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      He saved my mother’s life. Now, I owe him a debt. But I don’t even know who he is.

      

      Dante Langston is man of extreme wealth and privilege and just as much darkness.

      Our time together was supposed to be a one night stand.

      No names. No phone numbers. No other way to get in touch.

      But I keep going back to look for him.

      What I don’t yet know is that he already knows me.

      He has been watching and waiting. He needs to stay away to protect his secrets but he can’t.

      Neither can I.

      I’m addicted to his lips and his touch. He’s addicted to our shared pain.

      What happens when I find out the debt I owe is to him?

      What happens when I find out the other secrets that he is much more desperate to keep?

      

      For bestselling author Charlotte Byrd comes an intense romance about debts, lies and secrets and the extent to which people go for love.

      

      Dark Redemption is the second novel in the Dark Intentions series. It is a dark romance/romantic suspense about debt, lies, wealth, crime and family bonds. There is no cheating.
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      I arrive in Minnesota to surprise her. She hasn't been returning my calls and it's a total long shot. I don't know if she's not interested anymore, or just busy or occupied.

      Her mom's surgery didn't go well and the last time we spoke, she cried into the phone and then hung up and didn't answer any more of my calls.

      I don't know where she's staying. When I get to the hospital, they tell me that a lot of people tend to stay in the apartment hotel just across the street. Once I'm there, Jacqueline is not very difficult to find as the woman at the front desk confirms that she is staying here but refuses to give me the number of her room.

      I sit in the parking lot for hours wondering if I'm just going to make a fool of myself. Probably, but still, I can't pull away.

      I have to see her.

      I have to talk to her, even if it's a foolish thing to do.

      Right at twilight, I see a woman walk across the parking lot weighted down with a stack of books in her arms. Her hair's pulled up in a messy bun. Her skin is pale, but her eyes are vibrant with a wild expression that’s difficult to describe. She doesn't see me as I walk up and I again, hesitate, debate consider leaving.

      When I get her attention, however, everything changes.

      Days pass and I'm still here. I call off work. I reschedule a meeting and I stay with her. Then she gets the bad news about her mom's condition.

      Now, there’s nothing we can do but wait. Jacqueline sits for hours in the hospital room, taking the occasional break to go for a walk. I insist on these excursions to clear her head, to get her body moving, to engage with who she is as a person and not just a daughter in grief.

      We walk and we talk about everything and anything.

      I tell her about my childhood. I tell her about my mom, my brother and his wife. She tells me about her own father and the disappointment that he has been. She tells me about her dreams of finishing her journalism degree and getting a job in a magazine or TV news.

      We talk and we walk, we walk and we talk and our connection seems to grow deeper and stronger.

      The following morning after the scare at the hospital, I wake up and see Jacqueline sitting with my laptop on her knees.

      "What are you doing?" I ask, rubbing my eyes and stretching my arms above my head.

      "What is this?” she asks, her eyes full of rage.

      I lean over.

      Jacqueline brings the laptop to my face and points at the email from the Danick Clinic.

      I swallow hard.

      I knew that I shouldn't have given her the passcode to get in, but it seemed so innocent.

      "What are you doing with my laptop?" I ask, trying to turn the conversation onto her.

      She glares at me.

      "Mine ran out of juice. I wasn't snooping around. I opened it to look something up, your email popped up, and this is the first one I saw.”

      I open my mouth to say something when she cuts me off.

      “Why are they talking to you about paying for my mother's medical bills?"

      I shrug and avert my eyes.

      “Did you pay her bill? Were you the anonymous donor?"

      Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I pull on my underwear and reach over for the jeans that are laying on the floor.

      "I can't believe that you did that. You didn't even know me then. Why are you ..." She shakes her head, walking from one side of the room to another, trying to figure out at what point she told me about her mother being sick.

      

      My head starts to thump, the blood pumping through my veins clenches up my heart. The problem is that the only reason I knew about her mother was that she told her friend, Allison, over FaceTime messages, which I should not have had access to.

      "Look, you mentioned it and I looked into it," I lie.

      One lie has to cover up another and another, but I can't possibly tell her the truth.

      "What are you doing?" Jacqueline asks, staring at me as I button my shirt.

      She pulls on my shoulder to turn me to face her.

      "Why are they contacting you?" she asks, glaring into my eyes.

      "I told you, you had mentioned that your mom was sick."

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Yes, you did,” I lie. “You mentioned the Danick Clinic, you mentioned what kind of cancer she had. I knew your last name. This is a very common thing," I lie again.

      Lies upon lies, but it's all for a good cause, right? That makes it okay.

      She looks at me as if she is going to throw up. I know that she doesn't believe me, but I can't bring myself to tell her the truth.

      "So you looked it up? You called the clinic and what? They just told you about her medical condition?"

      I take a deep breath and breathe out just as quickly.

      Sitting down on the edge of the bed, I hang my head in between my shoulders.

      "I liked you a lot, okay?” I say, lifting up my eyes and looking at her through my hair. “We have this connection from the first time that we met. I told you that when I went back to the Redemption, I just couldn't complete the deal with anyone else. You were different."

      "Okay, whatever."

      Jacqueline gets up. She starts to walk away from me, but I grab her hand and pull her closer to me.

      "Not whatever, it's the truth,” I whisper.

      "What does this have to do with my mother?"

      "I told them that I was going to pay the bill. I didn't need any medical information, but I didn't want my name to be revealed. A lot of donors do that and they're happy to accept payment from anyone as long as the check clears."

      "I don't believe you."

      I shrug and press on. "That's why I did that. I wanted to help you and your mom. I'm sorry that the surgery did not turn out like you had planned, but it seemed to be her best bet according to her doctors, right? According to everyone you spoke to."

      Tears start to roll down her cheeks. "You had no right to do this. You lied to me."

      "But it was a nice thing."

      "I don't care!” Jacqueline screams, grabbing her jacket and purse.

      She throws her feet into her boots and, without lacing them up, she walks out the front door, slamming it shut behind her.

      When she leaves, darkness engulfs the room. Not knowing what to do, I plop down on the bed and stare at the ceiling for what feels like forever.

      After I'm certain that she's not coming back anytime soon, I get on my laptop and read the email requesting additional money for all of the additional expenses that her mom is now incurring as a result of the complications.

      The decision is simple. I'll pay it even though the surgery has cost me quite a bit already. Maybe I'm just trying to make up for what I did wrong.

      When I first started watching Jacqueline, I just wanted to make sure that she was okay, but then something had changed.

      I found someone I connected with. Jacqueline was the only one who could break through all of my walls. And when we spent time together, I started to fall for her.

      I wait for her to return for the rest of the day, but she doesn't.

      I wait late into the night.

      I call room service and order two three-course dinners at the hotel restaurant, Champagne, a bouquet of roses, anything to show her how sorry I am.

      She doesn't show up.

      I call her phone and no one answers. I text her and I get no response. When I realize that she’s spending the night somewhere else, I sit in the dark and drink the bottle alone.
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      I read the words on the screen over and over again to make sure that my eyes are not deceiving me. The email is addressed to Dante. It's from the Danick Clinic, and they're requesting additional money from him in order to pay for the rest of my mother's treatment.

      The rest?

      I confront Dante and he denies it immediately, not the emails so much, but the process by which he found out about it.

      I don't remember telling him about my mother, and if I did, I don't remember being so specific. But I can't deny the fact that he found her name probably through me and went all this way out of his way to pay the quarter of a million dollar bill anonymously.

      Why? Why would he do this?

      I mean, yes, we had some sort of connection initially, but there has to be another reason for going all this way.

      Why lie?

      And if he's not lying, why this in the first place?

      My mind goes in circles.

      I don't know what to think or what to believe. The more I talk to him, the more confused I get.

      I'm angry and pissed off.

      At the same time, I feel guilty.

      Dante gave me this unbelievable gift. Yes, it went awry and now I blame him and myself for insisting on that surgery in the first place. But we thought that it would turn out differently.

      Frustrated by my own impotence and inability to do a single thing, I blow up at him and I run away.

      I go to the hospital, the only place that I know where I can stay indefinitely, and I stay for a long time.

      No walks today, nothing but passing time in the waiting room while my mother sleeps.

      Around six in the evening, I go down to the cafeteria, grab some food, and eat alone at a table facing the parking lot. There's a large window next to me, and I watch families come and go, wondering what kind of secrets they're keeping from their loved ones.

      I know that Dante’s waiting for me back at the hotel, but I can't bring myself to go. I don't want to fight. I don't want to talk about this.

      I'm exhausted and tired. Contorting my body into a hard chair with little padding in my mom's room, I eventually doze off.

      The following morning after I wake up with the worst pain in my back I've had ever since I was in college, I can barely turn my neck from side to side. I try to do a few stretches but the pain is unbearable.

      A nurse comes in, takes my mom's vital signs and gives me an update. Stable and slightly improving. That’s good for now.

      I head down the hall and wash my face in the bathroom, wishing that I had packed a toothbrush. When I walk back out, I see him.

      Dante’s standing in the hallway, broad-shouldered, dressed in jeans and a jacket, open-collar shirt, no tie. His hair looks a little messy, out of control, and he has big black circles underneath.

      "You don't look like you slept well,” I say.

      He shakes his head no.

      "Are you okay?"

      He takes a step closer to me when I turn to walk away and then wince in pain.

      "I'm fine," I say, putting my hand out to block him from coming any closer.

      "Did you sleep here?” he asks in a gasp.

      "Yes."

      "I'm really sorry. I did not mean for any of this to happen."

      "Yeah, you said that already," I say, refusing to entertain his apology.

      "I was just trying to help, okay? Even if you never forgive me for this, please know that I had no ill will. I knew that you couldn't afford the payments, and I could, so I did. I wanted to help you."

      I shake my head no and bite my lower lip. "I don't want to talk about this now."

      "I'm going to be going," Dante says, and my breath gets lodged in the back of my throat.

      "Going where?"

      "I have a job in Chicago. I've put it off for a while, but now seems as good a time as any. I've paid for the hotel for the next three weeks. If you want to stay there longer, just tell them and I’ll take care of it."

      "I appreciate all of this, but I can't accept it," I finally force myself to say, looking down at the floor.

      "You can and you have to," he says, focusing his eyes on mine.

      I know that he knows that I didn't have enough credit on my card to extend the stay at the cheap motel down the street, let alone the Marriott.  But I also have no choice.

      "You're upset with me," Dante says, taking a step forward. "You're angry, but please take care of yourself. Please accept this gift. Please accept this as an apology for me being such an asshole. I just wanted to help. I wanted to be this knight in shining armor, and maybe I shouldn't have. Maybe it was a dick move."

      I stand here, unable to move my neck, but unwilling to turn completely away from him to teach him a lesson. I want to reach over and kiss him and tell him that it's fine, but something stops me. Something pulls me away: it’s my pride.

      Dante hands me the key to the room and asks me to use it and to rest, because being here is taking a toll.

      "I'd like to come back after this trip to Chicago. I'd like to talk about this,” he says.

      With my pride getting the best of me, I shake my head no.

      "Okay. Just think about it, okay?" Dante begs with his eyes.

      He gives me one last squeeze of the hand and walks away. Fluorescent lights cast shadows in all directions while his shoes make a quiet clinking sound colliding with the linoleum floor. I want to run after him and tell him thank you, but I can’t make myself move.
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      Despite how angry I am with Dante, I have no choice but to go back to the hotel suite that he paid for. I spend a long restful night there and when I arrive at the hospital the following morning, Dr. Ellis has a big smile on her face.

      "Things are improving quite well and very fast!”

      Taking my arm, she leads me to the room where Mom sits up a little bit, with her eyes open. She smiles at me.

      Big fat tears start to roll down my cheeks.

      I run over and give her a big bear hug, holding her close and feeling the warmth of her body.

      "You're okay. You're okay," I whisper over and over again. She gives me a wink.

      There's still tubes inside of her mouth, but she's here, present. She nods when Dr. Ellis asks her questions and squeezes my hand.

      I say a million prayers and thank yous and stay with her the whole day, not wanting to miss a minute.

      Mom is still relatively tired and when she takes long naps I lose myself in the books that I bought and think about Dante. Suddenly him paying off this debt and the anger that I felt about it earlier disappears.

      I want to talk to him again. I want to thank him for the surgery because after all, even despite the complication, it went well.

      They got the entire cancer out and now, Dr. Ellis is very positive about her survival outcome.

      Allison continues to check in with me once a day. When I tell her the good news, she celebrates by opening a bottle of champagne.

      "Oh, I wish I could join you," I say, "but drinking alone in the room sounds a little depressing."

      "It is not depressing," Allison says, tossing her hair and pointing a finger in my face. “Now, go get some alcohol and call me back.”
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      Allison wants to know when I'm coming home. I don't know yet.

      Mom is still pretty weak, even though she's getting better. As far as plans to come home however, I don't even know where to begin.

      I tell Allison about what happened with Dante. She listens carefully and then says, "You're not getting off that easily.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “He gave you this massive gift. Maybe it wasn't in the right way and maybe he should have told you, but maybe then you wouldn't have accepted it. I mean, he was kind of a stranger at the time.”

      “I know,” I admit.

      "I mean, you have a right to be mad at him, but you don't really have a right to push him away forever. You have to thank him."

      I look down at my fingernails and pick at what's left of my clear nail polish.

      “I'm still upset.”

      “So, let him apologize,” she says. When she shrugs, her loose fitting sweater falls off one shoulder, reminding me of the movie Flashdance.

      “Let him apologize and let him make amends. Let him buy you flowers and woo you again. But you have to forgive him."

      “No. Why? Why do I have to do that?”

      "Because you love him, you idiot.”

      I snap my eyes to meet hers. That's the first time I've ever thought of it that way.

      Is that why I'm so angry with him? Because I'm actually in love? Suddenly, it seems so obvious.

      “Okay, don’t tell me that you're surprised.” Allison laughs.

      She walks over to the kitchen, props the phone up, and I see her getting the vegetables out of the refrigerator and slicing them on a cutting board.

      I don't know what to say. I lean closer to the phone.

      I look at my reflection in the corner and fix my hair to make it look a little more voluminous.

      “I just feel like such an idiot,” I finally say.

      “Don't be. You're not. You met under unusual circumstances. It's hard to know what to expect. But you do know that he paid a lot of money for that treatment. And that means it's not exactly a guy that you can just toss to the side.”

      “Oh, please. I'm not going to date someone just because of his money," I say, waving my hand dismissively.

      “I know that you are this whole holier-than-thou kind of person, but let's be honest. He paid your mom's medical bills without even breaking a sweat.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you have to give him another chance.”
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      My mom keeps getting stronger and more alert with each passing day. Her recovery borders on miraculous.

      There's still a lot of physical therapy that she'll have to undergo in order to get back to where she was, but the cancer is gone and she's back with me now.

      When I sit in her hospital bed after reading a chapter from a thriller that she requested, I listen to her breathe all on her own and I realize that for the first time since I’ve been here, I’m not holding my breath.

      I have to talk to Dante again. It's not that I wasn't being fair. It's just that maybe I do owe him an apology or at least an explanation.

      I give him a call, but he doesn't answer.

      I text him and wait, but he doesn't get back to me.

      Not that evening.

      Not the day after.

      The following morning when I go to visit my mom, an office manager gets my attention and takes me into the back.

      I have been waiting for this moment and I don't really have any good way of dealing with it.

      “I just wanted to let you know that all of the additional expenses from the complications have been taken care of by the anonymous donor,” she says. “All you need to do is sign off on all of the paperwork.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “The costs for the treatment that she received after the surgery,” she says, without blinking. “That’s not covered by insurance either.”

      I swallow hard.

      “But you have nothing to worry about. They have paid the additional fees.”

      The office manager is very careful to use the word they, instead of he or she to disguise the donor.

      But I know who it is.

      “Is it Dante Langston?” I ask.

      I startle her when I say his name and she runs her hands through her mane of red hair, pursing her lips together.

      “And he’s the one who paid the other bill as well?”

      “I really can't discuss the details of that,” she says, dismissively.

      “But it's my mom's medical treatment."

      “I know, but just like we have her privacy to protect, we also have to protect the privacy of our donors. They wish to remain anonymous.”

      She shows me a stack of papers and walks me through each one to sign off on.

      I walk out of the office more stunned than I was before. Why? Why would he pay this, not knowing whether I have any intentions of getting back together with him?

      I was so rude and unforgiving earlier, angry and upset.

      Though I had every right to my feelings, I was almost entirely sure that he would not be that understanding and go out of his way to pay another hundred thousand dollars for all the additional treatment that she got.
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      When I go back into her room, Mom’s sitting up reading on her own. She flashes me a big wide smile when I come in.

      "Did you bring me the makeup?”

      I nod, taking out the bag from my purse and sit down next to her to help her.

      "No, no, no. I'd like to do this myself. God, it has been forever since I've seen my reflection.”

      Mom opens the compact, takes one look, and then puts it down.

      “Now that's not a good look.”

      "You look fine, Mom. Today, you actually have some color in your face," I say, reaching for her hand.

      "At least, I have an excuse,” she says, looking at her nails and then at mine with a groan. "I've been in this bed for a while. What's yours?"

      "I've been waiting around for you to get better," I joke.

      Applying a good dose of foundation as well as some concealer under her eyes, she outlines her brows with pencil and applies a thick coat of mascara. Finally, she completes the look with a generous amount of lip gloss.

      "That's better except for my hair is still a disaster,” Mom says, running her fingers through her oily, limp locks.

      I debate with myself whether or not I should tell her about the anonymous donor and the fact that he’s… my boyfriend.

      My boyfriend, really? I ask myself. No, that's not right.

      Of course, we've never talked about it. Of course, at this point, he probably thinks that I've broken up with him. But then again, he did pay for my mom's treatment and I'm sure he's expecting me to reach out.

      My mind is going a mile a minute.

      The truth is that I'm really excited to see Dante again. I want to tell him about my mom's recovery and I want to introduce him to her.

      I don't know how long his trip to Chicago was going to be, but the fact that he hasn't called me back is a little bit concerning.

      When Mom gets tired again, she asks me to turn down the lights so she can take a little nap.

      I slip out into the waiting room and call him.

      Again, my phone goes directly to voice mail.

      "Hey, it's me.” I clear my throat. “I found out that you paid the hospital bill again and thank you so much. I just want to talk to you about how mad I got…And I don't know…. I'm sorry about that, but please give me a call back… It's Jacqueline."

      My voice message is disconnected with thoughts, beginning and ending different places. I know that, but that's where I am right now.

      I regret not organizing the statement in a more cohesive way, but I hope he understands. When I return to her room and crack the door, she’s fast asleep.

      Back at the Marriott, I fill the hot tub and slip off my clothes. There's a little bottle of bubbles in the corner and I empty it and slide under the water, feeling the slickness of the soap on my skin.

      I miss him.

      I miss his touch.

      I miss his lips on mine.

      I miss taking all of those walks and talking about who we are.

      I shared more of my life with Dante than I have with people whom I have known for a long time. He was just that easy to open up to.

      I suddenly feel angry with myself, angry for pulling away from him, for pushing him away.

      Of course, he shouldn't have lied, but I should have talked to him more.

      I should have been in better control of my anger. The truth is that he gave me one of the greatest gifts that anyone has ever given me: he saved my mother's life.

      And for that, I will be eternally grateful.
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      After I leave for Chicago, Jacqueline doesn't call me for a little bit and I assume that it's over. I have said my peace. I have apologized. There's not much else I can do.

      When I get to the windy city, gusts come off the lake and tear all around me, chilling me to the bone. I stay in a five-star hotel with the view of the lake. My room is on such a high floor that I feel the entire building sway.

      The following morning I have another interview with another CEO, another technology startup, and this one was recommended by an eager investor. Usually I don't do meetings like this, but it intrigued me. It's a dating app for people looking for long-term relationships.

      Having never used any dating app before, I check out a few of its big competitors: Tinder, Plenty of Fish, Hinge, and Bumble. I swipe through all the options and the women start to feel like a buffet of choices.

      My thoughts again return to Jacqueline. When is she going to stop haunting me? Probably when she finds out the truth. The only problem is that when she discovers that, I’ll lose her forever.

      The following morning, I get up early, go on a run despite the wind chilland the gusts that make me practically airborne like Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz.

      After three miles of pure torture, I surrender and run the other two miles on a treadmill in the comfort of a temperature-controlled gym. Sufficiently drenched in sweat, I head upstairs and jump into the shower. Again, Jacqueline pops into my head: the smoothness of her skin, the voluptuousness of her hips, the perkiness of her breasts. I lose myself in the memories of her curves.
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      I arrive to the appointment on time. I say hello to the security staff downstairs, show them my ID, ride up the elevator and introduce myself to the receptionist.

      She shows me to another long conference room with a view of a huge skyline and the lake and offers me a cup of coffee, which I accept. A few minutes later, a petite woman with a tailored suit comes in holding a laptop.

      "I'm Meredith Gains," she says, extending her hand.

      "Hi, nice to meet you,” I say, genuinely surprised by how young she looks.

      "Thanks for taking the time to come."

      She has a pleasant smile and shiny lustrous blonde hair. After a little bit of chitchat about the weather and my trip to Chicago, Meredith dives right into the numbers.

      She pulls them up on a big screen and walks through her presentation deck.

      “I started the company five years ago when I was having trouble finding suitable men,” she says. "I found the entire online dating experience to be like a cattle call.”

      Intrigued, I open my notebook.

      “Everyone was out there to hook up, but I was looking for someone like me, who was my age, in my income bracket who was looking for a long-term relationship. I wanted to have children, but not right away. I wanted to travel. I wanted someone who had an interesting job and who was passionate about his career. And I also wanted to be the one in control of deciding whether I wanted them to see my picture or not.”

