some redecorating—it’s safe to say my mother and I have very different taste—and sure, I’d have to get used to the cold, but it could be workable.

      Better yet, maybe they bought me my own. It’s not like my mother to concede, and I’ve been pining for something that belongs to me. I told them as much, and they got me a puppy instead. I’ll leave that story for another day. The short version is I’m no longer a dog owner.

      When I come downstairs, bag in hand, my father hands me an envelope. I could cry. I could leap up and down and throw my arms around him. Finally. The deed to my very own home. His sudden frown at my eagerness to rip the envelope from his hands kills my excitement. I feel dead inside. “We’ve cancelled your credit cards,” he says. “That one there,” he points, “It’s prepaid. I’m afraid you’ll have to learn to budget.”

      My face drops. My stomach follows suit. It’s not the deed to my own house. I break out in a cold sweat, and that’s not an exaggeration. Budget. Who has time for that? Prepaid? I don’t even know what this means. That word wasn’t even on my radar, and I didn’t think my father’s either.

      “How could you do this to your only daughter?”

      They stare at the floor. I assume they weren’t prepared for that question. It always cuts right to the heart of the matter. For all of us.

      “Now I’m going to be like all of those people you think you’re better than. You realize that, right? You know, the ones you look down on?” I throw up my hands. Clearly, they haven’t thought this through. “What are you going to tell people?”

      They look at each other. No one speaks. My parents were born into money, both of them. Their business, as successful as it might be—even with the untimely departure of their largest client—is just a front for hiding some of that good old money.

      Finally, my father sighs. “Donovan is waiting in the car,” he tells me, glancing at my one bag. “Have you finished packing all your things?”

      Donovan is our family driver. Look at these two. They even outsource kicking their daughter out.

      “You’re serious?” I search the foyer for hidden cameras, a sign that this is all a joke. Then I pinch myself, watching as the blood pools to the surface. “Ouch.”

      “Please don’t hurt yourself dear,” my mother pleads. She wipes a fake tear from her fake eyelashes. She acts like she cares. She only cares about herself. If I off myself, it’ll be on her conscience. “We know you’ll make us proud.”

      I shake my head. “This feels like a dream.”

      “It’s time you face reality,” my father says.

      “Just wait,” I seethe. “I’m going to show you guys. You can’t get away with treating your daughter this way and not have it come back to⁠—”

      “I’ve paid for two weeks at The Driskill,” my father interrupts. His voice is stern. “After that, you’re on your own.”

      My eyes widen. “You’re sending me to a hotel?”

      “You can’t stay here,” he said. And that was that.
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          TOM

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Before

      

      

      A clear motive is what I was looking for. In hindsight, I realize it is ridiculous. Often, you can’t assign a reason to irrational acts. Oddly enough, she expected me to feel sorry for her. I didn’t. Serves her right, what happened. Minus the blood. That part I do regret. I hate blood. I hate Houston. I hate that I was sent there. Even one day is too much to spend in that trash receptacle they call a city. And I really don’t like hotels, or sidewalks outside of hotels. Or, for that matter, people.

      She was just one among many I happened upon that day, head down, oblivious, in a rush. All of them the same in their incessant hurrying from one place to another, so unoriginal. Like insects scurrying about. Like cockroaches when you turn on the light. Don’t mess with them, Aunt Jeannie told me once, and they won’t mess with you. My aunt was a liar. But not about that. I once kicked an ant pile just to see it scatter. It landed me in the ER. Messy business if they catch ya, she said as I spent hours in an oatmeal bath that had long turned cold.  Needless to say, I never tried that again. That’s what I was thinking when she bumped me, her iced coffee splattering my crisp, white shirt.

      “Jesus. Look what you’ve done,” I huffed, dabbing at the stain. At least I’d thought to have June pack me another. Always better to be safe than sorry. I don’t know what I expected her to say, but an apology would have been nice. When I looked down, ready to meet eye to eye, that’s when I saw she wasn’t standing at all. All I saw was a heap of long legs, wavy blonde hair, and fair skin. I hate the unexpected.

      “What I’ve done?” she quipped. “You’re not the one on the ground.”

      “Here,” I offered, extending my hand. My eyes drifted down her legs. Five, maybe six-inch heels. Nude. Not the most practical of shoes for one to wear when they aren’t watching where they are going.

      She refused the gesture. Part endearing, part amusing, I reveled in the time—time I didn’t have, I might add— that it took her to rise to her feet.

      “Easy peasy,” I said.

      She countered my mocking by straightening her back, causing her clear blue eyes to meet mine. They hit me right in the gut. So vibrant, so angry. I bet she’s good in bed. The ones who can hide their anger, the self-contained, normally are. You just have to know how to channel it properly.

      “I needed that coffee. Every bit of it. And now look—” Her voice came out smooth, direct, like music you can’t help but turn up.

      “Maybe you should consider putting the phone down,” I offered, glancing at my watch. I frowned, realizing I wouldn’t have enough time to run back into the hotel, take the elevator to my floor and make the necessary change. I’d be late, and stained shirt or not, that’s a rule I couldn’t break.