      “Sounds like a tall order for a lot of men,” I say.

      “It’s a tall order only for boys, not men,” Meredith corrects me and I can’t help but chuckle.

      “When I couldn’t find what I was looking for, I decided to build it myself.”

      "I really like the interface,” I say, going through the app on my phone.

      "It's easy to scroll through, but instead of a profile picture, the first focus is on who the person is,” Meredith explains. “Each person is offered a space for a tagline that you can infuse a little bit of humor in or not. A place for accomplishments, such as degrees and career aspirations, goals, interests.”

      I nod, scrolling through the profiles.

      “With pictures, it’s all about looks,” Meredith says. “But in long-term relationships, it’s about friendship and love and passion. But people get so hung up on looks that they ignore the other things that can make their life very fulfilling.”

      That’s quite a conclusion to draw for someone who is so good looking, I think to myself.

      “This way there could be a little bit more forgiveness for people who do not look like supermodels or Hollywood actors, which I think tends to be the case with almost everyone."

      "I couldn't agree more.” I nod with approval.

      "We have over ten million daily users already and we're growing everyday. People are just finding out about us. We're focused in the Midwest, but we have had a number of big marketing campaigns in Seattle, New York, LA, Miami, and we'd love to expand to smaller cities as well. People want to date people who are in their geographic area, so it's very important that we enroll as many people as possible."

      "And what is your payment structure?"

      "Well, the site is initially free to use, but in order to contact anyone, you do have to sign up. There's a free trial and after that it is $19.99 a month."

      "Wow, that seems a little steep,” I say, hearing something that gives me pause for the first time in this presentation.

      "That's on purpose. We really only want to enroll people who are serious about finding someone,” Meredith says.

      "And what happens when they do…find someone? Don't they leave?"

      "Yes, they do, but that's why we're expanding all the time. We've been through several rounds of investment and we’re growing."

      "And what's your end play here?” I ask.

      "Well, as with any startup, the eventual goal is to sell to a larger company, but I don't want to do that."

      I sit back in my chair. I'm a little bit surprised.

      

      She’s right. We do not like to hear CEOs saying that they will never sell because the whole point of investing is that the company sells to a bigger player in the market and we all cash out big.

      "Okay, I can see by the expression on your face that you're clearly concerned," Meredith says, "but hear me out."

      She sits down in the chair right next to me.

      "There's a lot of great and not so great dating apps out there and I'm sure that if we get big enough, we'll get an offer. But ideally, we can provide enough returns to the investors that we won’t have to sell."

      "And how's that?” I ask. “I mean, the monthly fee is only going to cover so much."

      "With a platform set up the way it is, there's a lot of opportunities to expand."

      “How’s that?”

      "The aim of the app is to help people into happy relationships long term,  so we really want to continue that relationship going forward. If they meet on our site, maybe they'll use our recommendations for wedding venues or maybe even expand into advertising certain services for the wedding industry and beyond, babies, that kind of thing. Digital advertising can be very effective as you know in certain market segments."

      "Actually, I'd argue that digital advertising is effective in all market segments,” I say.

      "Yes, but what I mean is that we have this very focused and involved community,” Meredith continues with unwavering enthusiasm. “People who meet on our app become huge fans and recommend it to their friends. We have a very big mailing list of everyone who's a subscriber and that's where the digital advertising arm would come in."

      "I like that idea," I say, nodding, "and I like your financials and your plans for the future.”

      “But?” She winces.

      “No, buts. This has been one of the best presentations I've seen in a long time."

      "Thank you.” Meredith smiles. She cracks her knuckles and I realize that she has actually been nervous this whole time.

      "I know that I'm not supposed to make suggestions,” I say. “But I actually was thinking that one area you might want to consider expanding into is finding friends.”

      “What do you mean?” she asks.

      “I don't know if you know, but it's kind of hard to make friends as you get older. If you don't have friends from your parents, school, or from work, it might be nice to be able to connect with couples and others and find people who are looking for meaningful friendships.”

      "Yeah, I like that idea." Her face lights up. "That seems like such a natural progression for what we're doing now."

      We shake hands and I promise that I'll be in touch. Leaving the meeting, I feel uplifted. I was kind of dreading coming here and I wasn't sure who I would meet or if any of it would even make sense financially, but Meredith has really put all the numbers in perspective.

      She's detail-oriented, she didn't need to check with her accountant or CFO once, and she clearly knows every part of the business inside and out.

      That's what I, and my investors, like to see in the CEO.

      When I get downstairs and turn my phone off from silent, I see that I have two text messages. I click on the screen to read, an incoming call comes in. It’s her.
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      Now it's his turn to not answer my calls. I don't know if I'm getting through or not but every time I call or text, Dante doesn't respond.

      He's probably mad at me for being mad at him. It's a vicious cycle that I don't know how to get out of.

      A few days later, Mom is feeling well enough to leave the hospital. I help her into a wheelchair and we get onto the next flight to Newark Airport. A late spring snowfall begins to fall, welcoming us home.

      I help Mom off the airplane and load everything onto a trolley to take a cab. Of course, Mom keeps trying to help out, carry something in some way and that seems to make the whole process even more complicated.

      "Look, I can handle it, so quit trying to be helpful," I insist.

      After a little bit of an argument, she finally gives in and lets me take care of it. For the next couple of days, I keep waiting for her to get worse. It's almost as if I can't believe the good luck that we've encountered after so much bad luck.

      Can she just be better like that all of a sudden?

      Could this really be it?

      While I go out to do a quick grocery shopping, I drive past the cemetery where Michael is buried. My thoughts return to the shadow of the person that I’ve become after his death.

      Everything turned gray and sad, and I wasn't sure that I was ever going to feel all right again. I'm not saying that my mother's surgery made any of that better, but it forced me to care about someone other than myself.

      I have decided to go back to school and finish my degree. I'm almost done with my masters in journalism, one semester left. While I complete the thesis and the coursework that I dropped, I also have time to get a job. I feel like I've been pedaling water for so long and now suddenly, there's a reason to make my life something good again.

      For the next few weeks, I call Dante over and over again and I leave him a few messages. I don’t leave one every time I call, but enough to get through.

      I apologize for getting upset, but I also tell him that I'd like to talk about it; this isn't over, I need to figure this out.

      I wait for him to call me back.

      When I call him again, I thank him for all the money that he gave me and my mother and I tell him that I'll never forget it even if we never speak again.

      I leave this message a month after we’ve left Minnesota. Again, I still hear nothing.

      I know that I should probably leave it alone. He’s angry with me. I have to let him go, but for some reason, I can’t.

      Something within me forces me to keep trying. It can't be over just like that, right? I mean, he's going to forgive me, right?

      He paid all this money. Yes, I got mad at him, but there were extenuating circumstances.

      Why won't he answer my calls?

      Why won't he at least talk to me?

      Another month passes. Allison keeps telling me to forget about him, he’s not worth it, but I can’t.

      I try of course.
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      I bury myself in schoolwork and in my thesis and try to enjoy the long summer evenings in the city.

      I've gone on a few dates since I started school again, and even went out with a guy that Allison set me up with at work. He works in the marketing department as well, but on another project management team. The guy was nice enough, friendly, attractive, but the spark wasn't there. It's probably unfair to compare him to Dante, but for some reason, I'm now comparing everyone to Dante.

      Then another idea pops into my head.

      What if something happened?

      What if he needs my help?

      To try to clear my head, I let Allison convince me to go back to The Redemption. They're having their Midsummer's Eve Party, a large extravaganza out in a Hamptons mansion.

      “This is where all the debauchery and craziness is going to happen,” she promises.

      I roll my eyes.

      "You have to go to this party with an open mind," Allison says. "We're going to have a little fun, meet some people, get down."

      Maybe, I raise my eyebrow.

      "I'm making no promises," I say.

      “C’mon, you can't go to an event like this and not meet a few people.”

      I shake my head no.

      When Allison walks away from me, her long flowing dress bounces off the parquet floors of her pre-war apartment with enormous windows looking out onto West 86th street. She got a raise at work and is now making over $75,000 a year, and actually paid off her loans.

      The Redemption club has become something of an addiction for her. She goes there to hook up with couples. She likes to be the guest star as she calls it. But if they want to pursue something more serious like a polyamorous relationship, she usually shoots them down. For her, the whole experience seems more about the attention than anything else.

      "Are you going to go on a run with me or not?" I ask.

      ”Right now? Do you know how sticky it is out there?" Allison says, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

      She descends into the luxurious chaise lounge in the corner, next to the enormous fica plant and motions for me to sit in a pink mid-century style chair with pins for legs.

      I grab my mug of coffee and plop down. Somehow, I have managed to gain almost twelve pounds ever since my mother's surgery.

      I wasn't particularly thin before, but this is the heaviest I've ever been.

      "Look, I know that you're a little embarrassed because you have gained some weight, but don't worry about that. You'll look beautiful, glowing,” Allison says when I bring it up.

      I stare at her defined and slim arms and suddenly feel incredibly ugly. She's not trying to make me feel bad, quite the opposite, but sometimes these emotions just take over.

      “Nope, I’m going to go on a run,” I say.  I'm pointing to my yoga pants and the loose fitting shirt. “I'm not just wearing all this to look cute.”

      She smiles out of the corner of her lips.

      I make one final offer, but she refuses again and I promise to be back in forty-five minutes.

      I definitely can’t run that long, but it will be good to get forty-five minutes of some kind of exercise nevertheless.

      I've been trying to get onto a diet or some sort of sensible eating plan for quite a while now. Going back to school, taking classes, and being relieved that my mom is actually okay, has had a strange effect on me. It forced me to relax and put my guard down and fill myself up with junk food.

      The day is uncanny in its beauty: bright blue skies, warm, with just a little bit of breeze. Central Park is full of children and people exercising, running, playing Frisbee, or just hanging out on the green grass, enjoying themselves after many months of being cooped up in the New York winter.

      When I enter through the gates, I pick up my pace. It’s a light jog, nothing too strenuous, but I still get a stitch in my side. Drenched in sweat, I take a five minute break, turning off my podcast. As I walk, I see a group of crows crowd around bread crumbs taking turns on the feast.

      The break seems to have the opposite effect. When I try to run again, I'm more tired and exhausted.

      Keep going, I say to myself. You can do it.

      A young woman, barely out of her teens, struggles to get her new puppy to walk on a leash in front of her. I smile and wave to the puppy who bounces up and down with newfound exuberance.

      Picking up my feet and taking faster steps, I try to breathe through my nose and exhale through my mouth just like I've been taught in order to not get those cramps in my side.

      I follow the path into a narrow but short tunnel. There’s a boulder right outside as I turn up the trail, blocking my view and I run straight into someone.

      "Oh my God, I'm so sorry," I say, jumping back, realizing that I had knocked her down to the ground.

      "Are you okay?" A familiar voice extends his hand to her and helps her back onto her feet. It belongs to Dante.

      His eyes have not met mine yet. He's still helping up the statuesque woman in a beautiful summer dress. When she moves slightly to face me, I see that she's pregnant.

      My mouth drops open and I want to disappear into the ground.
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      When Dante's eyes meet mine, he recognizes me immediately. My world feels like it's going to collapse.

      "I'm really sorry," I mumble. "I'm so sorry.”

      She stands next to him looking at me.

      She has big wide eyes and she cradles her stomach in a way to protect it from me. I look at her and I look at him and all of the time a century seems to pass.

      "I have to go," I say, turning on my heels and rubbing sweat off my brow.

      Touching a cheek, I feel the heat coming off it and I know that it’s bright red.

      Of course, Dante found someone else, I say to myself over and over again. How could I be so stupid?

      I begin to run. Somewhere in the distance, I hear him yell after me, but I don't stop and he doesn't catch up.

      I'm afraid to go back to the tunnel, so I go around the long way, not running so much after a while, but walking, crying behind my sunglasses and wiping my tears.

      When I finally get back to Allison's apartment and call up for her to open the downstairs door, she sees me on the intercom, immediately concerned.

      “Let me in!” I cry.

      A few minutes later, I'm sitting on her sixties-style sofa with no padding with her arms around me as I sob into her shoulder.

      "That was him," I say, when I come up for air.

      "How do you know that she was with him?” she asks.

      "Because they were together.” I shrug. "I don't know how else to put it. She was pregnant, like visibly pregnant. And I knocked her over and I watched him pull her up and the way she just stood next to him, I just ... Of course, it's his girlfriend or new wife or whatever."

      "What if they were already married before he met you?"

      I swallow hard. The thought had not crossed my mind.

      "I don't know," I say. "It's very possible, but then I'm even more of a fool, an idiot."

      "You're not an idiot for putting yourself out there."

      "Don't you see?" I say, pulling away from her and wiping the tears from my eyes.

      "Don't pull on your skin like that, you're going to get wrinkles," Allison instructs, "just pat."

      I don't listen and instead wipe the rest of my eyes with the back of my hand, purposely being as rough as possible.

      "This whole thing was just some sort of a game."

      "What do you mean? What are you talking about?" Allison asks.

      "Maybe he was with that woman all along. Maybe she's part of it. Maybe they were just having some fun."

      "No, that can't be true. I mean, he paid for your mom's surgery."

      "I know, but then I called him on it and he never called me again."

      "What if he just found out that she was pregnant after that?" Allison asks. "What if he wanted to call you but he couldn’t?"

      I stare at her. She’s waiting for me to say something.

      But I just shake my head. He’s a liar and he's not someone I thought he was. He's been this mystery ever since I met him and it was romantic and kind of cool at first. Not anymore.

      "Maybe he's just some rich asshole who likes to have a little fun and play these little games,” I say.

      Pulling away from Allison, I wipe the rest of my tears. My words resonate around the room and by the expression on her face, I can tell that I've made an impact. That was the first time I've ever considered that out loud or even in my own head and now it seems to bring answers to all of my questions.

      "He's just an asshole,” Allison says.

      Maybe that girl's in on it or maybe not. Maybe he got her pregnant afterward or maybe he was lying to both of us.

      In any case, yes, he did pay for my mom's treatment. And for that, I will be forever grateful.

      But as far as everything else goes, he's dead to me. I never want to see him again. Never want to speak to him again. Hell, I never want to think about him again.

      This evening, Allison convinces me to go out and get some drinks. It’s all about taking my mind off things and I’m all for it. We head to a familiar haunt, a bar on 79th Street, where she has always managed to get lucky.

      "That's why I don't go there very often," Allison says, adjusting her look in the mirror.

      I'm dressed in a similar fashion, spaghetti sleeve top, a short skirt, and high heels.

      We get there at around 10:30, just when the place is getting filled with enough people for a good selection. Everyone is crowding around the bar and Allison gets us two lemon drops. A martini is a serious drink for the middle of the day, but a lemon drop means that you're ready to party.

      We grab a little table in the corner, one of the tall standup ones where people can approach you from any direction. She scans the room for prospects and checks her phone.

      "We're out," I say, "so why are you online dating at a bar? Shouldn't you be looking for people in person?"

      "Look, you can put in their GPS, so if someone's here, you can check out their whole profile and see if they're a suitable match."

      I roll my eyes.

      "You know that this is how it's done," she says, showing me her phone, clicking through a few options that are within a block away.

      It's not that I have anything against online dating per se, I don't. It's just that I'm here to not be online.

      I'm here to take a chance, to strike up a conversation with someone and to really connect.

      I want to feel the same way I felt at The Redemption with… Dante.

      Stop it, I say to myself. Forget about him. He’s a loser and a liar. You don’t need a replacement. You’re here to put him out of your mind completely.

      "Put your phone down," I say. "I don't want to look like we're occupied."

      The tone of my voice tells her that I'm serious. I pout my lips and I push my breasts together as I lean over the table, my eyes laser focused on the guy with the crew haircut on the other side of the bar.

      He’s nursing a beer and as soon as our eyes meet, he points me out to his friend. On the walk over, our eyes don't break contact the whole time.

      “Hi,” he says, extending his hand. "I'm Logan."

      Dressed in a linen suit, he looks like he has just walked in from arguing a case in a courtroom in Louisiana.

      "Hi, I'm Jacqueline," I say, extending my hand. "It's nice to meet you."
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      Allison doesn't stay for long. She spots a hot guy across the room and tells me that she'll be back.

      Logan takes her seat and focuses his eyes on mine. His are hazel green, a nice match to his tan skin.

      As we talk, I find out that he's visiting from North Carolina. He is indeed a lawyer, and he is here for a deposition.

      "Don't you need to have a license to practice law here?” I ask.

      "Yeah, I do. I used to live in Connecticut, but my parents moved down to North Carolina and my mom is sick, so I'm visiting her."

      "Oh.” I nod.

      Suddenly the reality of what he's going through hits me a little too hard. I want to ask about his mom, but this isn't what tonight is supposed to be about.

      "I'd rather not talk about my real life, if you don't mind," Logan says, giving me a wink. "I'm here to let loose, have a little fun, nothing serious. I know that makes me sound kind of like a dick, but that's all I can handle right now."

      I nod again, and then reach over and kiss him. Clearly taking him by surprise, it takes him a moment to kiss me back.

      His lips feel soft, nice on mine, and I like the way he tilts me back, supporting the small of my back.

      His fingers sweep up my neck, just along my jawline, and I feel just a little bit of the shivers going down.

      When we pull away, he asks, "Do you want to get out of here?" I nod.

      He grabs my hand and we walk out.

      "My hotel is right around the corner," he says, "if you're interested in something like that, but no pressure."

      I smile again.

      Yes, I am interested, I say quietly to myself.

      I text Allison as soon as I know the name of the hotel. When I see the number of his room, I text again.

      I've been single long enough to know that dangerous things happen and a girl has to protect herself if she wants to have a little fun. But Logan is a gentleman.

      He has a suite overlooking a small park and he walks straight to the bar to pour me a drink.

      "All I have here are some M&M's, pretzels, and crackers if you're hungry," he says, pulling them out of the bar.

      I walk over and seductively bite my lower lip. Reaching up, I kiss him a little on the lips and just as he is about to kiss me back, I grab the M&M's out of his hand.

      Laughing, he tackles me onto the bed. "You're not getting away that easily."

      Once I'm under him, he cradles my head and kisses me, first on my cheeks, then on my lips, then down my neck.

      Still holding the pack of M&M's in my hand, he makes it all the way down to my breasts and pulls my top down just a little bit. I let go of the candy and grab onto the sheets instead.

      He kisses me again and again, running his hands up my dress.

      Reaching for my panties, he tugs a little, toying with me and I laugh.

      The phone rings, not his cell, but rather the digital one on the end table.

      "Are you going to answer that?" I ask.

      "No. It's just room service or whatever. I'll call them later."

      The call gets forwarded to the answering machine.

      “Mr. Robier, your wife is trying to reach you. Please give her a call as soon as you can."

      He freezes and so do I.

      “Your wife?” I gasp, pushing him off me.

      He shakes his head.

      "Your wife? You have a wife?” I repeat that word over and over again, hating the way it sounds in my mouth.

      "I don't know what she's talking about," Logan says, getting flustered.

      He reaches for me again, but I push him away.

      "I can't believe that you're married,” I say, standing up and adjusting my clothes.

      Again, he says nothing.

      "Was this just one big lie?” I ask, grabbing my purse and my phone.

      "Okay, so I'm married," Logan says, buttoning his shirt. "So what? You telling me you never fucked a married guy before?"

      I shake my head.

      "Please, don't act like I've done anything wrong."

      I start to walk away to get to the front door when I stop cold in my steps.

      "Of course you've done something wrong," I say, taking a few steps back and pointing my finger in his face. "You're fucking married and you're picking up someone at a bar."

      "I told you I didn’t want anything serious. It's not like I lied to you."

      "You're lying to your wife," I say, narrowing my eyes. "And yeah, you lied to me. You said you didn't want anything serious, but you didn't tell me a thing about being married."

      "Like it will matter. Come on. I know that you're just one of those sluts that wants to get laid. There's nothing wrong with that."

      "What did you call me?" The expression on his face changes, but then he glares at me and puts his chin up in the air proudly.

      "Yeah, I said what I said," he says.

      Before I know it, I raise my hand up in the air, make a fist, and punch him as hard as I can.

      "You bitch, you bitch!” he yells after me, cradling his bloody nose.

      I run out of his hotel room before this gets any worse.
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      I run out of the hotel room with my hand on fire. With all the blood gushing out of his nose, it's probably likely that I have broken it. I cross the street running without waiting for the green light and then go around the corner to make sure that he can't follow me.

      Suddenly, I start to laugh. I laugh wildly and it comes from somewhere  in the pit of my stomach, a deep bellowing laugh.

      "Jacqueline?" Allison asks, running up to me. "I just got your message.  Are you okay? What happened?"

      She looks at my throbbing hand as I elevate it to try to prevent the blood from pooling. There’s blood everywhere even on the hem of my skirt.

      I tell her everything.

      "Oh my God, what an asshole!”

      "Yeah, I was so pissed. I mean, he has a fucking wife and he thinks that it's okay. Fuck him. And then he called me a slut and I.. I just lost it."

      "So you just punched him? How did you do it?" Allison wants to know every single detail.

      She starts to laugh.

      "We have to get out of here," I say. "The hotel is right there. I don't want him coming after me."

      "Yeah, of course."

      She grabs me and we get the next available cab.

      Back in her apartment, she hands me a bag of frozen peas and makes me elevate my hand, placing them on top.

      "No, they're too cold and too heavy."

      "Oh, stop being such a whiner. I mean, you got in a fist fight, you're going to have to pay the price.”

      I start to laugh again.

      She grabs a quarter pint of ice cream, chocolate chip, out of the freezer.

      "I think you deserve this."

      I'm tempted to say no. I'm still trying to be good with my food intake, but she's right. I do deserve this.

      That evening, we drink two bottles of wine and eat all of her ice cream and order pizza. We talk late into the night and it reminds me so much of our time as roommates back at Dartmouth.

      Men would come and go, but it was this friendship that kept us going.

      "We haven't had fun like this in a long time," Allison says, clearing up the dishes and putting them in the sink.

      "I'd offer to wash them," I say, "but you know, I'm injured."

      "Yeah, right."

      She rolls her eyes.

      I stand next to the counter finishing my wine and she tells me how much she has missed us hanging out like this.

      "I've missed it a lot, too," I say. "It's been so long since ..."

      "Why do we get involved with guys in the first place?" she asks. "I mean, they do nothing but ruin things."

      "I know," I agree.

      "Hey, I was thinking about something," she says, taking the last plate,  washing it and rubbing a sponge over it a few times. "What if you were to move in with me?"

      "What do you mean here?"

      "Yeah."

      "No, I don't think I can do that," I say a little bit too quickly.

      "Look, I know that before you had a whole thing with your roommate about her boyfriend, but I'm not getting a boyfriend anytime soon. I'm not looking for a boyfriend and neither are you.”

      I tilt my head.

      “Two married men in a row. That’s not a good streak you're on."

      I narrow my eyes and then smile. I know that she's just joking.

      "Look, your mom is better, right? You're in the city all the time to go to school, do your thesis. Why not just move in here? Help me pay the rent. We can go out, we can hang out, we can have all these nights together just like we used to."

      The offer is definitely very inviting. I can't help but want to say yes, but still I hesitate.

      "I don't want to pressure you. I can tell that you're uncomfortable. Just think about it. No harm done either way."

      I nod. "Okay, I'll think about it, I promise."

      As soon as I get home the following morning, after traveling on the train, I realize that it's about time that I move back to the city. I'll be done with the semester and hopefully have my degree by August and I'll be starting to look for work.

      Most of the jobs are in Midtown, which are very close to where Allison lives. Who knows, maybe they'll even be an opening at her work.

      And at that point, commuting every morning and evening back and forth to New Jersey is going to be a pain.

      Besides, she is right. Mom is feeling better and when I tell her that I’m thinking about moving, she looks relieved that I’m finally getting out of the house.

      Two weeks later, I move in with Allison.
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      I should have run after her. I called her name, but she didn't stop, but I should have chased her down and told her the truth.

      I saw the expression in her eyes when she thought that Marguerite was with me, when she thought that that was our child she was carrying, but I couldn't make myself go.

      The other part of the story is that I never called Jacqueline back.

      After Chicago, I decided that it would be better to have a clean break. I was never supposed to get close to her in the first place, and after that fight, it was my chance to make everything right.

      I got back from Chicago and I played with my phone. I checked it constantly. I listened to her messages.

      I read her texts, but I didn't call.

      After a while, Jacqueline stopped trying to reach out. After a while, I decided that I paid my dues. I paid for her mother's treatment, and that was enough. There was no reason for me to complicate matters even more.

      I tried to start and make a new break.

      I buried myself in work, taking on more clients, flying more. I figured that if I stayed busy enough, then I could push her out of my mind. And it worked somewhat temporarily, until it didn't, until Jacqueline was all I could think about and all I could dream about and she haunted me everywhere I went.

      And then I took Marguerite to a doctor's appointment in the city to see a specialist because she was having some complications.

      Lincoln was busy; he had a big client to dine and wine and to invest in his hedge fund. He was working insane hours now and every time that he didn't come home until it was too late, Marguerite got more and more upset.

      After the appointment, we went out to take a stroll in the park. She was feeling good for once, not nauseous and overwhelmed, and I wanted to buy her some ice cream and take a walk and help her forget about everything that she thought was wrong with her marriage.

      We walked all the way over to the meadow, following a path toward the boulder next to a tunnel. I stopped for a second, turned away, and that was when Jacqueline came out of nowhere. We were somewhat hidden behind the corner and Jacqueline was running fast when she collided into Marguerite. She tripped her and Marguerite fell down to the ground.

      A flash of anger rushed through me before I knew the identity of the runner. But then I saw that it was Jacqueline and everything in my world stopped.

      I was in shock, but before I could ask her what she' was doing there, before I could say a word, she apologized and ran off.

      That was it.

      "Aren't you going to call her?" Marguerite asks when we're back in her apartment, serving me tea. I had offered for us to go out, grab some dinner, but she said that she needed to stay in and get off her feet.

      She changed into loose fitting pajama bottoms, an oversized T-shirt, and a pair of house slippers.

      “Sorry that I look like this, but I just can't handle wearing regular clothes anymore. Definitely not a bra or anything that’s confining,” she adds. “And sorry if that’s too much information, but I’m pregnant and I don’t give a shit.”

      "Yes, of course, no problem.” I shrug.

      Lincoln and Marguerite live in a spacious two bedroom apartment. Well, spacious by New York standards anyway. It's decorated nicely, mostly from West Elm. It was Lincoln who had taken the initiative to do that when they first moved in here because Marguerite was working such long hours at the hospital.

      "Why didn't you say anything about her to me?" Marguerite asks, sitting back against the couch, letting the cushions absorb her from all around.

      I take a seat in the chair next to her, taking a sip of my tea. It’s steaming hot. Given the fact that she is overheating twenty-three hours a day, Marguerite drinks only iced tea.

      "I don't know what happened.  I just ... I wasn't expecting to see her there."

      "I know, but still once you did ..."

      "It wasn't the right time."

      "You know, you keep saying that this isn't the right girl for you, this isn't the right time, but why do you keep thinking about her? Why does she keep… consuming you?"

      I shrug. I don't know the answer to that, just like I don't know the answer to a lot of things.

      I try to change the topic, but Marguerite doesn't want to talk about herself. I know that Lincoln is being particularly difficult, working all of these hours, and I offer my support in however way I can.

      "You know, I just don't understand why he doesn't want to be here for me. I mean, he told me he wanted to have this baby. He was so excited when I got pregnant and now it just feels like he's ignoring me."

      "Maybe he's not lying. Maybe he's trying to set up something for afterward. You know, make some moves, maybe get a promotion,” I suggest.

      “But the thing about his kind of work is that there's just always more and more of it,” she exhales, gasping in despair.  "There's always more clients. There's never enough money, you know? There's always more rungs on the ladder to climb and what's the point?”

      “You of all people should understand," I say. "You went to medical school, you put in all those hours at the hospital."

      “I'm not saying that his work is not as important as mine, of course not. I mean, I know what this means to him."

      "And obviously it doesn't save lives," I point out.

      She laughs. "Yeah, if it did, it'd pay less."

      We both chuckle.

      "I just don't know how to deal with this," Marguerite says, after a long pause. "I'm tired of fighting with him and every time he's home, the few hours that he has, I just want to talk about it and it's so stupid because I shouldn't have to talk about it. I bring it up and then we have a fight and it's just like one thing after another. How do I even get through this?"

      "I have no idea.” I shake my head.

      I hate to admit it but I understand where Lincoln is coming from. I have that same workaholic gene within me. My solution to everything seems to be to bury myself in work.

      "His work is more than something he does to make a living," I say. "It's his identity. Money is about winning points on the scoreboard, especially if you're in the position like he has at that fund. He brings in money; he invests it properly. Everyone benefits, everyone celebrates, he gets a promotion. It's a lot like my work and it's easier for me to tell him to take it easy when in reality, that's exactly what I do whenever I feel a little bit lost."

      "Is that why you've been working so hard?" Marguerite asks, adjusting her location on the couch and moving her stomach from one side to another, holding it a little bit underneath for support.

      "Yeah, of course. I mean, it's a no brainer. I've taken on a bunch more clients, traveled a lot more than I probably would have. Haven't stayed in the same hotel room for more than two days."

      "And what are you running away from?" she asks.

      "All the lies I've told."

      "What are you talking about?"

      I shrug and look down at the bottom of my cup. "I need a refill," I say, getting up.

      I grab her glass of iced tea and fill up both of our drinks. When I return, she's sitting straight up with her arms crossed in front of her, waiting for my answer.

      "You're not going to get away from this that easily," she says, pointing her finger in my face.

      “Jacqueline and I met at a club," I say after a long pause.

      "Yeah, I know that."

      “No, you don't. We met at The Redemption.”
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      Marguerite narrows her eyes. "I've heard of that place. What's different about it?"

      I don't know why I chose this particular instance to tell her something so private, but for some reason I do. She listens carefully as I tell her all about the club and how different it is from the usual nightlife spots.

      “So, this is where you've been going?" Marguerite sits back, pulling her legs up into a Lotus position rather unsuccessfully. "You haven't just been going out dating, meeting one-night stands, but you've been going there?"

      "Yeah.” I nod. "I mean, I go to bars, too, but I thought that it would be more honest this way. I thought that, I don't know, I could just have some fun, but I wouldn't have to have all of these explanations and nobody would wait for me to call."

      "And that's where you met this girl that you can't stop thinking about?"

      I nod. I've told her some of the truth, but of course not all of it. I haven't told her that I've been watching Jacqueline. At first, just to see if she was okay but then because I couldn't make myself stop.

      "So you met her there and you two what? Fooled around?"

      "Yes," I admit.

      "And what then?"

      "Then I went back looking for her. I wanted to run into her again by accident, but on purpose."

      "And?"

      "And, I don't know. It just didn't work out that way."

      "But I thought that you went to Minnesota, I thought that you two had a good time?"

      "I did," I nod, "but then she found out something that she shouldn't have."

      "What? You didn't cheat on her, did you?” she yells at me.

      I shake my head no and look away.

      "What did you do?"

      "I paid for her mother's medical treatment."

      Marguerite furrows her brow and leans closer. I can tell that this was the last thing that she had expected to hear.

      "I don't know. I don't know how to put it, but she had mentioned that her mom was sick and doctors had recommended this experimental surgery but they had to pay upfront, and she didn't have the money and so, I just did it."

      "You just paid for a medical procedure for a stranger?" Marguerite asks. "How much?"

      “$250,000,” I say quietly.

      "A quarter of a million dollars?" She gasps. "You don't even make that much."

      "There were complications and there was an additional amount of about $100,000,” I admit.

      "I cannot believe this.” Marguerite stands up, shaking her head. "You don't even have that much money."

      Of course, on some level, I have known this part to be true all along, but this is the first time that anyone's ever confronted me with that fact out loud.

      "I had some money saved up and I had some in the trust but yeah, I had to really borrow a lot to try to make this work."

      "And what about now? Is she paying you back?"

      "We had a fight when she found out about it. She was really angry that I didn't tell her."

      "She was angry at you?"

      "Well, she was really grateful for the treatment, but she was angry that I didn't tell her. She was angry that I just went behind her back."

      "Okay," Marguerite rolls her eyes, "but you don't actually have this money, you borrowed it from your trust, right?" Marguerite asks.

      She knows exactly what that means. It's not borrowing in that true sense.

      "What's going to happen when your mother finds out?"

      "She's not going to be happy," I say.

      "Yeah, exactly. You think she'll just let it go, $350,000 missing."

      "I borrowed about two-hundred from there."

      "Just because you liked this woman?"

      "No, there's something else, but I can't talk about it right now."

      "Look, whatever it is, Adele is not going to understand."

      I bite the inside of my cheek. She of all people knows exactly the limits of my mother's understanding.

      We sit for a little while in total silence and I look at the drapes: warm, the color of tangerine and diaphanous. The window is slightly cracked, and a little bit of air comes in swaying in the breeze.

      "How do you feel about Jacqueline now?" Marguerite asks.

      "I thought that this would be a good chance to make a clean break. I shouldn't have been so obsessed with her," I say, pausing slightly before saying the word obsessed in an effort to figure out just the right phrasing. "I was being, I don't know, impulsive and then when we had that fight, I thought, 'Okay, this is my chance.'"

      "But aren't you going to ask for the money back?"

      "No, I'm just going to pay it back. I'm working a lot of hours, booking a lot of clients, and there's a number of investments that might sell in the near future, so I'll be able to put the money back before Mom notices."

      "That's if you're very lucky," she says, swallowing hard.

      "You're not going to tell her, are you?"

      "No, of course not, but Adele has her way of finding out. Besides, you know how she is about money. God knows why she has a business manager when she takes care of every last thing."

      "This came from my trust, I just hope that she doesn't check those amounts very often since they've pretty much stayed the same."

      There’s another long pause in conversation.

      I'm tempted to fill it up with something inconsequential, some small talk, but there's another pressing issue that I want to discuss with Marguerite.

      We've talked about this before.

      There's a trust fund that Lincoln would have had access to if he had married the right person. I know that it still weighs heavily on her mind and the last time we talked, the conversation didn't go so well.
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      Marguerite announces that she's getting hungry and if she doesn't have something to eat quickly, she's going to start to feel nauseous. We head to the kitchen and she frantically looks around for the saltine crackers in the pantry.

      "Don't you want some something more substantial?" I ask.

      She shakes her head no. "I hate these things. They taste like cardboard, but it's the only thing that makes me feel better."

      "Do you want me to order some food, anything like that?"

      Again she shakes her head no. "Only if you want some. It's hard for me to predict what's going to make me feel sick to my stomach and what's not, so I kind of stick to this."

      I decide to join her in her plate of crackers but cut up an apple and grab a vine of grapes as well.

      "Wow. This almost would feel like happy hour if we had some wine," Marguerite remarks.

      "I saw some in the back," I joke.

      "It's strange but I've never been a big drinker, as you know. And now that I'm pregnant, alcohol is all I can think about."

      "Really?" I ask.

      "Yeah. I don't mean like to get drunk, just kind of crave that first sip of a cold beer. I don’t even want the whole thing, just a taste.”

      I grab a cracker and chew with my mouth open, thundering inside my head.

      "I wanted to talk to you about Lincoln's trust fund again.”

      She tenses up. A small line forms on her forehead between her eyebrows and she clenches her jaw.

      A second later, she bites into another cracker.

      "Look, I know this is a tense situation but the money's there, and it would really change the situation for you two. I mean, he wouldn't have to work so hard."

      "That's the thing. He still will," she says, shaking her head. "I mean, five million? Yeah, that's a lot of money, but he can't give up his career. It's not enough money to retire on forever in the city in any sort of lifestyle. But it is enough to move to some little town out in the country, get some animals, a little acreage, but that's not Lincoln.”

      “What are you going to do out there?” I ask, sitting back in my chair and taking a bite of the apple.

      “Maybe open a little practice.”

      “You want to be a country doctor?”

      She rolls her eyes. "You're not going to make fun of me about it, are you?"

      "No, not at all. I just never heard you talk like that."

      "Well, you know, we all have dreams. That’s what I was thinking the last time I was in the ER before they forced me to take maternity leave."

      "Well, you did throw up on a patient," I point out.

      "Dr. Gowalski nearly killed someone because he was hungover, but hey, we're all going to focus on me and my persistent nausea," she says, throwing her hands up. "Lincoln would never want to move somewhere like that, you know?”

      “What about you?” I ask. “What if it were just up to you?”

      “I think having a practice in a small town would be nice. Relaxing. Maybe I could even keep regular hours.”

      "What's that like?" I ask.

      She laughs along with me.

      "You know, growing up, I thought all of those people who have their friends and their work and everything within a twenty-minute drive and I thought how boring? That would be awful. But now having this baby, that's all I can think about. I just want Lincoln to be with me. I guess the pregnancy I can handle on my own, but I'm a little scared about having the baby. And then after we come home ..."

      I'm about to bring up hiring help again, but she beats me to it.

      "Help would be useful, but it's not the same thing as raising a child with your husband, with the father. And I don't even mean forever, you know? Just a couple of years. We can connect, bond, leave the rat race."

      "I couldn't agree more," I say. "That's why you should do it."

      "Do what?"

      "You should seriously think about taking the trust to court."

      "What about your mother? She'll never speak to us again."

      "You'd be surprised."

      "What are you talking about?" Marguerite furrows her brows and crosses her arms across her chest again.

      "I'm not saying that Mom wouldn't be mad. She would, of course. All I'm saying is that she may even admire you after that."

      "What? That doesn't make any sense.”

      "I don't know. I can't make any guarantees. All I know is that the money should be yours. That is an unfair trust, and if you can convince Lincoln to go along with it, I'll testify on your behalf at any time. You deserve that money, Marguerite. You love each other. You care about one another. That's what that's about."

      She reaches out, grabs my hand, and pulls me into a tight hug.

      I wonder why I have been thinking a lot about that trust now. It has been weighing heavily on my mind for a while, partly because of how unfair it is and how much the two of them deserve that money to be theirs, and partly because that same trust applies to me.

      I also have to marry someone from a comparably wealthy family, whatever the hell that means. So far, Mom hasn't been putting any pressure on me about that.

      She probably thinks I'm sowing my wild oats or whatever patriarchal, antiquarian ideas she still considers to be dogma. But I think about it, that money, those options.

      It's not me that I'm thinking about, not exactly.

      It's all the debts that I owe and all the money that they're going to collect unless I pay them.

      I stay with Marguerite late into the evening. We watch Netflix, I order a pizza, and she continues to eat her crackers and fruit.

      After that initial conversation, we talk about anything and everything except for Jacqueline and Lincoln.

      We laugh, we watch some stupid fail videos on YouTube, and we pretend that we're both much happier than we actually are.

      Initially, I was going to stay until Lincoln showed up, but when it's almost eleven and he's still not back, I tell her that I have an early flight in the morning and I have to go.

      She gives me a warm hug and I tell her not to bother getting out of bed. She's too nauseous and too tired.

      Giving her a kiss on her forehead, I tell her to lock the door behind me with her app.
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      The following weekend, after I come back from monitoring Vasko, and overseeing his investments with my investors' money, I head to the Hamptons.

      The family owns a large beach house that we refer to as, "The Cottage," but it's hardly that at all. It's five bedrooms with two wraparound porches, a large pool, and it borders onto the water, onto the sand, and the swaying green grasses for which the Hamptons are famous for.

      My family owned this house a while ago and it has recently come back to us after Mom agreed to help Lincoln and Marguerite with the financing.

      There has been a lot of land consolidation, and taking down of old cottages, and buildup of new giant homes all around us. This house remains somewhat of a relic. It was particularly large back in the day when it was first built, but Mom still complains about it because she prefers Cape Cod.

      The property now belongs officially to Lincoln and Marguerite, and they are paying Mom the mortgage and the fees while she holds the title. Still, it remains more of a family place.

      I drive down the narrow streets, two lanes with beautiful landscaping around each home. The summers are what everyone here lives for.

      This is when all the out-of-towners swarm in, the wives and the children typically staying all summer and the husbands coming just for weekends.

      I have more work to get to on Monday, but I'm looking forward to dipping my feet in the ocean, having a barbecue, and catching up with Lincoln.

      When Mom calls, I reluctantly answer. I had mentioned to her that we're going to be meeting up here this weekend, and she's still bitter about it.

      "Why can't you come to Cape Cod?" she asks.

      "Because I have to fly out of LaGuardia early Monday morning."

      "Well, you can fly it out of Logan Airport or Cape Cod. It has a bunch of flights."

      This is probably the third time we have had this conversation.

      "When was the last time you were here?” I ask.

      We're video chatting, and she's in the kitchen chopping vegetables feverishly. She turns away from me for a moment to tend to the stove. I just sit here holding my phone in front of my face, waiting for her to return. "Where are you?" Mom asks, turning back.

      "I just pulled up to the house,” I say and point the phone at the big white traditional home with siding and two columns in front of the curved driveway.

      "I guess they're taking good care of it," she says, "from what I can see."

      "Yeah, it's perfect. They had it repainted. The housekeeper is doing a good job."

      "I still don't know why you all can't come up here—” Mom starts to say again, but I cut her off, and tell her that I have to go.

      Getting out of my rented car, I park right by the front door and knock.

      No one is inside.

      I use the code that Marguerite had texted me, and then walk into the newly painted interior. The living room is grand, with a big piano in the corner.

      No one in our family plays, but it was bought by my grandfather many years ago as a statement piece. Now we have to hang on to it for probably in perpetuity.

      The walls have been painted a combination of slate gray and white, giving it a very modern look. There's a waterfall style kitchen island made out of marble, and a sink right in the middle.

      I head to the sub-zero refrigerator, open it up and see that it has been freshly stocked with fruits, vegetables, and some pre-made meals in the freezer.

      I grab a vegetarian lasagna, nuke it in the microwave, and eat it straight out of the container.

      That’s another thing that Mom wouldn’t approve of. For her it's all about presentation. You have to eat from the right plates using the right utensils, no matter what.

      The food is fresh and delicious, and I scarf it down, and then make myself another. Grabbing a beer out of the fridge, I walk out onto the porch and inhale the scent of salt water coming off the ocean.

      That's one of my favorite things about this house: it’s proximity to the ocean. Out in the distance, I see a girl of about eleven walking up the path through the dunes to her house. She’s so far away that I can barely make out her face.

      I stretch my hands out and take the world in. The sun is still high in the sky.  The day is sticky hot with the kind of humidity that opens up your pores and makes you want to strip off your clothes.

      Marguerite and Lincoln won’t be here until tomorrow. I have the place to myself.

      I head inside, take my suitcase to the guest room upstairs, and grab my favorite swim trunks. It’s blue with little anchors and a draw string in the front. It’s the only one I travel with, so that I can take advantage of swimming in hotel pools.