      “Maybe you should watch where you’re going.” Her voice was rougher this time. Less melodic. “Maybe you should learn to be a gentleman.”

      My eyes met hers. I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. The words were lodged somewhere deep in the recesses of my brain. Always be a gentleman, my father told me once. They can take a lot from you. But never that.

      She didn’t try to fill the silence, she simply smoothed her navy dress. That’s when I noticed the blood.

      “You’re bleeding,” I said.

      Her eyes followed mine. I expected some of her front to falter. She only shrugged. I stared into her pale eyes, awaiting a response, but her expression was blank. I was disappointed this turned me on as much as it did. I reminded myself that I am a happily married man. She smiled then, reminding me that her face is sweet, but not altogether innocent. A deadly combination, to be sure. My phone buzzed in my pocket. “I have to go.”

      “Aren’t you going to apologize?” I detected anger in her voice. The sight of blood paralyzes me. Nothing else has that effect. Certainly not her.

      “Sorry,” I shifted. “About your knee.” I remind her she bumped into me.

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re an asshole.”

      I didn’t have time to argue for my limitations. Instead, I adjusted my suit jacket, turned on my heel and practically bolted in the other direction, the annoyance running through my veins propelling me toward the future. I did not come here for distractions, nor did I have time for them. Stained shirt or not, I would sprint to that meeting if I had to. I was going to crush Watson. Get in, get out, my father always said. Make it so quick they don’t know what hit ‘em. Best not to let ‘em see you coming. That, my son, is the art of war.

      “If I never run into you again,” she called out, her voice tinged with rage, “it’ll be too soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately for her, too soon came later that evening in the hotel bar. Seated at the bar, I spotted her immediately. It was the hair, half done up in waves, her slim shoulders, tanned and inviting in the backless shirt she wore. She wasn’t a novice. Even I could see that.

      I had six minutes and thirty seconds before Sam Watson was due to arrive, if he was on time. Thankfully, I knew he would be. I slid onto the empty barstool, leaving two seats between us. The bartender came over and pulled a napkin from the pocket of his vest. “What can I get you?”

      “The lady,” I motioned. “Her drink is nearly empty. How about another? Just water for me.”

      When the bartender placed the drink in front of her, she looked up from her phone. He nodded in my direction. Her eyes landed on me. “You.”

      “I hope this isn’t too soon for you,” I said, toasting her with my water.

      Her finger trailed the rim of her glass.

      “A peace offering.”

      Her eyes met mine. “How presumptuous of you.”

      “No,” I told her. “Gentlemanly.”

      “Well, at any rate, you owe me.” She twisted on her stool and brought her legs from under the bar. “My knee,” she pointed. “I think you broke it.”

      I studied the bandage and then raised my brow. “Looks good as new to me.”

      “Yeah, well,” she twisted back. “I guess we see what we want to see.”

      “That or we aren’t looking at all,” I said, a subtle reminder who’s at fault.

      “Funny.” She took a sip from her glass and then held it in my direction. “Thank you for the drink. But I don’t think we should talk anymore.” She blushed when she said it, and I wondered if the rest of her was as flawless as her face. “I’m meeting someone.”

      God, she’s young. “What a coincidence. I am, as well. ”

      “Your wife?” I followed her eyes to my left hand.

      “No.”

      Her face fell. I was expecting the opposite effect. “Oh.”

      There was a lull in conversation. I knew better than to fill it.

      “What’s it like?” she asked, finally. “Being married.”

      “I thought we weren’t supposed to talk anymore…”

      She shrugs. “I’ll never see you again…” she said. “So, I just have to know the stranger I met in a bar once upon a time was happy.”

      “Can I offer you a little wisdom?”

      “That’s why I asked.”

      “Most people you’ll meet in bars aren’t happy.”

      She laughed. “But you see, I wasn’t asking about most people.” I watched her lips as they met her glass. I felt a pang of something. Jealousy, maybe. She looked up then. “I was asking about you.”

      “It’s everything,” I answered. “It’s being as happy as you’ve ever been…”

      She cocked her head. I could see she thought I was joking. “Is that even a thing?”

      “You tell me.”

      She gaped at me. “I wouldn’t know. I’m never getting married.”

      “That’s a shame.” I checked my watch. “I guess you’ll never know.”

      She looked away. “Are you expecting your mistress?”

      “How presumptuous of you.”

      Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t like the taste of her words on my lips.

      “No,” I told her, finally. “A member of my church.”

      She coughed, choking on her martini.

      “Well, a potential member, actually.”

      “Here…you’re meeting…in a bar?”

      “They have tables and chairs.” I motioned around the place. “Ambiance and…very attractive scenery.” I smiled. “What more could a man want?”

      Maybe she rolled her eyes. Maybe she bit her lip. I was already too far gone to pinpoint which.

      I extended my hand. “I’m Tom.”

      She took it in hers. I wondered if she was always so accepting. “Mel.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mel,” I said, trying out her name on my lips. Her skin was smooth and warm, her handshake soft. The kind of woman you could break and have fun doing it. The kind of woman I married.