      I have always loved to swim. There's something relaxing about being in the water, natural or otherwise. In the Hamptons, I have the option of both, and I head straight into the ocean.

      I don't bother with a towel and leave my phone and keys inside. It feels unusually freeing to be this unattached, unreachable.

      A seagull flies overhead, making a loud crowing sound. Somewhere in the distance I see a fin, possibly a dolphin.

      I remember that small sharks have also been spotted in the area. I'm not afraid. I know they won't bother me. They don't see people as prey, despite what Jaws and many other movies would have you believe. The biggest danger with swimming in the ocean will always be drowning.

      The waves are small today with just a little bit of white spray at the tops. The water is warm after being heated up by the sun all morning. The top layer is about the same temperature as lukewarm bathwater, but the lower layer by the sand feels like a cold spring.

      I take a few steps in, and then dive.

      I come up for air, and then dive in again and again. I open my eyes, and they burn as I peer through the blurry depths to look at the sparkle of tiny fish.

      I swim a long way out.

      There are no lifeguards here, but I’ve always been a strong swimmer. This isn't really a public beach. I swim all the way where I thought I saw the shark fin, come up for air, and look around.

      Doing freestyle back to shore, I put one arm over the other and kick as hard as I can. Swimming out here is nothing like swimming in a pool.

      It's not a controlled environment. There are waves that move you from side to side. I regret going out all this way without goggles.

      When I get back to the shore, I lie down in the sand and let the water caress my feet.

      I close my eyes and my mind begins to wander. I want to enjoy the moment, but I have been one that is very good at meditation.

      All of the normal worries creep in.  Next week one of the companies that we have invested in with my initiative is going to be sold. If that happens, and the sale actually goes through, all the paperwork is signed and approved, then I stand to make about half a million dollars.

      That would be enough money to pay off the loan to the trust fund, and that would be enough money to pay off my other debts as well. As I consider that a possibility, I find myself waiting.

      We've all done what we could, and now we just have to wait until the decision is made.

      For me, the stakes are much higher than they are for everyone else. This isn't just half a million dollars. The money would actually get me out of this jam.

      When the sun starts to feel way too hot, I sit up and head back into the water to cool off.

      I do a few more laps, going nowhere in particular, and my muscles get weary and tired.

      I see someone in the distance headed toward me.

      I squint, but the sun is too blinding, and I don't have my sunglasses.

      I wave in the general direction, and when the person doesn’t respond, I turn toward the path leading to the house.

      "Dante, wait!” she yells.
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      I arrive in the Hamptons against my will.

      Allison is making a strong argument for it, but I’m not excited.

      I'm still not set on going to this party at The Redemption. Though a quick beach holiday sounds like something that I really need in my life right now. I haven't been to the ocean in a while. And Allison did rent us a very nice one bedroom Airbnb cottage. It's a guest house on an estate two blocks away from the beach.

      And it's already ridiculously expensive and barely affordable, but I decide to go for it. Even if I do say no to the party, it'll be nice to at least hang out and have a change of scenery, maybe have a little bonfire on the beach, go swimming, and just get some sun.

      We take the train over and then get an Uber to take us the rest of the way. There's a lot of traffic everywhere, which is pretty expected for a Friday in the Hamptons in the summertime. This seems to be the place where all of New York goes to escape the heat from the asphalt and to let loose.

      There are different pockets in different neighborhoods, all separated by interests, vices, and affordability.

      There are the huge mansions right on the water that host their white parties with Lamborghinis and Maseratis outside. And then there are the flop houses that college kids pile into, twenty or thirty at a time, and party for six weeks straight.

      When we finally pull up to the gate, Allison enters the code and the iron rod gates open before us.

      "Are you sure we can just come in here?" I say, staring at the big spacious Tudor-style home.

      "Yeah, that's what the directions say. Apparently, the owners aren't home today."

      We park up front and carry our bags and supplies to the guest house right next to the pool. It's a small space and Allison and I agree to share the room so that neither of us has to sleep on the couch.

      I'm drenched in sweat and completely exhausted by the time I plop down on the bed. Luckily the air conditioning has been on, so the place is cool. I put our food away into the small mini-fridge, eyeing the hot plate, while Allison sits down on the couch and starts to figure out the places to go for dinner and the location of tomorrow’s party.

      "I'm going to go to the beach," I announce.

      “Now?" she asks, without lifting her eyes.

      I nod. "Yeah, but I need to get in the water. It's going to feel nice after all that travel and traffic."

      "Well, I'm going to stay here and cool off, it's way too hot."

      “Hence, the ocean," I point out, but don't push it.

      Actually, I kind of want some alone time. This whole week she hasn't been working late and we've had a little bit too much roommate time.

      Despite how much I like Allison, I do need some space to think, to just be by myself, and she is always very chatty. Whenever a thought pops into her head, she has to share it. It gets a little tiresome after a while.

      I walk down a couple streets, tree lined, absolutely beautiful. It's summer days like this that I live for. Even if you do have something to worry about, you can forget all of that in this kind of summer afternoon.

      I walk for a while and then realize that it’s the wrong way. I look at the map on my phone and find the nearest walkway toward the beach. There are only a few places from where you can access the shore from here and I follow a little path in the swaying grasses, finally stepping onto the bright white beach, surprisingly unpopulated and uncrowded given the time of year.

      Water sloshes against my feet, warm and welcoming. It's deep blue in color with just a little bit of white caps coming in. A breeze comes off the ocean, but it's pleasant and it relaxes me like few things can.

      There are kids playing out into the distance and a few adults sunbathing nearby next to a tent.

      I wade into the water. I'm wearing a bathing suit underneath a long summer dress, which I pull up to my waist to prevent it from getting wet.

      My skin is alabaster white and I hadn't put on any sunscreen yet. I wonder how red I'm going to get this weekend, if I keep this up.

      I don't have a towel with me, but it hardly matters.

      Somewhere in the distance, the sun begins to set and light dances off the waves. I turn my eyes away from the horizon and see someone who has a similar build to someone I had lost.

      He sits in the sand, looking out at the water.

      I'm still a bit away, but it’s uncanny how similar he looks to Dante.

      I take a few more steps forward and I lift up my sunglasses to get a closer look.

      And then I realize it's him.

      He gets up and starts to head toward the dunes.

      I can run now, I can just turn around and walk away and it's like it never happened. It's like we never met.

      But something stops me.

      “Dante!” The words escape my lips. I want to take them back.

      I hesitate. I want to talk to him again.

      I want to figure out what happened, find out the truth. And then the memory of running into that pregnant woman and the way he helped her up stops me in my tracks.

      I turn to walk away.

      "Jacqueline?" Dante says, turning around. I take a step back. "Jacqueline?"

      Dressed only in his swim suit, his body glistens in the setting sun. Every muscle stands out beautiful and toned. He has somehow gotten more attractive since the last time I've seen him.

      I take another step back, but he takes three forward and suddenly he's right in front of me.

      "Don't leave," he says, tossing his hair. It's wet, and a few droplets fall onto my face.

      "What are you doing here?" he asks.

      I shake my head no.

      I swallow hard, bringing my arm to my forehead. I shift my weight nervously from one side to another.

      "It's so good to see you." I nod. "How are you?"

      “I'm good."

      The tension between us can be cut with a knife.

      I wait for him to break it, to tell me something along the lines it’s nice to see you, but I'm married now, but he doesn't.

      "That day in the park?" I say, "I'm really sorry about that.”

      I can't handle waiting anymore. I need to get to the bottom of this. I need to know who she is.

      “Don’t worry about it. It was an accident," Dante says. "Marguerite is okay."

      "Marguerite?" I say her name, feeling it around in my mouth. It’s uncomfortable, foreign, strange, the kind of name that belongs to a villain.

      "I'm sorry that we didn't get a chance to talk…then.”

      I notice that he's being careful with his words. He doesn't bring up the fact that I just ran away.

      "But I wanted to reach out and talk to you again,” Dante adds.

      "Okay.” I nod.

      A seagull squawks overhead.

      "I'm staying right over there.”  He points at the pristine white mansion on the other side of the swaying grasses. "Do you want to come in for a drink, or just get out of the sun so we can talk?"

      I shake my head yes, immediately regretting it.

      "What about Marguerite? Is she there?" I ask, grasping onto one arm with my other hand.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "I don't really want to intrude on your family life,” I say, trying to be as indirectly direct as possible.

      He furrows his brow.

      "Oh, no, no. Marguerite and I aren't together. Is that what you thought?"

      I take a step back. He takes one forward and grabs my elbow.

      "Wait, did you think that Marguerite is having my baby?" I shrug, not knowing how else to react.

      "No, no, not at all. She's actually…she’s my sister-in-law. She's married to my brother, Lincoln. They've been together for almost a decade. I was taking her to her doctor's appointment because he was busy at work. We went for a stroll in the park since she was feeling up to it.”

      I hesitate.

      I stand before him, uncertain as to whether I heard everything that's coming out of his mouth, or maybe I just made it all up.

      I ask him to repeat himself and he does.

      “Is that why you ran away? You thought that she was my wife and that we were having a child?" Dante asks.

      I nod.

      "No, it couldn't be further from the truth."

      I swallow hard.

      "Okay, let's go in. I think I need that drink,” I say, smiling ear to ear.

      Following Dante into his home, I’m taken aback by the sheer height of the ceilings and the ornate design. The downstairs is a series of rooms flowing one into another. We walk past the library, and I hesitate and look out of the huge bay window, overlooking the ocean.

      "It's beautiful here," I say.

      He nods.

      "Is this your house?"

      "No, it's a family place, but Lincoln and Marguerite officially own it. They're coming tomorrow."

      “So…you’re staying for the weekend?" I ask.

      He nods, giving me a smile out of the corner of his lips. I can't help but feel consumed by the butterflies in the pit of my stomach. They first showed up when our eyes met, and have only escalated in intensity.

      Dante offers me something to drink and pulls out a pitcher of lemonade. Following him out to the back patio, we sit down in Adirondack chairs and look at the expansive pool.

      "I don't know what to say," I admit after a long pause and a rather uncomfortable one at that.

      "I don't either.”  He smiles.

      I want to accuse him of not reaching out to me and to yell at him for not coming back from Chicago, but for some reason I don’t.

      I'm just so relieved that he's not married and that baby isn't his that I can't even think.

      "Tell me about your life," I finally say.

      Our eyes meet, and he doesn't look away.
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      I ask him about his life and what he's been up to, but he shakes his head no.

      "Tell me about your mom," Dante says.

      "She's doing well, almost totally recovered.” I smile. “They don't consider the cancer to be completely gone until it's been five years, but she's gotten another test, and she's going to have to get them every three months in the near future to make sure that it's not coming back, but so far so good.”

      "I'm glad to hear that.”  He sits back in his chair, looking out onto the pool.

      "What you did for me…I was so upset and stuck in my grief, but I should have thanked you for saving her life."

      "Well, let's be honest. When she ended up under sedation and unconscious, you weren't very happy with me and that surgery. I get it."

      I swallow hard and take another sip of my lemonade.

      "What about you? What's new with you?" Dante asks.

      "I went back to school, finishing up my degree, looking for work. I should be done and graduating by August."

      "That's great. I'm happy for you."

      I nod. “I'll be a real journalist."

      "You're going to do great."

      There are all these pauses and stops in our conversation. It's like we're both hesitant, uncertain.

      I ask him about himself, and he tells me about working long hours, taking on new clients. No specific details, just the amount of work.

      And after we catch up, there's still this hesitation. It doesn't feel exactly like it did back in the hotel room where we gushed and we talked for hours into the night.

      Something is different, and it's because we've both hurt each other. I want to apologize. Again. For real.

      He deserves so much more than a simple thank you. He needs to know that he had changed my life. But I also want to tell him that I was angry and why I was angry, and ask him why he had kept it a secret, but for some reason I can't do any of this.

      "Are you dating anyone?" Dante asks out of the blue.

      "No.” I shake my head.

      "Good. Do you want to go on a date with me?"

      I smile, nod, and suddenly everything that seemed so complicated is no longer.
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      That evening I blow Allison off. Her words, not mine.

      I get ready for my date and find a nice sundress and flip-flops and let my hair go wild.

      The humidity has really kicked in, and though it's normally sort of limp and bland, suddenly it has insane volume. I put on red lipstick, not my usual fare, but this is an unusual situation.

      "You know that you're just abandoning me, right? I mean, you just met this guy and you already have a date with him. That's really unfair.” Allison looks around the room. "You were gone this whole time at the beach."

      "I invited you to the beach," I point out, "so you could have come."

      "Whatever.”  She rolls her eyes.

      "Okay, you know that it's not some guy," I say, lining my eyes and putting some mascara on my lashes. "This is Dante we're talking about, this is the guy that I've been thinking about for months."

      "Yeah, the guy that you had a huge fight with and the guy who didn't return your calls.”

      “That woman was his sister-in-law and the way he asked me out,” I say, turning around, still holding the mascara wand in my hand and the bottle in the other. “It was so romantic.”

      Allison exhales. "Okay, you know that I'm a sucker for a good love story as much as the next woman, but I'm just worried that you're going to get hurt.”

      “You mean the guy who secretly paid for my mom's medical treatment and saved her life, you're afraid he's going to be the one who's going to break my heart?” I challenge her.

      “Of course. What if he’s not such a nice guy? Why did he do that in the first place? You were strangers.”

      She's echoing my thoughts, but I can’t go there.

      Not now.

      I look at myself in the mirror and I like the woman who looks back. Yes, I've gained some weight and I could be thinner and firmer, but the dress is flattering and attractive and most importantly, it makes me feel confident.

      Besides, Dante has always found me incredibly sexy and that has added a measurable boost to my self-esteem.

      "You look great," Allison approves. "Should I wait up?"

      "I'll text you," I say. "No matter what happens, I'll keep you updated."

      I walk out and I see his car parked in front of the gate.

      I didn't give him the code because it's an Airbnb and we were explicitly told not to give it out.

      So, he just waits there, sitting on the hood like a sixteen-year-old kid in some '80s movie. Dressed in slacks and a casual T-shirt that hugs his toned body in all the right ways, he is incredibly hot.

      Looking him up and down, I have to restrain myself from licking my lips and kissing him right here.

      "You look beautiful…stunning,” Dante says. He leans close to me and it feels like he’s going in for a kiss, but he grazes my cheek instead ever so lightly.

      "I don't know how to do this," I say when he opens the door for me.

      "What are you talking about?"

      He pulls out of the driveway and heads somewhere in the distance.

      "I don't know how to go on a date with you. I mean, we have done so much. It’s like we fast forwarded past all of this and now we're going on a first date, so it’s all very strange."

      "In a good way I hope," Dante says.

      I nod. "Yeah, actually in a very good way.”

      We drive for awhile without saying a word. There are few streetlights around here and the road is winding, eventually leading to an inn with a thatched roof.

      "What's this?" I ask.

      "It's a restaurant, seafood but it's amazing."

      “It looks so cozy," I say, and I mean that in the nicest way possible.

      "Come on, you're not going to regret it.”  He opens the door for me, takes my hand, and leads me inside.

      It looks like a bed and breakfast. The front desk attendant with incredible warmth and professionalism welcomes us, showing us to the back.

      We get a table near the window looking out onto the sand and the dark sea with the nearest couple sitting half a restaurant away. Candlelight, low voices, and the quiet sound of the violin in the distance creates an incredibly romantic and secluded atmosphere. The perfect place for a first  date with someone you already know well.

      Dante reaches out his hand to touch me. I pull my hand out of my lap and he intertwines his fingers with mine.

      "I've been wanting to do this for a long time,” he says, gazing into my eyes.

      "Yeah, me, too," I say.

      "I'm sorry that I lied to you. It was incredibly stupid and selfish."

      "Selfish?" I ask. "No, it was stupid maybe, but it was the opposite of selfish. You saved my mom's life and you did it in secret. I'm just sorry that I got so upset."

      "Let's just forget about it and start new."

      "I'd like that," I say.

      When the menu arrives, Dante orders us some wine that I've never heard of, which isn’t saying much since he could order the cheapest wine on the menu and I wouldn't know the difference. When I tell him this, he laughs.

      "That's what I like about you," he says, "you're unassuming, unpretentious."

      "I thought you would use this opportunity to teach me about wine."

      "If you ask me, I can tell you, but I'm not going to be so presumptuous and self important to go around and mansplain stuff to you."

      I laugh at his use of the word mansplain. "I'm not sure that applies here, but I appreciate the sentiment."

      We both laugh.

      When the bread arrives, I grab a roll trying to appease my anxiety. It's not that I'm not happy to be here, more than that.

      It’s just when suddenly you're doing exactly what you've wanted and thought about for months, you start to question things, you get nervous.

      While I let the bread melt in my mouth, I ask Dante about his life, his brother and his wife. We talk briefly about what happened at Central Park and he apologizes once again for not coming after me.

      “I had a lot on my mind," he says.

      “Like what?”

      "I'm just having some issues with my work. It's hard to explain."

      "Try," I urge him.

      We have talked enough about the past. Now I want to know more about the present.

      The first courses are the Caesar salad with freshly made dressing.

      "Wow, I've never had dressing that was this good," I say, taking a bite and then impaling a crouton along with the greens.

      He takes a bite and nods in approval.

      "Tell me about your work," I say when the smile disappears and he gazes into my eyes.

      "I have this client out in Seattle, my boss forced me to invest with him and his company and usually those decisions are made entirely up to me. I promised myself that I would oversee every part of that investment because he didn't deserve it. I have a feeling that my boss is getting a kickback or there's some sort of fraud going on, but what it is exactly I don't know."

      "I thought that you were in charge of who you invest with."

      "Yeah, I thought so, too," Dante says, "but he basically told me that you either invest the company's money with this guy or go and find another job. So that's what I'm doing."

      "What are you doing?"

      "A little bit of both. I invested the money and I'm actively looking for other employment."

      "Oh, wow. So, there are other companies that do what you do?"

      "Of course, competitor companies, some not so good, some a little bit more shady. That's what I liked about Cedar in the first place. He seemed really on the up and up, which is hard to find in the financial world, especially when you're talking about these types of investments. I'm actually considering starting my own."

      "You are?"

      "Yeah.”  He nods. "Wow, it feels weird to tell someone this, but it's the first time I've ever said it out loud."

      I smile. "I like that," I say.

      He smiles, too, reaches over, and squeezes my hand again. I'm having an elderberry martini. I take a sip and the alcohol calms me down a little bit, relaxing my nerves.

      "I've missed you," Dante says out of the blue, just like that. It makes my breath lodge in the back of my throat.

      "I missed you, too," I mumble and just as he's about to lean over and kiss me, the waiter comes back with our main course.

      I ordered some Atlantic salmon and he got a lobster. I finish the rest of my salad and ask for more because it's so good.

      The rest of dinner proceeds quite casually: no more intense conversations, no more apologies, no more regrets about the past.

      We just enjoy ourselves in the moment and I find myself relaxing more and more with each passing minute. I had forgotten what it was like to be with him and how comforting it is.

      We talk a lot about our thoughts about life, our values, our hopes and dreams. When I ask him about his mom, he just shakes his head and says “not today.” I laugh knowing exactly what that means.

      "I've missed you," Dante says when they clear our table. He repeats himself over the rattle of the plates and over the waiter asking me whether I’m done with my food and if I want to take the rest home.

      When the waiter leaves, Dante repeats himself, laser-focusing his eyes on me.

      “I’ve missed you,” he says for the third time and the world falls away.

      It's just the two of us now, alone and together, and I want to stay this way forever.
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      After dinner, Dante drives back to his house, and we hold hands the whole way. He offers to drop me off, but then invites me in for a cocktail, and I can't accept fast enough.

      I've missed him, too.

      I want him.

      I haven't actually stopped thinking about him this whole time. I'm sitting in the passenger seat, and he's holding my hand, and we can finally be together.

      We start kissing when we get to the doorstep. His hands make their way all over my body, pressing me tightly against his. His lips are soft, strong, just like I remember.

      Dedicated and impatient.

      He's a contradiction in itself, and I want that all over me.

      Dante pulls away to open the door and then grabs my hand and pulls me inside. He presses me against the wall and runs his hand up my thigh and under my dress.

      I feel him graze my lace panties, and the fact that I'm wearing them now is not an accident.

      "Hey," he says, pulling away from me, locking eyes.

      I smile at him, feeling myself smoldering. He puts his finger on my chin, points my head upward, and kisses me again.

      I like the way that he demands certain things of me and has his way with my body.

      I like the confidence with which he acts and moves. And of course, it's all about me wanting to be with him.

      We kiss. With him pressing me against the wall, my hands make it up his shirt, feeling the outline of each muscle.

      I love how broad his shoulders are and how powerful they feel above me: consuming me, pressing me, and keeping me in place here.

      Somehow, we end up on the staircase, him still on top of me, the steps digging into my back.

      As I'm about to move, he pushes me up and then reaches down and pulls down my panties. They get stuck at my ankles, and he laughs, and I laugh along with him.

      But then he reaches over and opens my legs. I feel the heat emanating from the middle, and he runs his tongue on the inside of my thighs.

      I lean back, propping myself up with my elbows.

      He teases me for a while, kissing all around except for the inside, and then finally gives me a small lick.

      "You're terrible," I say, closing my legs.

      "I know."

      Dante smiles and opens them up again forcibly, this time kissing me everywhere. His tongue makes its way deep inside of me, and all of that built-up tension comes to the surface.

      A wave starts to roll through me and I begin to lose control, but he pulls away just before.