      She blushed again.  God, she was attractive. Classically beautiful, properly so. Model perfect. A tilt of the head, a glance up and down. Curiosity, everywhere. “What?”

      “Nothing.” This time it was me who looked away. I forced myself to take a sip of water. Reminded myself, I’m married. Not dead. What harm could a little banter do? “Short for Melinda?”

      “Huh?”

      So, beautiful. But not so quick on the uptake. Guess you can’t have it all.

      “Your name. Is Mel short for Melinda?”

      “Oh.” She shook her head. “No. For Melanie.”

      “Hmmm,” I said spotting Sam Watson across the bar. The meeting that morning hadn’t gone as well as I would have liked. Not once I’d presented him with the numbers. This isn’t normally my job. I’m an accountant, not a salesman. I’m here filling in for Adam, our actual sales guy—the one who supposedly has the flu and chose not to suck it up. That left Mark, our leader, with no choice but to send me. I don’t like to disappoint Mark, and that is how I’ve found myself here, both in this town and in this bar, both of which I hate.

      Sam Watson is a very close third. He wanted into New Hope, he assured me. He likes the idea of the church, of the exclusivity, the chance to invest his almighty dollars. The tax deduction is also a nice incentive. But he’d countered for a lower percentage of a tithe. A percentage I couldn’t agree to even if I wanted to. In addition, he’d wanted us to waive the membership fee, and that I was for sure unwilling to concede. Which put us at a standstill. Meaning our second meeting had to work in my favor.

      Melanie glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’m afraid I’ve been stood up.”

      Suddenly, I had an idea. Suddenly, I was glad for her appearance. I needed The Watsons on our books. They would be very good for business, and also, I was determined to win. I knew there would be hell to pay if I let Mark down.

      “Sam,” I called, motioning him over.

      “Join us,” I said to her.

      She sat up a little straighter. “I can’t.”

      My eyes locked on hers. “Sure you can.”

      For a second, she looked taken aback. But then, she downed her drink and offered a shrug. I took that as a yes.

      “Tom,” Sam quipped taking my hand. His eyes were on Melanie. “Sam,” I said, squeezing harder than I needed to. “Always a pleasure.”

      He broke grip first. “And who is this?”

      “Melanie,” she stated, welcoming his hand. I got my answer. She’s not hesitant.

      Sam placed his other hand on top of hers. He held it there for two seconds too long. That’s how I knew it was pretty much in the bag.

      “I didn’t know we were having company,” he mentioned when he let go. He turned to face me. “What a lucky surprise.”

      “Tom and I just sort of bumped into each other,” Melanie confessed shyly. I start to think maybe first impressions aren’t that reliable. “Anyway,” she added more candidly, “I’d best be going.” I watched as she smoothed her hair.  Sam Watson watched too, captivated.

      “Stay,” I offered. I could see that’s what she wanted. Clarification. And then, “I’m sure Mr. Watson won’t mind.”

      His brow rose. “Fine by me.”

      “I ordered you a scotch,” I said, turning my attention to him. “I hope that’s okay?” I saw the bottle in his office this morning, so I already know it is more than okay. I leave that part out.

      “Perfect.” His focus was on Melanie.

      “You seem familiar…”

      No, she doesn’t.

      “Everyone says that,” she told him, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s my face, I think.”

      “So, you’re not from here?”

      Melanie shook her head. “Boise.”

      “Wow.” Sam laughed boisterously. “Can’t say I was expecting that.”

      She smiled with her eyes.

      “What brings you to Houston?” Sam asked.

      “A job.”

      “You?”

      She laughed playfully. Nervously. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      It means he’s a pretentious prick, that’s what it means.

      Before he could answer, I stepped in. Marking my territory. Lying where I knew it would serve me. I didn’t want to spend a second longer than necessary in this town, in this bar. I wanted to close the deal, and I’d just learned exactly the kind of bait I needed to do it. “Melanie is interviewing with New Hope.”

      She gave me a sideways glance. “It’s just Mel.”

      “Forgive me,” I said, lifting my water from the table. “Just Mel is considering a job with the church.”

      Watson’s face offered a satisfied look. “For the project Mark has been telling me about?”

      I’m not sure which one he’s speaking of so I simply say, “We’re not sure yet.”

      “Well, amen for that,” he said, I assume before he realized he hadn’t had enough to drink to be that brazen in front of someone he was looking to impress. “Man,” he added as he straightened his back. He must have wanted to get a better look at her tits because his eyes were not where they should have been when he spoke next. “They’ll be very lucky to have you.”

      “I haven’t made any firm decisions.” Thankfully, she didn’t notice Watson being rude because her eyes were watching me.

      Sam finished his scotch in one gulp. “Leave it to Tom to kill two birds with one stone.”

      He motioned the bartender for another. “I’ve heard about this guy…”

      Melanie smiled. “Yes, I get the feeling Tom is very good at double dealing.”

      I downed the last of my water. “Not as good as I’d like to be.”
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