      He gets on top of me and kisses my neck and my breasts, just the top because my dress is too tight, and whispers, "Come upstairs with me."

      Still feeling a little bit woozy from the experience at the bottom of the steps, I let him drag me up by my hand. At the top, he grabs me, lifts me up, and carries me all the way to his bedroom, plopping me down on a king-sized bed.

      Dante kisses me again and again, cradling my head with his beefy arms, and then when I least expect it, he flips me over onto my stomach and unzips the back, helping me up to my feet.

      The dress slips off, and he undoes my bra.

      "You're so beautiful," he whispers, looking at me.

      I smile. I feel so comfortable and at peace in his arms, and yet at the same time, incredibly aroused.

      He holds me close to him, pulls away only briefly, and then kneels down and kisses my chest, my breasts, going all the way down to my stomach, and then in between my thighs.

      I arch my back, my hair falls somewhere behind me. His hands move generously and liberally up and down my body, and I reach down and press and squeeze his hard buttocks together. My fingers run up to his shoulders, broad and expansive. He makes me feel diminutive under his body.

      "Do you have something?" I ask.

      He nods, reaching into his wallet. I kiss his neck.

      He slides his pants all the way off and drops them on the floor. He runs his fingers down my side and kisses my shoulder again and again. I hear the crinkling of the condom wrapper and I open my legs just as he slides inside.

      I take him in. He's large and powerful and with him inside of me, I finally feel complete. It sounds like a joke, perhaps something unreal, but it's like we were meant to be this way.

      Something separated us and we are finally back together.

      Our bodies move as one. It becomes a dance.

      The movements are slow at first but quickly gain momentum. I grab on to his back and his shoulders and wrap my legs tightly around him.

      He continues to thrust into me deeper and deeper each time, spreading me wider and wider. And then when I can't hold on any longer, I grab on to the sheets and let a wave of pleasure rush through me.

      It begins in my core and spreads through my fingers and toes, all the way to the ends and I feel my body pulsating and he moves faster and faster until he moans my name and collapses on top of me.

      We lie here in bliss for a long time that night. At first, we just revel in the silence, and then we talk and we can't get enough of each other. We laugh.

      He opens a bottle of wine and we tell one another stories about our childhood and our past lives. About three glasses in, I find myself wondering how I managed to live so long without him in my life.

      When I wake up the following morning, I realize that I had forgotten about Allison altogether. I glance at my phone and see a lot of text messages and missed calls asking where I am. Still dressed in nothing but a sheet, I sit up in bed, face the huge bay window looking out onto the ocean, and call her.

      "Hey, I'm so sorry," I say, and she launches into an attack.

      "What are you doing? Where were you last night? You promised that you would call. I almost went to the police station."

      "No, I'm fine. We just had a date."

      "Yeah. I figured that much. Either that or he murdered you and chopped you up and buried you in his backyard.”

      “He wouldn’t need to do that,” I joke. “He could’ve just tossed me out in the ocean.”

      I want to laugh, but this is a serious matter. The thing is that I should have called. I should have told her. She has every right to be worried. "So how was it?" Allison asks after a long pause.

      "It was good. We had fun. I'm still here."

      "You are?" she asks, and immediately turns on FaceTime.

      I want to press the big red button to ignore her, but I'm on call and I can't very well do that.

      As soon as we connect, she shakes her head. While she is recently showered and has her hair styled and her makeup applied, I am wrecked.

      I look at my reflection in the little corner. Messy hair resembling something of a bird's nest, last night's caked on makeup, and pasty skin and puffy eyes.

      "Well, you look like you had a good time," she says, bringing the phone closer to her face. "And had clearly a lot to drink."

      I laugh, only slightly embarrassed.

      My eyes are bloodshot, and I feel a little woozy and unstable on my feet. “Hey, some people would say this is how you know you had a good time.”

      “Will you at least be able to meet me for lunch in town?" she asks. "In like two hours?"

      "Yeah, of course. I'll be there," I promise.

      "Okay. It's the French crepe café right on Main Street."

      "I'll look it up. Don't worry," I promise.

      When Dante steps out of the shower, fresh and clean, he has his towel draped around his waist. When he flexes, I can see every outline of every muscle.

      "Wow," I say. "It's like you're photoshopped."

      He laughs, taking me into his arms. “So, last night was fun."

      I nod, holding the sheet tightly against my breasts, even though he has seen every part of me multiple times last night. But still, somehow in the light of day, I feel shy.

      "You want to go for a swim?” he asks.

      "But you just took a shower."

      "Eh. So what?"
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      After I change into my bathing suit, Dante grabs my hand and leads me down the stairs and toward the private walkway leading straight to the beach.

      I remember how nervous I was coming up here yesterday and everything that has happened since still feels incredibly surreal.

      The waves are bigger today. Capped with white, they dance in the sunlight. The sky is bright blue without a cloud in sight. It beams down and the rays are hot and a little too demanding.

      Dante brings two towels and lays them down so close to the water that our feet are barely in it. A wave comes in and what comes in  touches my towel.

      "No, no, no, it's going to get wet this way," I say, picking mine up and walking it a good distance back. "I'll just sit on the sand. It feels good anyway."

      The sand is lumpy, making up little ridges and peaks and valleys. The grains are relatively big, holding on to a great deal of heat. I scoop up a bunch in my hand and watch them fall through my fingers over and over again. It's almost as if I want to capture this moment on this beach with Dante so that I can remember it forever.

      "Come on.”  He grabs my hand and pulls me up to my feet. I try to resist, but after a few steps I'm in the water.

      It feels cold on my feet, immediately cooling me off. I wade in further and further. When I get further into the water, Dante grabs my hand and pulls me closer.

      He kisses me and then kisses me again and again. When he pulls away, he splashes me a little bit.

      "Oh, no, I don't want to get my hair wet!” I yell.

      "Really?" he asks, and then grabs my hand and pulls me under.

      When I come up for air, I laugh, and I can't stop laughing, and I dunk him under in retribution. He's the one that has recently taken a shower anyway.

      We continue to laugh, kiss, and swim like we have no worries in the world, and for a brief moment there, we don’t.

      After swimming for a while, I remember that I have to get back to Allison. We hold hands walking back to the house, separating only so that he can rinse off at the outside shower by the pool. I opt for something more civilized since I need shampoo and conditioner.

      Walking past the kitchen, I hear someone talking.
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      I stand right behind the doorway, trying to figure out what to do. Their voices are muffled. All I hear is the sound of unpacking of groceries.

      It's probably the help, I say to myself. Not wanting to sneak past them and have them notice me, I clear my throat and walk straight in.

      "Oh, hey," I say, suddenly taken aback by the fact that the two people in front of me are not the housekeepers, but rather the owners.

      The woman is wearing a flowing white summer dress with her hair pulled up to the top of her head, propped up by a pair of sunglasses.

      The man next to her, the one with the expensive haircut and a nice tan, like someone who plays a lot of tennis in his free time, is dressed in a buttoned-down shirt and coral shorts popular with the Connecticut crowd.

      I pull my towel close around me and step in my flip-flops in the puddle that I'm creating on the floor.

      "I'm really sorry to intrude. I was just swimming with Dante."

      "Yes, of course," the woman says.

      When the light from the back hits her profile as she turns, I see that she's pregnant, recognizing her immediately.

      "You must be Marguerite," I say, extending my hand.

      She nods. "And you are?"

      "I'm Jacqueline."

      In a minute that my name leaves my lips, I can see it in her face that she recognizes me. She introduces her husband, Lincoln, Dante's brother who is much harder to read.

      After we exchange pleasantries, I look for an opportunity to head upstairs. No only am I dripping wet, the air conditioning is also chilling me to my bone.

      "If you don't mind, I'm going to take a shower and I'll be down in just a few minutes,” I finally say.

      "Yeah, of course. Take your time!” Marguerite yells after me as I head upstairs.

      I make the shower as quick as possible, washing my hair. I want to dry it, but I decide that it will be better to get down there sooner rather than later.

      I do apply a little bit of makeup to spruce myself up and put on the same exact summer dress that I've been wearing since last night, since I don’t have any other options.

      I check my look in the mirror. It's a beautiful, ornate antique standing mirror in the corner of the bedroom, which I didn’t notice last night. Everything about this bedroom is luxurious. There’s a beautiful view of the backyard and the pool, linen sheets that feel like a cloud, and a gray slate-colored headboard to match.

      The colors are painted a cool cream color and there's a painting of a seashell right across the way near the big bay window. The room looks like a luxury boutique five-star hotel, in the best sense.

      Running my fingers through my wet hair, I hesitate again debating whether I should dry it to look more presentable, but again, decide against it.

      No, they know that I slept over and we went swimming. There's no need to put on airs.

      When I get downstairs, I find Dante sitting in the breakfast nook with Marguerite and Lincoln, chowing down on pancakes and waffles.

      "Hey, you're here," he says, getting up and giving me a big warm hug. Keeping his arm draped over my shoulder, he introduces me to his family.

      "We've actually already met," I say, waving to them again.

      Marguerite has a big smile on her face, beaming from ear to ear. I don't know what he told her about us, but I have a sense that it was something good.

      I sit down next to Dante. Marguerite is across from me and Lincoln's in the middle with his head buried in his phone. "Sorry, I just have to send out this email,” he mumbles.

      Marguerite rolls her eyes. But when she sees me looking, she just shrugs and laughs it off. "Workaholic, you know?"

      I nod. “So, where did the waffles come from?" I ask.

      "Dante just made them,” Marguerite says.

      “Really? That fast?”

      He nods. I look at the kitchen and see the remnants of a busy morning in the sink. I grab one, lather it with a generous amount of syrup, and take a bite. The fresh dough and the little squares wake up my senses.

      "Wow," I mumble, taking another big bite.

      He smiles.

      When I cut myself another slice, Dante reaches over and wipes a little bit of syrup from the corner of my lips. And just like that, with a few motions, I feel like I'm part of the family and we're just having another casual breakfast at home.

      I ask Marguerite about her baby, congratulating them on the great news. She smiles and tells me how sick she has been, but it seems to finally have made the turn.

      I ask them how long they've been together and what she does for a living. And she wows me with a few stories from the ER. All I really know about medicine is what I've seen on Grey's Anatomy and to meet someone who works and lives that life every day is kind of awe inspiring.

      She asks about my work and my thesis, and I tell her that I'm about to graduate and start looking for work. Neither of them mention how difficult it will be to find a good paying job in the news industry and I appreciate the fact.

      Overall, breakfast is a success. We get to know each other a little bit and everything is pleasant. Afterward, I offer to clean up and Marguerite stays behind to help. The guys go out on the porch.

      "It's so nice to meet you," she says, putting her hand on mine as I wash the dishes. "Oh, you don't have to wash it by hand. We have a dishwasher."

      I look in the sink. I'm about halfway done.

      "It's fine. It won't take very long.” I shrug and she smiles even wider.

      "You know, if anyone would have told me that you'd be the kind of girl that Dante brought home for the first time, well, I wouldn't believe it."

      "Really? Why is that?"

      "He was always such a permanent bachelor, I thought it would stay that way forever. It never occurred to me that he'd end up with someone like you."

      The phrase end up escapes her lips and hangs in the air between us. It warms me from the inside out.

      "Sorry, I don't mean to put pressure on you,” Marguerite says. "I know how it is."

      "You do?" I raise an eyebrow. "Seems like you've been together with one person for a long time."

      She laughs. "Yeah. So maybe I don’t know, but I don't want to pressure you either way."

      "Thanks. I appreciate that.” I nod.

      After drying my hands, we go out onto the back patio and join the guys. They're talking business and politics and Marguerite quickly changes the topic to our plans for today.

      As the three of them talk amongst themselves, I glance down on my phone and suddenly remember that I have a date with Allison for which I’m half an hour late.

      "Shit," I say under my breath.

      "What's wrong?"

      "Shit, shit, shit.”
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      I run out of the house and down the steps. Dante catches up with me right outside his car when I realize that I don't have a way to get to town.

      "Can you give me a ride?”

      "Yes, what's going on?"

      He runs back to grab his keys and hands me my bag. We jump into the BMW and speed off.

      "Allison. I'm staying with her. We made plans to meet up at the French crepe café on Main Street somewhere. She was so angry at me for not texting her about where I was last night. And this was my way of making it up to her and I stood her up. I just forgot.”  My voice trembles. “I don't even know how this happened. We went swimming and I totally was going to come back, get changed, and go see her. And then I ran into your brother and Marguerite and it just flew out of my head."

      I feel myself ranting, and he just puts his hand on mine.

      "It's going to be okay. She'll understand. We'll find her. She'll be mad. Buy her some lunch. Try to make amends."

      "You don't understand. She's just, when she gets upset, she feels like she's been betrayed." I shake my head. "I've seen her friends come and go. She'd get close to someone for a while and then that person will be out of her life, never to be heard from again."

      We drive down Main Street with its little boutiques with expensive bottles and knickknacks. Parents are walking with strollers, their older kids running ahead of them, a smile plastered on everyone's face.

      Dante finds a spot by the street and parks.

      I run into the café, even though at this point, I'm forty-five minutes late. Allison's nowhere to be found.

      Walking further down, I check the bookstore and the card place and even run into an upscale clothing store with their summer line of bathing suits and cover-ups out in the front.

      I show them a picture on my phone. The woman at the cash register shakes her head and says that she hasn't seen her walk by.

      I debate whether we should go back to the cottage. Dante follows after me.

      "I'm not sure where to go to look for her," I say.

      "We can drive back to your place, in case she went back."

      "Yeah, I guess. I just want to make sure that she's not here."

      I keep zigzagging around the pedestrians and the lost tourists peering into their phones.

      Out on the corner, I spot a small bar, restaurant, a few tables and chairs out front. Peering into the darkness, I see her sitting behind the bar at the far end.

      "There she is," I say, turning to Dante.

      "Do you want me to come with you?"

      "Yes. I don't know." I shake my head. "It gives me some space."

      I walk in and wave to her. She's dressed in her new pink overalls. A little bit too eclectic  for my taste. It’s from a Lilly Pulitzer line and perfect for the beach.

      "I'm so sorry about this. I can't believe I didn't show up.” I start talking even before our eyes meet.

      "I can,” Allison says, tapping her straw on the bar top. She's drinking something in a tall glass with a lime on top. “A couple hours with this guy and your whole life just doesn't matter anymore? Your old friends?"

      "You're being unfair."

      "I'm being unfair? Get the hell out of here!” she yells.

      But instead I take a seat next to her.

      The bartender comes over and I request a club soda.

      "Look, I'm really sorry I didn't show up. I had all intentions, okay? I was going to go and then Dante's brother and sister-in-law came to the house early, and we had breakfast and I just forgot. Okay? I was disoriented and it just flew out of my head. Have you ever made a mistake like that?"

      Allison nods, but doesn't seem in a particularly forgiving mood.

      A few minutes later, Dante walks in, extends his hand to her, introducing himself. She nods, looking him up and down.

      "I want to personally apologize for what happened this morning,” Dante says, leaning forward and being as charming as only he can be. "It shouldn't have happened. There's no excuse."

      She smiles a little bit at the corner her lips. She likes to be bowed, catered to, and wowed like this.

      A few minutes later, she's smiling. I can tell that Dante has made an impression.
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      We walk around for a little bit, just the three of us. We get some ice cream and it melts so fast that it runs down my hands.

      I laugh as I lick it up and Dante comes over and wipes a little smudge off the tip of my nose.

      "Okay, fine," Allison gets in, "you two are too cute. I'm done with it."

      "We're going to go to the beach today, right?" I ask her, wanting to have her feel more included.

      "Yeah, of course. If you want.”  She shrugs. Allison looks at Dante.

      "You girls do your thing. I actually have some work to catch up on, but maybe we can meet up later tonight."

      "Sure.” I nod, giving him a kiss.

      When Dante offers to give us a ride home, we decline. I watch him walk away and Allison laughs and calls me a smitten kitten.

      We wander around for a while and I enjoy having this time with her. I tell her what happened last night and about meeting Marguerite and Lincoln. She laughs imagining me standing there wrapped in a towel in front of them. I apologize again and she seems to accept that.

      "I know that I was being unfair and kind of a dick."

      "Yeah, you were.”  She smiles and then nudges me as if to tell me that it's okay.

      We go to a few boutiques and she buys a jumper and a strapless dress. I buy two T-shirts and a pair of shorts.

      "You know, you're going to have to get a better wardrobe if you want to find a job."

      "Yeah, I'm really not looking forward to it."

      "Come on, it's going to be so fun. Let me dress you up."

      She has been begging me to do this for a while. She's always been the one that was into clothes and fashion and around her, I feel like an ugly duckling a lot of the time but in this case, I wouldn't mind the help.

      "I'm not sure they're going to have anything in my size here," I say as we walk into a particularly upscale boutique.

      Places like this have always made me feel uncomfortable. I hate the way the sizes only go up to a certain number and then stop as if women above that size don't exist.

      What they're really saying is that women above a certain size aren’t welcome in this store. She urges me to try something on by pressing a dress to my shoulders but I feel like it's going to be two sizes too small.

      "Look, I'll just find something online," I say.

      "Online? How boring."

      "No, it's not boring. It's nice. At least I can try it on at home and return it."

      Allison rolls her eyes. I wonder if she’s being insensitive or just not putting up with my crap.

      Leading her out of the boutique, Iask if she wants to go to the beach.

      "Yeah, that would be nice.”  She nods.

      Back at the cottage, while I start to gather our beach stuff, Allison brings up The Redemption.

      "You know the party's tonight, right?"

      I nod.

      Frankly, I have completely forgotten about that.

      "You're going to go with me, right?" she asks, her eyes lighting up.
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      We have just made up and I don’t want to cause any problems but I can’t go to The Redemption.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "Come on," I say, "I can't go with you. Dante and I just had this amazing date and ..."

      "So what? Bring him."

      "No, I don't want to."

      "Why?" she asks, getting more insistent and petulant.

      "Look, I wasn't sure if I was going to go, even before I met up with him. I was kind of going there during this dark period of my life, I'm not sure that's for me anymore."

      "Oh, okay, so you found a guy and now you think you're just too good for that?"

      "No, I'm not saying that. All I'm saying is that I'm not really interested in sleeping with anyone else right now, so a party like the one at The Redemption doesn't quite make sense since that's the whole point why anyone would go there."

      She crosses her arms and flounces down onto the couch. I sit down next to her. I try to take her hand in mine but she pulls away.

      "This weekend is supposed to be about us," she says. "We're supposed to have fun. You're not supposed to catch up with an old boyfriend or whatever the hell he is to you and just drop me."

      "I know. I'm not dropping you. I'm here with you."

      "Yeah, but you're not. You want to be wherever he is."

      "No, I want to be here with you. I want to go to the beach, I want to have a good time. I want to read some magazines and a beach read, sunbathe a little too long,” I say. “I want to do all of that with you. That's why we're here, right?"

      She bites the inside of her cheek looking up at me, annoyed, pissed off.

      "I'm really sorry," I say after a long pause.

      I feel like I have apologized way too much, but it's still somehow not getting through. I want to make this right. She's my friend and my roommate, but nothing I say seems to put her at ease.

      "Well, I want to go The Redemption," she announces.

      "And you should."

      "By myself?"

      "You never needed me to go with you before."

      "But it's nice when you have a buddy, you know? It's not so scary."

      "I know, but you're going to have fun. There's going to be some nice guys there and you know, maybe some girls, too."

      She shakes her head again. "Just come with me," she begs.

      "Come on, let's go to the beach.” I try to change the topic of conversation, but it's all to no avail. Even though for a moment I thought that we would reach that point where we could make up, suddenly, everything changes.

      A darkness washes over her.

      She looks annoyed, pissed off, and the fight begins once again. If this was a two bedroom, I'd go to my room and slam the door but there's no privacy here. The bedroom is as much hers as it is mine.

      Luckily, she beats me to it.

      She grabs her bag. "I'm going to go to the beach by myself," she says, pointing her finger in my face.

      "Why? Why are you doing this? Let's have fun today."

      "No, no, I don't want you coming with me if you're just doing it as charity. Why don't you call Dante and spend the day with him?"

      She walks out of the cottage, slamming the door behind her.

      I sit back down in the living room trying to figure out what just happened. How did this conversation go so askew?

      What did I do?

      I mean, yeah, I have been neglecting her so far and this was supposed to be a girls’ trip, but how was I supposed to know that I'd run into Dante? She, of all people, knows how I feel about him.

      Allison knows everything that we've been through.

      I grab my phone out of a need to be somewhere else, scroll through some social media, and then check my email.

      More bad news.

      I applied for a job at NewsWatch and a generic thank you but no thank you message came back from Human Resources.

      I had my hopes up for this job. Allison was certain that I would get it. She even gave me a recommendation. She works in marketing, so not directly in the department for which I had applied. But she has been there for a few years and has even risen through the ranks and she was so certain that I would get it. We had already even talked about commuting to work together, grabbing lunch together, and have all of this fun at work.

      And now with a big fat NO staring in my face, I don't know exactly what I’ll do.
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      A sense of despair washes over me. I know that this is just one resume and one cover letter, but I was very hopeful that they would at least invite me in for an interview.

      They didn't.

      I have been looking for work since the beginning of the summer after Mom started to feel significantly better. I have been invited in for only one interview, and then no one called me back.

      The thing about the news industry is that they're just so many people that are willing to work non-paying internships to get ahead. It makes sense for them, and of course it makes sense for the company itself. But if you don't have rich parents who can support you it's hard to make that work.

      I have worked for two years in various roles, mainly as an administrative assistant, hoping to get a cover story at least once. But of course I didn't. I've written a number of articles for Huffington Post and other online newspapers, but they pay very little, and making it as a freelance journalist while living in the city is a hard road.

      I was so certain that I would get that job, or at least be invited in for an interview since Allison did put in a good word for me and now I just got a form letter rejection back.

      But hey, at least they messaged me! Nowadays it seems like you send out your resumes through all of these online job portals and no one even deems it appropriate to write you back.

      Suddenly, I wonder if perhaps I'm a little overqualified. I know that this is a standing joke in a lot of businesses, but no one wants to hire someone and pay them $30,000 a year when they have a master's degree. I thought that a graduate degree from Columbia School of Journalism would do me good, but I don't also have the internship and the connections to match the degree.

      What if I can't find anything?

      Whenever I feel frustrated, I tend to bury myself in work, and applying for jobs is no exception. I go on Indeed and Monster as well as most specialty forums just for news jobs. The thing that people do seem to be hiring more for are the audiovisual and videographer positions, something that I have no experience with.

      There are a few administrative assistants at news desks, which basically requires you to route calls from one person to another. It's something that I have done before and thought that I could get away from by getting a graduate degree.

      Still, I fill out the applications.

      Without even thinking about it, and just out of curiosity, I expand the search outside of the Tri-state area. I haven't thought of not living in New York City. Growing up in New Jersey, I've always thought that I'd be a grownup once I get an apartment in Manhattan and live the fun single life portrayed on Sex in the City.

      But suddenly, wanting to have a career of my own and a place to belong is more important than the location.

      What if I were to consider jobs outside of here?

      Yes, of course this is the media capital of the world of the United States, but there are news outlets everywhere.

      I focus my search on the big metropolitan areas, scrolling through Indeed looking for anything that would strike my interest. Then I decide to look outside of the major cities as well. Who knows, maybe there'll be something.

      An ad from Nantucket pops up. It's a place I've been to a couple of times as a kid, having barbecues with cousins on my mother's side. She had a falling out with that side of the family a while ago, why I can’t remember. But I've always found that town to be quaint and lovely, and sort of romantic in the way that you would least expect.

      They're looking for a news assistant for their local news station.

      

      This position includes a mix of journalistic and administrative responsibilities, such as assisting editors with tasks during the day including minor editing and proofreading, as well newsroom administrative duties and directing phone calls to the news desk.

      

      Some experience in news reporting and feature writing is required, and news assistants are encouraged to propose and write feature stories for various sections of the newspaper.

      

      My eyes light up when I read the last part: propose and write feature stories!

      The shift begins at 5:00 a.m., so you have two get up at 3:30, but that’s not unexpected. The job post says the salary is competitive, and I wonder how much that would be in a town like that.

      I don't know why, but the prospect of this makes me a little bit excited. I've never thought about leaving the city, but walking around the Hamptons, I wonder if life is just a little bit calmer and a little bit to my liking somewhere smaller.
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      I wait a few hours for Allison to come back and when she doesn't, I head back out to the beach by myself.

      I text Dante to meet me there and he does, arriving half an hour later with his laptop and an umbrella in tow.

      "Wow, look at us," I joke. "We're like a couple on vacation."

      He smiles. "You don't know the half of it. I have a cooler with me. I left it up there at the end of the trail."

      After getting it, we set up the rest of our stuff and the umbrella, creating a good amount of shade along with everything else.

      I open a lounge chair and plop myself in it.

      "Well, this is nice. A little bit more upscale than simply sitting on the towel," I say.

      He grabs a bottle of suntan lotion and puts it on my back as I tell him what happened with Allison.

      "You don't want to go to The Redemption, do you?" I ask, hesitating and holding my breath while he answers.

      "No. I'd rather just be with you. But we can have a little party of our own tonight."

      I smile. "I'd like that. See, she just doesn't understand. She thinks that I should just go with her and be there as her buddy, but people are going to approach us and have certain expectations. I don't know. I just don't think she's being fair." I go on a long rant, complaining about everything and anything, exasperated by her unwillingness to compromise. "I just thought that we were closer friends than this."

      Dressed in the same swimsuit, he pulls his lounge chair a little bit closer to me, burying his feet in the sand. Grabbing his computer out of his bag, he opens it on his lap.

      “I have some emails to answer, but I'm here. Is that okay?"

      "Yeah, sure." I nod.

      Actually, I don't mind. I like having this time with him, working, doing normal things. I've always wondered what it would be like if we were an actual couple.

      What would our day be like? And if this is it, it’s pretty good.

      "Are you sure she's not going to be mad if she were to come out here and see us on the beach?"

      "I have no idea. I mean, probably, yes. But it feels like she's mad at me for everything."

      "Well, you did kind of promise to hang out with her this weekend and now you're spending time with a guy."

      I make a face in his general direction. "You know that's not true, okay? I don't want to be that kind of girl, but it's really not true. I would never do this if you were just some stranger, but you're not. For some reason, she just doesn't understand that."

      Dante reaches over and squeezes my hand. "Just give her some time to cool off. I think things will be fine after that."

      I nod, hoping that that's the case. Dante and I spend the afternoon together.

      He works on his laptop, typing away feverishly, looking at spreadsheets. In between all that, we kiss and frolic in the water, and bake under the sun.

      When it gets too overbearing, we hide under the umbrella. He opens his laptop again and I pull out a book on my phone, and we repeat the process again.

      We stay for hours, until the drinks and the snacks are all gone and the day is as perfect as it can possibly be.

      While my skin feels a little hot, I hope that I didn't get sunburned, and I carefully examine Dante to make sure that he's not red anywhere either. The consistent application of sunscreen seemed to have taken care of that.

      Finally, as the sun slowly moves away toward the horizon, and only hinting at the fact that twilight might be coming in a few hours, I tell him about my job rejection.

      It has been weighing on my mind and I haven't been able to put it all out. I try to push it away. I try not to think about it. But still, I can't help but wonder what I'm going to do for work.

      "So they just sent you a form letter?" he asks. "No personal email?"

      I shake my head no. "At least they wrote back. Most don't even bother with that."

      "That's pretty shitty," he agrees.

      I shrug. "I guess it's the way the world is right now. Too many applicants, not enough positions, especially something like that where lots of people are willing to work for free for six months, a year, whatever it takes to get in with an organization."

      "What about you?" he asks.

      "Internship is really out of the question. I need money coming in. I've moved in with Allison and I'm working part time at this bar/restaurant as a waitress just to pay the rent. It's where I used to work before ..." I let my words trail off.

      He knows what I mean, before my brother's death.

      "I thought that you were a secretary," he says.

      "Administrative assistant," I correct him. "But yeah. But that was thirty hours a week, and I needed a little more. Plus, they were flexible at the restaurant so I could, you know, take different shifts when I needed them."

      "So what happened to both jobs?"

      "I couldn't deal with it. It was just ... When Michael was alive, I managed to juggle everything. Full-time school plus practically full-time work, sometimes more than that. I just sort of was like this Energizer bunny, just kept on going. But after his death, I tried and it's like whatever momentum and energy I had was just completely zapped out of me. First, I quit the restaurant job. Then I couldn't even make it to the administrative assistant position in any decent way. Luckily, I didn't get fired. I just told them that I was going through something and I couldn't keep working. I thought that that would allow me to finish school, at least somehow, but the semester was gone. I couldn't focus. I had to drop out just so that I wouldn't get all Fs."

      "Well, having this degree should be a lot of help," Dante says. I nod. "You don't seem so convinced."

      "I don't know. I don't mean to put a damper on today. I'm really having a lot of fun. I just kind of have all this shit going on and it's worrying, you know?"

      "Yeah, totally. I understand."

      I want to tell him that he may hear me, but he surely doesn't understand. From the looks of it, and from how easily he paid my mom's loan off, it seems like whatever work he does is purely voluntary, if that. He doesn't actually work for money, and he doesn't know what it's like to have to take jobs that you don't want to take just because you have no other options.

      "Can I run something by you?" Dante says, closing his laptop. I nod. "I need some help and you don't have a job, so I have an idea."

      I sit back in my chair and wait for him to explain.

      "I told you about my client, Vasko, and the fact that Apex Capital invested five million into his company?"

      "The microprocessors?" I ask.

      "Exactly. Well, it's been a while and everything seems on the up and up, but I have a feeling that it may not be the case."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "Well, I've had my suspicions about him for a while, and he's very good at hiding paperwork, that sort of thing. You have done some investigative journalism, and you're currently sort of flexible with your work."

      "What are you getting at?" I ask.

      "They have an opening for an administrative assistant in his office. What if you applied? No relation to me, of course, otherwise he'd never hire you. But what if you just applied? You know, you're more than qualified, you have a few years of experience. Tell him that ..."

      "What about my degree?" I ask. "Wouldn't they think it's a little suspicious?"

      "You can leave that out. Maybe, maybe not. I don't know. But definitely mention your bachelor's. We can figure out the details if you're interested."

      “So, what would I do?"

      "Work for him. Figure out how he works, what makes him tick, maybe get access to some of his internal files. I mean, you will be doing all that, and I want to confirm my suspicions. If you tell me that there's nothing shady going on, then that's it. We let it go. I'm wrong. But I just can't help but wonder that my investors are losing a lot of money. They're getting swindled. I don't want to be a part of that, no matter what kind of deal Cedar made on their behalf."

      We talk about that for quite some time. He's not so much trying to convince me to do it, but just putting it out there as an option.

      I would be lying if I said that it didn't intrigue me.

      "Is this here?" I ask.

      "No. That's the other thing. It's in Seattle."

      "Seattle?"

      "Have you ever been there?" I shake my head no. "Well, I'd have no problem putting you up in a hotel. Whatever you need. Or renting you some short-stay apartment."

      "So I'd have to move to Seattle?"

      "It would be a longer term thing. I mean, it'd probably take, what, six months? I don't know how long. But he'd have to trust you."

      I nod. “Some of that proposition is a lot less enticing. This is like a full-time job, and that's if I can get it."

      "It's true." He nods.

      Suddenly, the question of where we stand in our relationship comes up, but I don't want to be the first one to bring it up.

      We have just met. We connected. This is unfair, this talk about ... so early in whatever it is that this is.

      "I travel a lot for work," Dante says. "I can take some time off, but not much. I don't have that much leeway. But we can see each other and I can visit you in Seattle if this works out just as easily as I could visit you here."

      I smile. This warms my heart. "Really?"

      He nods. "Really."

      "Okay. I'll think about it."
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      I feel bad that I haven't told her the truth about everything. But when I saw her on the beach, we started talking. Then we were going on that date, it was like I suddenly got to be with her again and I remembered what it was like and how good it felt and I didn't want to ruin it.

      After Jacqueline had a fight with Allison, we spend the day at the beach. I pack a lunch and an umbrella and a cooler full of cold drinks, and we swim and make out in the ocean.

      We hold hands and play and laugh. We have the most perfect day. And while she reads stuff on her phone, I catch up on some emails.

      I'm putting in a lot of extra hours at work to pay off the debt that she doesn't know that I owe. The money that I paid for her mother's treatment came partly from my trust fund and partly from…elsewhere.

      I keep waiting for one of the companies that we had invested in to be sold. But they're hang-ups, nothing outrageous or unexpected, but every time there's a delay, it means that there's a delay in the money that comes back to me.

      The thing is that the trust fund is not the only place where I had borrowed the money from. I was short and I needed to do this for her because of the mistakes that I had made. So I borrowed about seventy-five from very bad people.

      This is part of the secrets and the lies that Jacqueline can never know.

      She thinks the money all came from me. But I owe debts, which I don't know how to pay back.

      Life would be so much easier if Cedar had told me the truth about his investments with Vasko. I have suspicions about the kickbacks and the fact that he's using this infusion of cash to raise other money or perhaps pay back debtors that he's beholden to. Not that I would allow him to do that.

      The duty that I owe my investors, I take very seriously. If they find out that Apex Capital is involved in some sort of scam, they will pull out. And if two pull out, then they all pull out because rumors are the one thing that can kill a financial company. The rumors don’t even have to be true.

      Our reputation is our bond.

      That's why I have to find out what is really going on with Vasko.

      I've brought in enough investors into Apex to get them to leave with me if I were to start a new company, but the success of that company is entirely dependent on the quality of Apex Capital.

      If I were to leave now and set myself up as a competitor, theoretically stealing his clients away from him, Cedar will go after me with everything he has and I don't stand a chance.

      He will tell every startup, everyone he knows, not to invest with me. And even the clients that I do manage to bring over will start to have doubts if we can't find suitable investments to place our money into.

      If I find out and confirm that the deal with Vasko is a backhanded thing and show proof that I formed my company to not participate in fraud, then all of his clients will run over to me, setting myself up as the winner in this exchange.

      I will be someone who is on the right side of things.

      While Jacqueline tells me about her struggle to find a good-paying job, I suddenly have an epiphany. What if I had someone competent, someone who knew how to investigate on the inside?

      I saw the posting online for a personal assistant at the corporate office. And the way it was written, it seems like the assistant will be working for someone very high up in the company. Of course, Vasko is not identified directly.

      But even if the position is not for him directly, she'd work for the Chief Financial Officer, or the Vice President, or anyone else up there, theoretically with access to more information than I could possibly get from the outside.

      I run this idea past Jacqueline. She hesitates. I know that this isn't exactly what she has in mind and it has nothing to do with news directly.

      While we walk over to a local crab shack for some takeout and stand in the long line stretching down the highway for some of the best fried seafood around, I put my proposal in a different light.

      "What if you thought of this as a big investigative journalism job? You'd work from the inside out. You get them to trust you. You have access to all the paperwork and you'd see if they're doing anything that's illegal or not above board. Journalists do that all the time. But I'd pay for you to do this job. Afterward, you can write a tell-all story. You can expose him for the fraud and the liar that he is, and possibly even collect evidence for a criminal case.”

      She nods, clearly enticed.

      "What about that? What if you approached this job from that way and then sell the story to any magazine out there? CNBC’s American Greed would love it. Vanity Fair would eat it up. Then you'd have your choice of positions."

      Jacqueline shifts her weight from one foot to another looking at me nervously. She got a little sunburn and the tip of her nose is bright red. Her skin is shiny and her eyes light up.

      I can tell that I'm finally making an impression.
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      That evening I stop by the cottage to change, take a shower, and Allison is still nowhere to be found. It's late and I wonder if she had already went to The Redemption. I text her and call her, but she doesn't reply.

      I shouldn't be worried, but I am. Dante waits for me in the living room as I take a shower and get ready. Alone in the bathroom, I consider the job offer.

      He really suspects that his boss is taking money from the investors and this would be the way to discover the truth. As a journalist, I'm interested in this angle and I am very excited about the possibility of writing a story of this magnitude: a five million fraud is something that would interest a lot of people.

      I know that he needs my help and he's offering to pay for my accommodations if I do end up getting hired, but what would this entail? I've never gone undercover like this before.

      I'm a little bit worried, but also excited. With nothing else on the horizon, it gives me something to look forward to.

      I get dressed and opt for a short summery black dress to give myself a little bit more class. It's flattering and fits my body nicely.

      Dante gives me a wink when I come out, grabbing my hand and pulling me down on top of him.

      I love summers.

      I love not wearing many clothes and being free with my body. There aren’t layers and layers of stuff to get through.

      Dante slowly runs his hand up the small of my back as he pushes me down on top of him.

      "These panties are cute," he says, pulling on one part and exposing my butt cheek.

      “Yes, I like them. They don't leave a line," I say.

      "I can see that. I thought you were going commando underneath there."

      "I can't go commando in a dress," I say. "What if it flies up?"

      "Exactly. How exciting would that be?" He winks again and I kiss him.

      In just a day I feel like I have a boyfriend, someone to joke around with, someone to laugh with, a steady permanent thing that can't be removed from my life.

      "So I thought about what you said about Vasko," I say.

      He nods, pulling away from me.

      "I think I'll do it."

      "You will?" His eyes light up.

      "Yeah, I think it might be a good opportunity. If they are stealing money from your investors, that shouldn't happen. That's wrong and I'd love to find out the truth."

      "That's awesome."

      "I mean, of course there are no guarantees that I'll get this job. I haven't heard back from about a million others."

      "Yeah, I know. But I'll help you with your resume and we'll try to put together a package that is difficult to turn down."

      I lean closer to him, running my finger along the edge of his jaw. "What are you talking about? Put together a package?"

      "Well, you know, resumes, cover letters. You got to massage them a little in order to have someone hire you."

      "You do?"

      "You didn't know that?" he asks.

      I shake my head no. "I just put down my experience."

      "What about the cover letters?"

      "It's kind of a generic form, so I change the name and who it's going to, but pretty much it's the same thing."

      "No, no, no, that’s not right.” Dante shakes his head. "Each application needs to be unique. Well, not entirely unique, you can have a template but you have to tailor it to what they say in the job posting. Like if they're asking for a particular type of experience, you highlight that. I'm not saying you lie, but you emphasize."

      "Really? Why do I have to do that?" I ask.

      "Because most of the time, these applications and cover letters are run through a computer. The computer just looks for keywords, key phrases, and if you don't match up, you don't even go on to the next round with a human resources person."

      "Oh my God, that's why I've been getting denied all the time."

      "Yeah. Well, at least you knew about changing who the cover letter is addressed to, but there's a little bit more stuff that you have to do to make it work."

      Still sitting on top of him, I hesitate, pause, and lose myself in a train of thought.

      “So, all of these jobs that I had applied for, maybe I wouldn't have been rejected if I did that."

      "Maybe not. That's probably why you haven't been hearing back for any interview requests."

      I kind of feel like I should resubmit my applications according to what he said. He senses my hesitation.

      "Look, I'm happy to help you with applying again and fixing your cover letters if you want, if you'd prefer to do that."

      "What about the situation in Seattle?" I ask.

      "That will just have to be how it is."

      "Can you not hire someone else for it?"

      Dante shakes his head no. "It has to be someone I trust. It's not exactly legal for a private investigator to do something like that. So a friend, a journalist, is a better option, but I understand if you're not into it."

      "No, I didn't say that," I say, getting off of him and sitting up. "Let me think about it."

      "Sure."

      On the drive over to his house where Marguerite and Lincoln invited us to have dinner, he brings up something that I don't find particularly funny.

      "You know, you technically owe me a very big favor."

      "I do?" I say, raising an eyebrow.

      "Well, I did pay for your mom's treatment, so you have this debt. I would say that you owe me a favor in return."

      The tone of his voice is joking, but I find it anything but that.

      "If you're trying to be funny, you need to stop," I snap.

      "What? You don't agree?"

      "Of course, I don't agree."

      "Okay, sorry." He turns up the radio, but I turn it back down.

      "You know, you had no right to say something like that. That puts me in a terrible position."

      "I was just joking."

      "Yeah, but you're not, you know? You need a favor back and you did this huge favor to me, so now you're thinking, 'Why can't she just return it?' But this is my job. This is my career. I mean, if I take this, if I even accepted to take this position, then I lose six months, nine months of my life working and doing things that are not going to help my career."

      "And what if you can write a story about it?" Dante asks, pulling into the driveway.

      "Yes, if it's a story and it's printed by Vanity Fair and the New York Times and blah, blah, blah. Yes, of course, that helps. But what are the chances of that, even if I do find out that there's fraud?"

      "Your chances are pretty good," he says, turning off the engine and turning to face me.

      "What do you mean by that?" I ask.

      "This is a big account. We are a prominent company at the top of what they do. If there's this kind of fraud, a lot of people would want to know. Wall Street Journal being at the top of that list. This could be a huge investigation."

      "And if they’re not committing fraud?" I ask.

      "Then yes, you theoretically waste six, eight months of your life in the Pacific Northwest and there's nothing I can do about it."

      I nod and get out of the car.

      A little breeze comes off the ocean and I smell the salt in the air. We ring the doorbell and Marguerite answers wearing an apron around her protruding belly.

      She looks stunning in her velvet pumps and a Lilly Pulitzer dress. Her hair is pulled up in a chignon. She welcomes us inside while Lincoln hands us glasses of wine.

      A waiter places plates of food on the table, for us to eat family style: green beans and poached salmon, along with an assortment of vegetables and freshly made garlic bread.

      My mouth starts to water as the senses at the dinner table overwhelm me.

      Candles are lit, the conversation is topical, and we laugh and engage in a way that I haven't with people in a long time. Lincoln tells me about his investments and his company and Marguerite shares exciting stories from the ER.

      Both Lincoln and Marguerite are incredibly welcoming and I can't remember the last time I had such a good time at a dinner party. They're the kind of couple that are a wonder to have at a party. They put everyone at ease and make you feel immediately comfortable and like you're among friends.

      Unlike some of Allison's friends where it feels like competition to impress one another, this is anything but that. They ask me about my work and about my degree, and we talk a little bit about Ivy League universities and our experiences at various campuses. I have been to Yale a few times for a few parties, but they've never been to Dartmouth.

      In the heat and the stickiness of the summer, we think about what it's like to go skiing in the chill of a New England winter. We reminisce and dream of it, the way you only do when it's July, when the idea of being snowed in for a few days after a heavy blizzard is something that's incredibly romantic.

      After dessert, Marguerite starts to feel tired, even though she has been drinking nothing but non-alcoholic wine the whole evening and they retire to their room.

      Dante and I go to the patio instead where we watch the fireflies buzz around and we split a bottle of wine. It's summer days like these that go on forever, that makes me love life the most.

      "What if I said yes to Seattle?" I say, swirling my glass of wine, sitting in an Adirondack chair and glancing at the man of my dreams.

      "I'd be eternally grateful," he says, "but I don't want to put pressure on you. I can help you with your cover letters and your resumes if you want to try for a news job."

      "This a news job," I say, reaching over and squeezing his hand.
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      I like sitting out here with Dante. A little bit of light dances off the pool and our fingers are intertwined in that casual, quiet way that you touch someone that you'll be with for a long time.

      He tugs on my hand a little bit and I glance over. He nods in my general direction to get me to sit up, and when I do, he pulls me over to him and positions me on top of him.  He reaches up, putting his hands up my neck and kisses me passionately.

      "Hello there," I say, and he laughs.

      I kiss him again and his hands go down my back and make their way to the top of my butt, squeezing my cheeks ever so lightly. I push my legs firmly into him and I feel his large cock. I reach down and start to unbutton  his pants.

      He pulls my dress up to my waist and slides his hand underneath my panties. He kisses my neck and my breasts and I tilt my head back. Then he pulls the top of my dress down and takes my nipple into his mouth.

      "Oh, this feels so good," I moan.

      "Do you want to go upstairs?" I ask.

      "No, let's do it here.”

      I hesitate, but when I feel his tongue on the outside of my neck again, playing with my earlobe, I lose all capacity for thought.

      "Ahem.”  Someone clears their throat.

      It takes me a moment to realize whether I've actually heard what I thought I heard.

      "Excuse me?"

      This time, the voice comes in a lot more clearly. I turn around slightly and peer into the darkness; it takes a little bit for my eyes to adjust, but when they do I see a woman in an exquisite white suit and high heels standing with her arms crossed in front of her and one foot out just a foot away from us.

      "Mom, what are you doing here?" Dante sits up straight and I quickly jump out of his lap.

      I cover myself up, adjusting my panties and my bra at the same time.

      I thought that his mother would turn around but she stands there, unwavering, watching every little bit of our humiliation. Dante buckles his pants but remains seated.

      "What are you doing here, Mom?" he asks again, his voice full off insolence.

      He doesn't seem to be as shocked by her presence, more like annoyed while I'm petrified.

      Her hair falls to about just below her ears. She's slim and statuesque with manicured nails and a Birkin bag draped over one arm.

      "Are you going to introduce me to your friend?" she asks.

      "Yes, of course."

      Dante stands up and tucks in his shirt. It takes him a few minutes, but he doesn't hurry.

      He makes us both wait.

      "I'm Jacqueline," I say when the tension becomes insurmountable. I extend my hand, but instead of shaking it, she looks me up and down.

      "Okay. Jacqueline, it's usually customary to introduce yourself with a first and last name."

      She talks to me like I imagine a teacher in a boarding school does with very little interest in making friends or being friendly for that matter.

      "I'm Jacqueline Archer," I say, still with my hand extended, suddenly realizing how awkward it is to be in this position.

      When I start to pull away, she finally shakes my hand. Her fingers are warm and soft, the palms of her hands are impossibly delicate.

      "My bags are in the car," she says to Dante, "please help me with them."

      And by help me, she means that Dante has to get them.

      Dante and I exchange a brief look where I peer at him spreading my arms out, trying to figure out what I'm supposed to do now.

      “Jacqueline, come with me. Let's have a drink," she says, waving me over to the kitchen.

      I swallow hard, not wanting to follow her. I feel like I'm about to get a dressing down, but I don't have much of a choice.

      Dante nods to me as if to tell me that it's going to be okay, but the situation is dire. There's no way it can be okay.

      While he disappears down the steps to retrieve her bags from the trunk, I follow behind the clicking of her heels and I feel like I'm being led to the principal's office after doing something very bad.

      In the bright light of the kitchen, I glance at my reflection in the stainless steel refrigerator and adjust my hair, which is all lopsided and infused with absolutely too much volume on the left.

      "You look fine," Dante's mother says, and I realize that I don't actually know what I'm supposed to call her.

      Adele?

      Mrs. Langston?

      Something else altogether?

      "Can I offer you something to drink?" I say when she turns around at the kitchen island to face me.

      And I realize that I'm the one that's supposed to participate in the hosting duties even though technically, she owns the deed to the house.

      "Yes, I'd like to have a cocktail."

      I swallow hard.

      I don't actually know how to make cocktails, but maybe she'd request something simple, like a club soda.

      "Elderberry vodka on the rocks."

      I nod and make my way over to the bar in the other corner of the dining room.

      There's no way they're going to have elderberries here, right? I say to myself.

      Do I put in mint? Cocktails are all about different levels of acidity and sweetness and that's what makes them taste so good.

      "I don't know how to make you that," I finally admit, even though I don't know why I first went through the charade of actually looking through the liquor cabinet.

      "Okay, fine, I'll have a mojito," she says, waving her hand at me and putting her Birkin bag  on the recently shined quartz island.

      I decide not to go through the theatrics of trying to prepare a mojito that if I don't do it correctly, I know will be sent back.

      "I'm sorry, I don't actually know how to make a mojito either," I admit.

      I expect her to challenge me and maybe even say something disparaging, but she just throws her hand up in the air and says, "Oh, well, why didn't you just tell me? Come here, I'll show you how. Place mint leaves and one lime wedge into a glass. Use a muddler to crush the mint and the lime to release the oils and the juice. Add two more lime wedges and a bit of sugar and muddle again to release the lime juice. Fill the glass almost to the top with ice. Pour the rum over the ice and fill the glass with carbonated water. Stir, taste, and add more sugar as desired. Garnish with the remaining lime wedge.”

      I'm surprised by this turn of events, but I listen carefully and as soon as she makes one, she hands it to me. "Try it."

      I take a sip and it tastes delicious.

      "Okay, now make me mine."

      This is a challenge to see if I've been paying attention or just nodding along.

      Luckily, I was too scared to not carefully catalog every step in the process. I go through it in my mind and then repeat all the steps.

      When she tastes it, she gives me a small smile, nothing extravagant, just something out of the corner of her lips but I can tell that she approves.

      "Let's sit down," she says, and we go to the sitting room where there are two plush sofas facing one another in front of a magnificent fireplace.

      "You and my son must be very close.”

      I nod, uncertain as to how she would know that.

      "Well, I know that he wouldn't just bring anybody to this place."

      "Yeah, we are close," I say.

      "Tell me about yourself, Jacqueline."

      So, this is a woman who seems to like the best things in life. I decide to play up the only hand that I have.

      "Well, I got my bachelor's degree in English literature from Dartmouth and I'm just finishing my master's in journalism at Columbia."

      "Impressive."

      "Thank you.” I nod.

      That's it.

      That's all I have. If she asks me about anything else, I won't be able to offer her much of anything else.

      "And how is it that you met Dante?" I swallow hard and bite the inside of my cheek.
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      I'm not exactly sure how to answer that question, so I try to be as honest as possible.

      "We actually met in a club. A bar. We started chatting and found out that we had a lot in common."

      "And when was this?" she asks, taking a sip of her mojito.

      Her pristine white linen suit is something that a model out of Town & Country magazine would wear. In fact, if she exudes anything, it's that kind of New England old money charm.

      Even her voice has just a tinge of that kind of Kennedy-esque accent that we're all so familiar with.

      "This was a few months ago," I say, realizing that I haven't answered her question.

      She doesn't clear her throat or bother with asking it again. She just waits and isn't afraid in building that tension.

      That kind of confidence and intensity is quite disarming, and now I can see why she and Marguerite don't get along at all.

      "And you've been dating ever since?" she asks, focusing her gaze on mine.

      She narrows her eyes and I notice that she barely has a single wrinkle around her eyes. She doesn't even have any crow's feet.

      At the same time, she has not been stretched thin and stretched out like a lot of the plastic surgeon nightmares you see walking around here and in Manhattan.

      "We stayed in touch a little bit, but we actually ran into each other on the beach here and sparks flew."

      "Oh, I see. Summer love." She nods approvingly. "Are you staying at one of the nearby cottages?"

      She uses the word "cottage," even though the homes are more than 5,000 square feet. This is a common attribute of someone who comes from old money. Everything is an understatement.

      "My friend and I actually rented a place a few streets away."

      "That sounds like a nice trip," she says, leaning back on the couch and crossing her legs around her ankles.

      "You have a wonderful son, Mrs. Langston," I say after a deliberately long pause that makes me feel uncomfortable.

      She raises an eyebrow. I decided to go with Mrs. Langston because Adele seems too familiar, and she hasn’t told me which name she prefers.

      "I appreciate the sentiment," she says slowly. "But you can call me Adele, like everyone else."

      "Okay. Whatever you prefer," I say, sitting up straight and crossing my legs in front of her at my ankles, avoiding doing it at the knee.

      Of course, I'm not familiar with any of these rules, but I do remember that this is what a little girl entering society was taught to do in Titanic.

      "I appreciate you telling me that about my son. I know that he's very special, but can be quite difficult to have a relationship with."

      I nod.

      "Is that what your intentions are?"

      "I don't have any intentions," I say, shaking my head.

      "What do you mean? You just told me that you care a lot about him."

      "Yes, I do, but we're not defining this relationship right now. We just met up again this weekend and he is a wonderful man, so I just wanted to say that to you."

      I figure this is the best way to go around telling her that we're basically hooking up without making me sound like I'm not wife material. The truth is that Dante and I are getting closer and closer every day, but the things that we haven't talked about can fill volumes.

      “So, Dante says that you live in Cape Cod?" I ask.

      “On Cape Cod,” she corrects me.  “Yes, I have a house on the beach, kind of like here. Not as many tourists. More land. It's very private."

      "That sounds wonderful," I say. "I actually would love to spend more time in a place like that."

      "Oh, really?"

      "Well, my work is in the city, but that's why we came out to the Hamptons, just to get away from the concrete, have a little bit of nature, the ocean. I love wildlife."

      Her eyes light up. "I actually sit on the board of trustees of a number of animal causes," she says.

      "Oh, that's wonderful." I nod. "I love animals, too. Actually, it's why I don’t eat met."

      Her eyes narrow, and suddenly I feel like I've made a terrible mistake admitting something like this.

      Most of the time, people aren't particularly bothered, but she is someone who is very judgmental and, let's say, stuck up, and I wish I had thought about it more before letting the words just slip out of me.

      "That's wonderful to hear, dear," Adele says, nodding her head in approval. "I am as well."

      She gives me another small smile out of the corner of her lips, and I feel like I've won some sort of elusive award, at least for now.

      "Where do you want your bags?" Dante asks, coming in, drenched in sweat. When I turn around, I see that he's weighted down with five bags: two under his arms, two in his hands, and one around his neck.

      "You could have made separate trips," Adele and I say, almost in unison, and I laugh a little, and even more when I look at the annoyed expression on his face.

      "Upstairs in my room, of course." Adele points.

      "Let me help you." I stand up, but she stops me.

      "No, he can handle it. We're having a wonderful conversation."

      I sit down as Dante makes an expression in his eyes at me of total bewilderment. I make us a second round of mojitos and she tells me about the fundraiser gala that she hosted for the Woods Hole Animal Society.

      "I had planned it for over a year and we raised close to two million, which ... I don't know how familiar you are with philanthropic causes ... is quite a significant number."

      "No, yes, of course. It's a lot, especially since animal causes tend to be not as popular as certain diseases and those kind of events."

      "I couldn't agree more," she says, leaning closer to me. "It's not that I'm against raising money for people. I participate in every event that my friends invite me to. But when it comes to this cause, it's very hard to get people to care, or to get a lot of money like they do for something else."

      Since I get an in on the conversation topic, I let her go on and on. When Dante comes back down the stairs, I see how surprised he is by his mother's attitude and just the sheer number of words that she's saying. He goes over to the bar, pours himself a cognac, and sits down in between us.

      "Well, this is not how I thought today would go," he says, taking a big gulp.

      "And why is that?" Adele leans to one side of the couch, unbuttoning the top button of her suit.

      "You and Jacqueline getting along, after-"

      "Let's not talk about that," she cuts him off. "What happens in private should stay in private, but, you know, a summer night, you two thought you would let yourselves loose. I understand. I've been young once."

      "Young?" Dante leans closer to her. "The last man you married, what number was he again? That was barely two years ago, I think."

      "Oh, please. What Dante's trying to insinuate is that I should be punished for being a romantic. But I refuse to think like that. Weddings are wonderful, extravagant affairs, and I don't see why I should be penalized for having more than one."

      "Or five," Dante adds with a laugh, taking another big gulp. It's all in good jest, and Adele seems to take it that way.

      We talk for a little while longer, and then when the time feels right, I look at my watch and tell her that I'm going to head to bed.

      I try to make the escape as slight as possible and planned it a few conversation topics ahead, but all of my worry seems to be for no reason because she just smiles at me, gets up when I get up, and gives me a warm hug. "I'll see you tomorrow morning for breakfast, of course."

      I hesitate. "I was actually going to go back home."

      "No. Don't be silly. Dante's room has plenty of space, a king-sized bed. Besides, you were going to sleep over before I showed up. Let's not pretend otherwise."

      I nod. "Thank you, Adele."

      I hesitate a little bit before saying her first name, still feeling rather uncomfortable. But she pats the back of my hand and I give Dante a small peck on his cheek and leave the two of them alone.
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      "Well, that's new," I say, sitting back on the couch.

      My mom brings her eyes up to mine and I try to read into what she's thinking. "What are you talking about?" she asks innocently, shrugging, even tossing her hair from one side to another.

      "What was all that?" I ask. "You and Jacqueline. Why are you being so nice?"

      "Am I?"

      "Yes, you know that you are." I nod.

      "Well, she seemed like a nice woman. Do you like her?" she asks, taking a sip of her mojito.

      "Of course I like her. That's why she's here."

      "I'm just asking because catching you two in that compromising position out back felt more like a one-night stand to me."

      I can't read my mother, which has been a problem of mine ever since I was a kid. Whenever I get to the point where I feel like I know what's going on, it changes and she changes, and we're off again.

      "Frankly, I thought that you would be a little angry, pissed off, but thanks for making her feel welcome," I say. "I really appreciate it."

      "Well, to tell you the truth, it was a pleasure to meet her. Educated with a good head on her shoulders, polite, quick on her feet. I like that."

      I smile. I should keep it to myself, but despite all this time, my mom still takes me by surprise. And it's not that I'm looking for her approval any longer.

      I'm not.

      It's just that, you know, she's still my mother, and it's nice that she's proud of me.

      "So what's going on with you two?" Mom asks, relaxing a little bit.

      I can tell by her posture that the cocktails are kicking in and she's going to turn in for the night soon.

      "Well, we met a few months ago and just ran into each other again this weekend."

      "Yeah, that's what Jacqueline told me."

      "And it's been great. I'm really serious about her, Mom."

      She raises an eyebrow. "Really?"

      "Yeah. I mean, I like her a lot."

      "Serious how?" she asks.

      "She's just very ... I don't know, she keeps me on my toes. She challenges me. I feel very comfortable with her. I guess all the things that people talk about when they say that they're in ..." I let my voice trail off.

      The word that I'm looking for is "love." The truth is that I do love Jacqueline. I just haven't put it that way quite yet, and I definitely don't want to say it to my mother.

      "Being in love is very serious, Dante. I know. I've been in love a number of times."

      At this point in my life, I find that humorous, but when I was a teenager, not so much.

      "You know, I thought that you'd be angry catching us out there like that."

      "Is that something you really want to talk about?" Mom folds her hands on top of her knee.

      She's been sitting all this time, and yet the suit hasn't wrinkled even a little bit. I wonder if it's afraid of her.

      "No, I guess not. We can just pretend it never happened."

      "That would be better," she says. "I've had a few cocktails now, and I'll be turning in for bed. I have a new novel waiting for me."

      Mom has always been an avid reader. She devours the books and reads across genres and styles. She stays up to date on what's popular, what's on the charts, and she reads obscure literary fiction and short story collections as well. "The entertainment that books provide are far superior to television," used to be her go-to line.
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      When I get back to my room, I find Jacqueline under the covers. But as soon as I shut the door behind me, she pushes outward and I see that she's been watching something on her phone.

      "What are you doing hiding underneath there?" I ask.

      "I don't know. Just felt like I needed a warm hug."

      "I think everyone who's ever interacted with my mother had that same feeling," I say, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

      I take her hand in mine and intertwine our fingers.

      "She really likes you."

      She sits up, surprised.

      "And I don't say that lightly. She really likes you," I say. "It's uncanny, and actually, it's making me question whatever it is that we have."

      "What are you talking about?" Jacqueline leans forward, clearly not getting my sense of humor.

      "Okay, not really, but it's very disarming, to say the least," I clarify. "Mom has never been a big fan of most women. And she has hated Marguerite for so long that I was just certain that she would hate you as well. But my, my, my, you have managed to make an impression."

      "Holy shit. Really?" She puts her hand over her mouth.

      "Yes."

      "Are you sure?" she asks, mumbling through her hand.

      "That's what she told me."

      "Even after she caught us almost doing it?"

      I nod. "Yeah, it's shocking. I have no idea what happened, but whatever you said, whatever you did, keep it up."

      "I just tried to be polite and nice and told her about myself."

      "Well, one thing's for sure, tomorrow morning, Marguerite is in for a big surprise."

      The following morning, Jacqueline gets up a little early, takes a shower, washes her hair, and puts on a little bit of makeup.

      She doesn't have anything else to wear, and is a little frustrated by the fact that she has to wear the same black dress.

      She begs for me to drive her over to the cottage so she can change, but I insist that that's just going to make her look either like she's desperate to make a good impression, or like she had packed a bag and brought it here intending on a longer-term stay.

      Heading downstairs, I wear shorts and a short sleeve button-down shirt, just dressy enough for a family breakfast to not make it look like I'm eating in my pajamas, but not really much above that.

      In the kitchen, we find Mom sitting in a long silk robe with a newspaper open in front of her.

      “Huh, I didn't realize that those are still getting delivered."

      Mom straightens it out to show me the front page. It's the local Hampton Times.

      "Just trying to see what's new in the neighborhood. Hi, Jacqueline," she says, waving to her.

      After a brief hello, Jacqueline goes to the fridge to get some orange juice, offering to get my mom a glass as well.

      The two of them sit on opposite sides of the table, and Mom puts down the paper and immediately launches into telling Jacqueline about the newest fundraising goal for her new foundation.

      And then, looking at them from the outside, it suddenly occurs to me why Jacqueline has made such an impression on my mom. Marguerite has always been tense. She took some etiquette classes, but even in employing them and putting them into practice, there's something unnatural and awkward about it.

      But Jacqueline is a chameleon.

      She sits up straight, even though she often slouches. She crosses her feet at her ankles. She doesn't put her elbows on the table, and she looks Mom straight in the eye.

      She listens actively, comments slightly, and lets Mom lead the conversation. Not necessarily to suck up, just to fit in.

      That's when I realize that Jacqueline has quite a gift for acting like she belongs somewhere.

      And if she can make this impression on my mother, someone who is notoriously impossible to please, as her six other husbands would attest, I wonder how good she could be infiltrating Vasko’s operation.
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      When Lincoln and Marguerite come downstairs, I immediately see the smile on Marguerite's face vanish.

      She tenses up, and everything about her body language starts to work on the short circuit in my mom's presence. There are brief hellos, polite and very curt, distant, though Lincoln smiles a little more and tries to make nice.

      "Have you two met?" Mom asks Marguerite, who nervously twists a strand of her hair around her finger.

      "Yes. Yesterday.” Jacqueline smiles. "We actually had breakfast together. Dante made waffles."

      "Dante knows how to make waffles?" Mom raises an eyebrow.

      I nod.

      "Well, I guess we know what we're having for breakfast today."

      I laugh, but dutifully walk over to the counter and start to get out all of the supplies that I need.

      I don't mind being busy with this. It actually puts me at ease to do something with my hands instead of walking on eggshells around my mom, Jacqueline, and Marguerite, and even Lincoln, to make sure that breakfast doesn't veer off into one particular direction that neither of us want.

      And it doesn't. Everything is pleasant, actually, beyond pleasant.

      Mom is in a good mood. She sits next to Jacqueline and gushes about all of the interior design work that she has recently got done on her house. She shows the little cottage and all the details about the interior. She's so much more open and outgoing and friendly.

      I realize why she has so many friends in town and why everyone invites her to all of the parties.

      This is just a glimpse, the kind that a family gets, a side of someone very popular that lives with you on a daily basis, but the side that you rarely see because you are, after all, a family member.

      The whole time, they laugh and practically giggle.

      Marguerite sits next to Lincoln with a sour expression on her face. I try to get her engaged. I ask her about her pregnancy and Mom indulges that topic just a little bit to keep everything at bay.

      She even offers her condolences for all the nausea that Marguerite has been experiencing.

      But as soon as Marguerite says, "Well, I'm feeling a lot better now ..."

      "Good," Mom adds, and then shows Jacqueline more of the interior plans that she has for the other parts of the estate. "You know, you and Dante really have to come and visit me sometime. It's marvelous. I have a beautiful library, which I know you'll love."

      Jacqueline smiles and her whole face lights up. Not only do they share their love for animals, but also books, and fiction in general. It helps that Jacqueline has a lot of profound things to say about Patricia Highsmith, one of my mother's favorite writers, as well as Thomas Hardy and Nora Roberts.

      Like Mom, Jacqueline is a nondiscriminatory reader who loves stories with passion that I rarely see. There are no highbrow/lowbrow writers. There is  just a good story and a bad one.

      After we finish the waffles, Marguerite helps collect all the dishes and starts loading them into the dishwasher while Lincoln and I have another round of Bloody Marys and start talking about investments around the kitchen island.

      Mom and Jacqueline remain in place, debating the merits of Philip Roth's early work and comparing it to the work of the less-known Beatniks writers, friends of Jack Kerouac, but the ones that I have never heard of.

      "Are you okay?" I look over to Marguerite, who finishes loading the dishes and comes up for air in a little bit of a huff.

      Her stomach is starting to weigh her down considerably, and I notice that she has to catch her breath now almost after every simple exertion.

      "I just can't believe that your mom likes Jacqueline so much," she says a little bit under her breath, turning herself away from the two of them, sitting by the bay window. "She doesn’t like anyone."

      "I know. I'm shocked, to say the least."

      "You are?" Marguerite asks, her eyes getting big.

      "Of course. I mean, I was so certain that she was going to hate her, or at least be incredibly cold to her. But for some reason, last night, they just struck up this conversation and Mom was in a good mood, or ... I have no idea. And she even caught us almost doing it out on the patio."

      The words just slip out, and the expression on Marguerite's face changes. Suddenly I see how unfair my mom has been to her and how much that has hurt her.

      "I just tried to be her friend and have an actual mother/daughter relationship with her for so long, and it's all to no avail. She doesn't care. I'm not saying that there's anything wrong with Jacqueline. She's nice and I like her a lot, but why doesn't your mom like me? Why has she hated me all this time? Why does she always try to make things so hard for me?"

      "I have no idea." I shake my head, rubbing her back and bringing her in for a little hug.

      "Marguerite, are you okay?" Lincoln yells from across the room, and everyone turns to look.

      She cringes.

      "Yeah, I'm fine. Just started to feel a little dizzy," she lies, glares at me, clearly annoyed by her husband's denseness.

      I wish there was something I could do.

      Not that I want Mom to not get along with Jacqueline. I just wish that she was nicer to her real daughter-in-law, the one that's been there all this time, trying to be her friend.

      But that's the thing about Mom. She doesn't like things that are too easy to have. The men that always went after her and showed their interest in her and promised to be good husbands, those weren’t good enough.

      The ones that she has always wanted were the ones that would break her heart: the ones that didn’t need her approval, the ones that stood on their own two feet and weren’t impressed by her wealth or her family's history.

      Is that what Jacqueline is doing different?

      Is that why Mom likes her?

      Because she has to work hard to impress her?

      Because Jacqueline is so different from Marguerite?

      Not only is she her own person, but she tends to live life on her own terms, and I wonder if that's exactly why I'm so attracted to her as well, and that maybe Mom and I aren't that different after all.
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      Somehow I had managed to make quite an impression on Adele. I feel bad when I see Marguerite sitting in the corner and Adele not engaging with her at all and I try to include her in the conversation.

      I ask about her pregnancy and even ask her if she had read any of the books that Adele and I had talked about, but it doesn't seem to work. After a little while, Marguerite just excuses herself and walks away, leaving the two of us alone.

      I feel bad for her, but I like the connection that I'm forging with Dante's mother. Despite what anyone says, you always want your potential mother-in-law to like you and not add to the conflict and I'm surprised that it's actually happening.

      After breakfast, the four of us head out to the beach and Adele stays behind to catch up on her reading.

      I can feel the tension emanating from Marguerite and I apologize before she can say anything.

      "I'm really sorry," I say as we walk down the path, carrying our towels, already dressed in bathing suits and cover-ups.

      "I just can't believe that she likes you so much," she says.

      She's wearing big sunglasses with an elaborate design around the corners but I can tell by the way that her lip trembles that she's about to cry.

      "You can't pay attention to what she says," I tell her. "Adele seems to be enticed by people who aren't impressed by her. You have to act more aloof.”

      "I can't do that. I just want her to be happy for us, you know? I want her to celebrate this baby, her first grandchild."

      "I know, I know you do.” I put my arm around her.

      Lincoln and Dante walk ahead of us carrying the majority of the beach supplies, the cooler, the umbrellas, and the chairs.

      Dante turns briefly to look back and gives me a little smile when he sees me holding Marguerite.

      "I'll put in a good word," I say. "I totally thought that she was going to hate me. But I can't make any promises. She is how she is. But for you, if you want my advice, you have to act like you don't care."

      "Why? Why do I have to be like that?"

      "I don't know. It's like with guys, if you act too eager, you know, to go on a date and you call him right after and you act like you like him a lot, they get turned off."

      "But I did that with Lincoln and we’ve been together ever since."

      "Well, you've seen that in movies, at least, right?" I joke. "When you date, you have to give people space. Otherwise, they start questioning your intentions. They think, 'Eh, maybe this person's too eager,' and nobody wants someone who is too eager."

      I don't know how else to explain it. That's the best that I can do and by the expression on her face I'm not sure she fully understands.

      Everything about Marguerite is written on her face. She is honest like that. Solid.

      That's what I like about her and that's probably exactly what Adele, a woman who likes to play games, who likes to be charmed, who likes to be swept off her feet and who likes to be challenged, does not like about her daughter-in-law.
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      Our day at the beach goes well. Marguerite spends a lot of time in the water under a big hat, but enjoying everything nonetheless.

      She's at that point in her pregnancy where she can't stop eating, so she snacks almost the whole time and I join her.

      Lincoln and Dante sit a little bit apart from us talking more about finances and the right investments to make. I overhear part of their conversation, but he doesn't mention anything about Vasko to his brother.

      I wonder why at first, but then realize that that kind of undercover operation he can't even trust his brother with. We stay on the shore for a couple of hours until it gets a little bit too hot, at which point we head back.

      A little bit sunburned and exhausted from all of that relaxation, we stumble into the kitchen, using the back way into the house and find Adele sitting with a morose expression on her face at the kitchen table.

      Her laptop is open before her.

      "What's wrong, Mom?" Lincoln asks.

      "I need to talk to your brother," she says, focusing her gaze on him and just him. "Alone," she adds.

      "Yeah, sure," we all mumble.

      I want to go upstairs and take a shower anyway and Marguerite is due for another nap.

      At the top of the stairs, I pause briefly to try to listen in but their voices are muffled and impossible to hear. But whatever this is that she needs to talk to him about, it's not good.
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      Still riding the high from the fact that Mom has actually connected with my girlfriend, she catches me a little bit by surprise when I come in after the day at the shore and find her so cold and distant at the table.

      "What's going on?" I ask, taking a seat.

      I'm sweaty and my skin is salty and right after I sit down, I get up again to grab something cold to drink from the fridge.

      Mom continues to wait. She has her hands folded in front of her like a Cobra waiting for the right moment to strike.

      For a second I think that everything that she's been doing up until now is just an act, a joke, and she's going to tell me something terrible about Jacqueline and forbid me from seeing her again, as if she could.

      But the longer I sit here and the more time she has to gather her thoughts, the more that the tension between us builds.

      "$200,000 is missing from your trust fund," she finally says, glaring at me, her eyes unblinking, steadfast.

      My breath gets lodged in the back of my throat. There it is. I wasn't able to come up with the money in time and she found out about it.

      "You don't seem very surprised," she says.

      I nod.

      "Tell me why."

      Her voice is demanding and clear, but not angry, except that it is. She doesn't get loud when she's angry, she gets quiet, the anger building somewhere under the surface.

      "Borrowed it," I say, "for something important."

      "What?" she says, her back completely straight.

      Her hands are still intertwined.

      She doesn't flinch, she doesn't move. She barely breathes.

      "It's a private matter. I needed the money, so I took it. I'm going to put it back."

      "You had no right," she snaps. "That money's not yours. It's my trust fund. You don't have access to it until you've married someone of appropriate standing."

      "Like Marguerite?"

      "No, the opposite of Marguerite," she says without lowering her voice, not caring whether or not my brother or his wife can hear her.

      "Look, I'm going to put the money back, okay? Don't worry about it."

      "I will worry about it. It's my money that you took and I need to know what it's for."

      I hesitate. She  has developed such a good camaraderie and almost friendship with Jacqueline and I don't want to jeopardize that.

      I had no idea how she could react for the impulsive thing that I did, but I don't want to risk it either.

      "I'd rather keep that private," I finally say.

      I don't explain, I don't hesitate.

      I don't go any further into any part of it.

      "I expect the money back."

      "I know, and I'll get it back to you," I add.

      "I expect it back in a week."

      "No, impossible."

      "How long do you need?"

      "It was an emergency."

      "An emergency? What happened?"

      "I can't explain." Finally, she's talking to me like a person.

      "I expect the money back by the end of the month and if you don't have it, I will go to the police."

      My heart skips a beat. From any other mother it would just be a threat, but from her, I believe her.

      She takes care of her finances personally, making sure that every dollar and every penny is there and where it's supposed to be.

      She knows exactly how her investments are growing and which ones are diminishing and need to be reinvested.

      "Can't you just trust me?"

      "No. You could have gone to a casino for all I know. I want you to put it back and I want it to be back in that account. This isn't just about me, Dante. This is your money. I'm protecting it for you to have in the future and you will not disobey me because there will be consequences and I will sue you. I will call the police.  The district attorney is a friend of mine and someone I play tennis with."

      That is the harshest threat of all. My mother has friends in a lot of high places and even though a normal mother complaint about her son would probably not go anywhere, hers does exactly for that reason.

      "Now go," she says, sitting up even straighter. "I don't want to see you right now.”

      I'm being sent away for doing something wrong like a child.

      I guess I did do something wrong, but it was for a good cause and this is my money after all.

      The only thing that weighs heavily on my mind now is where the hell I'm going to come up with two hundred grand in the next month.
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      I walk back to the cottage. My mood is as bright as the blue sky. The air is salty and full of humidity, poofing up my hair that I try to tame by sticking it in a ponytail.

      I know that we had some differences, but she's going to be happy for me. Everything with Dante is working out.

      I love how comfortable we feel with one another. I never want to be that girl that is constantly thinking ahead, but I can't help myself, but if I were to take this job in Seattle for him, what if I were to do this investigative project?

      What would it be like for him to visit me? Thinking of all that, I feel my stomach flutter with anticipation, excited and happy and just looking forward to the future, something I haven't done in a while.

      When I get to the gate and walk up to our cottage behind the main house, I don't see anything different at first, but as soon as I get inside, things change.

      There's a darkness that hangs over the place and it's mainly because it looks like no one has been here since I left. Allison went to the party at The Redemption but she would have come back by now.

      Even if the party went all night, I'd find her sleeping in a room, tuckered out, exhausted, probably very hungover but not gone. Her clothes are still here, the dress that she was going to wear isn’t.

      I crack my knuckles and tap my fingers nervously on the sides of my thighs. Where could she have gone? What if something happened?

      No, don't overreact. Maybe she's just trying to teach you a lesson.

      "Yes, that's a very real possibility," I say out loud.

      I gave Allison quite a scare by forgetting to tell her where I was when I was really with Dante. Who's to say that she's not doing the exact same thing now? Perhaps she is.

      I walk around from the living room to the bedroom to the bathroom and back again. I pace like a caged tiger. What can I do?

      I call Dante who promises to be here in a few minutes since I still don't have a car. The only problem is that I don't really know where to go. I open my phone, I remember her sending me something about the party about a month ago.

      I search and find the address. Okay, good, good. I look it up on Google Maps and find that it's about five miles away and a mansion right on the water.

      When Dante arrives, I fill him in on all the details.

      "So you have no idea where she is?" he asks.

      "This is where she went.” I show him the directions and I put them on speakerphone so that he can hear them as he drives.

      I feel how frantic my voice is when I tell him about her not being here and I realize that perhaps this is a much bigger deal than I even thought it was.

      "I'm sorry, I'm just really freaking out," I say, trying to catch my breath.

      My lips are dry and peeling in parts and I desperately need something to drink but I have to get to this house. I have to find out what, if anything, happened to my friend.

      As we drive around, we drive past Main Street and the groups of teenagers and families are walking around with smiles on their faces and I cannot feel more disconnected from them.

      "Look, it's probably nothing," Dante insists. "Think about it."

      I nod my head feverishly. "Yes, of course, I know that. It is probably nothing, but what if it's not? What if something's happened?"

      He nods and squeezes my hand.

      The directions ping left and he turns on Mulberry Lane, pulling up in front of the gate.

      "Do you know the code?" he asks.

      I shake my head no.

      There's no one up front but perhaps calling information will help. He dials 0 and after a long pause, just before we're about to give up, somebody answers.

      "We're looking for a friend of ours. She was here for a party last night.”

      "Yeah, okay, sure." The woman hesitates on the other end and then buzzes us in.

      "That's a good sign," Dante says.

      "Why?" I ask.

      "Well, if something happened at the party, she probably wouldn't be so forthcoming."

      I nod, he's right. But that still doesn't answer where Allison is.

      Cassandra comes downstairs, wearing sweats and her hair pulled up in a loose bun on top of her head. Without makeup and the eyelashes, she looks completely different from the woman that I had met earlier, but still familiar.

      Even her voice is different however, not so soothing, not so deep, more like a normal voice belonging to a normal person.

      She recognizes us immediately.

      "Oh, I was wondering why you two didn't attend. Are you dating now?" she asks.

      Despite how she's dressed and the fact that she is barefoot, she still has a certain air of superiority that disarms me.

      "So are you two officially together? Will we see you again?" she asks, prying and smiling out of the corner of her lips.

      "Yes, we're dating," Dante says, "officially, so no plans to visit anytime soon, but thank you for the memories."

      "Yes, of course.”  She shifts her weight from one side to another. Suddenly, I wonder if the two of them have ever been together.

      "We're actually here to talk about Allison. Did she attend the party last night?"

      Cassandra looks down at the floor. "Normally we don't give out that kind of information," she says after a long pause.

      "Yes, I know.” Dante takes control of the conversation.

      He takes a step closer to her almost pulling her away from us. He turns a little bit toward her and she turns toward him and he says, "Allison's a very close friend. She was supposed to go here last night and she didn't come home, so naturally Jacqueline is very worried and so am I."

      Cassandra looks at me, not quite believing it. "We protect our guests’ privacy and therefore, we can't reveal whether they attended or did not attend," Cassandra says. "It's in the rules."

      "Please, you have to help me," I plead. "We're staying in the same place. She said that she was going to go to this party. I thought she would maybe stay out until five or six but she should be home now and I'm just really worried about her. This isn't like her to not call me."

      Cassandra exhales slowly and I can tell that I may be getting through. "Yes, she was here," she says. "She seemed to have a good time. She met a guy, he went by the name Lincoln."

      The eager smile on Dante's face suddenly drops. "He went by the name Lincoln?" he asks. "What did he look like?"

      "Kind of like you, tall, broad shouldered. In fact, the two of you could be brothers. That's not his real name, is it?" Cassandra asks.

      Dante doesn't reply, he just stares into space somewhere behind her.

      "Can you tell me about what happened last night? What did you see? When did she leave?"

      "She met Lincoln right at the beginning of the party. They were hanging out the whole time and then, I don't know, they went into one of the rooms in the back. The party officially ended around five. Some people went out for breakfast. I am not aware of what Allison or Lincoln did."

      "So you don't know when she left?" I ask.

      "Sometime after five."

      I swallow hard; that was hours ago.

      It's early afternoon now and she's still not back. "Was Lincoln with anyone else? Like his girlfriend?" I ask. "Wife?"

      "No. He came by himself. Listen, I have to go. I have to clean up and set up for the afternoon. But I didn’t tell you any of this,” she adds.

      “Thank you,” I mumble. “One more thing. Do you think that Allison might be coming back?"

      "Usually we have a rule that you attend only one party a week, that way we have a good variety of people circling through."

      Cassandra’s phone rings and she ushers us out, saying that she has to take this call.

      Out on the doorstep, when the door closes in our face, I look up at Dante who looks crestfallen.

      "It may not be him," I say. "I mean, the guy could be using an unusual name."

      "She said that he could be my brother."

      He rubs his temples.

      "Yes, but that doesn't mean that he is your brother. Your brother was at home with his pregnant wife. He didn't leave her to go to this party."

      "Yeah, I never thought that he would, but now I don't know."

      "We can't just doubt him because of this whole story; we have no idea who Allison met last night."

      "He was by himself," Dante says, raising an eyebrow.

      "Yes, but you of all people know that it is possible to get into this place on your own."

      He shakes his head.

      "Let's go back," I say, taking his hand.

      "Go back where?" he asks.

      "I'm going to call her again, but I just want to, I don't know, maybe drive around a little and check the cottage again.”

      "No," Dante says, "I need to talk to Lincoln."
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      Jacqueline insists on going back to the rental and walking around the town aimlessly looking for her friend, but I can't wait.

      I need to know now the answers to the questions that I seek. When Cassandra said Lincoln's name, I had some doubts at first. No, it wouldn't be my brother. There's no way. It's just some guy using a cool name to draw attention to himself or away from who he really is.

      But when she looked at me closely and said that he could be my brother, that just changed everything. Lincoln and I don't really look like we could be related on the outside, not if you look from far away.

      But if you look closer, if you really look, past the hair color, skin color, I'm much more olive skinned than he is, then everything changes.

      That's what I saw in Cassandra's eyes, the realization that we may be related. I drive back to the house pressing on the accelerator and weaving through traffic.

      I can't get there fast enough.

      No matter what I do, it's not enough. After my uncomfortable conversation with my mother and her threats to call the police, you'd think that she'd leave and go back to Cape Cod. But no, when I walk back into the house, I find her swimming in the pool.

      I wave a brief hello, and she smiles, climbs onto a lounge chair and opens her book, taking a sip of a cocktail.

      The arrogance of my family is hard to explain to strangers and so, I never even try.

      "Where's Lincoln?" I ask Marguerite who is washing an apple in the sink.

      She looks refreshed after the shower and the nap, and she has her own novel and non-alcoholic cocktail set up to drink on the kitchen table.

      "He's upstairs, working. Why?”

      "I just need to talk to him."

      Our eyes meet and hold there for a moment. I consider how much her life would change if she found out.

      My brother has always been so faithful and honest, but the truth is that no one ever knows what's really going on in people's heads, lives, and marriage.

      I only see them as a couple. I see them only from the outside. But ever since Marguerite got pregnant, she and I have gotten close. Much closer than we ever were before and now I consider her my friend, a close friend at that, and I cannot stand my brother doing this to her.

      I hop upstairs, skipping three steps at a time and find him in their bedroom sitting on the bed with a laptop across his legs. He's dressed in a button down shirt and boxer shorts fresh from a shower. A half drunk glass of bourbon sits on the end table next to him.

      "Hey, I was going to ask you about this one stock," he starts to say as soon as I enter the room.

      "Where were you last night?" I ask.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "Where were you last night?” I repeat the question, closing the door behind me.

      "You mean, after Mom came?"

      I nod.

      "Here. I was here all night."

      "Yeah, I don't think so," I say, looking at him.

      I don't need proof, I can just look at him and tell that he's full of shit. "What if I told you, you were at The Redemption?"

      "What's The Redemption?" he asks without missing a beat.

      No hesitation, no pause.

      "It's a club for singles and couples who like to meet other singles and couples. You know what it is."

      "No, I have no idea," he says with a shrug.

      Suddenly, my confidence begins to waiver.

      What if I'm wrong?

      Could he actually be telling me the truth?

      "Why would I go to a club like that?" he asks. "I'm married, I'm having a baby. Besides, I hardly have any time for work with all the doctors’ appointments and everything else that I have going on."

      If he's lying to me, he's very good at it and I can tell why Marguerite would be so frustrated with him.

      The earnestness, I practically want to slap it off his face, but I can't.

      "So you were here all last night? You never left?"

      He shakes his head no and shrugs.

      "You wouldn't lie to me, would you?"

      "I have no idea what you're talking about. Why would I lie to you about this?"

      "You can tell me the truth. I'm not going to tell Marguerite," I say.

      Now, it’s my turn to lie.

      "I am telling you the truth. I was here, sleeping all night. You can ask her yourself."

      "What if I told you that there's a camera on the front door and you left in the middle of the night and you came back a few hours later? What if I told you that something like this exists and that's why I know that you're lying?"

      He opens his mouth to say something else but then closes it. He swallows hard.

      "You're not going to tell her, are you?" he snaps and suddenly the facade of everything that he has been convincing me of falls away.

      My mouth drops open and I wait for him to continue.

      "You better not fucking tell her, okay? She's pregnant. We're going through a lot. I needed to blow off some steam, so I went to The Redemption, big fucking deal. You're the one who told me about it."

      "I'm single," I say.

      "There are people there who are married. It's no big deal."

      I shake my head, unwilling to believe that he actually believes the shit that's coming out of his mouth.

      "Those people are in relationships where both of them agree to certain rules. You and Marguerite have no agreement."

      As I open my mouth to say something else, Lincoln raises his hand and punches me in the mouth.
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      "What the hell was that?" I stare at him, my face throbbing.

      "Don't talk to me about my wife!” he yells.

      “So, you were there?" I ask. "You admit it?"

      "Get the hell out of here. This has nothing to do with you."

      He takes another step forward to get closer, and this time I make a fist and punch him. My fist collides with his torso.

      I suddenly have a flashback to being a kid again and all the time that he tortured me, all of those times that he hurt me and pinned me down and forced me to get into fist fights with him.

      I really hated him for a lot of my life, and now I realize that that pent-up anger in the pit of my stomach is still there.

      We tussle and fight for a little while. He punches me in the stomach, I clock him in the eye.

      I somehow get the better of him, pin him down, and hit him twice in the face.

      His nose explodes with blood and I let up.

      Lincoln mumbles something, and I walk to the bathroom and look at my bloody face in the mirror.

      There's blood dripping out of my nose, and my knuckles have also been scratched.

      This is not exactly something that either of us will be able to hide from the women downstairs.

      "How is this any of your business?" Lincoln asks. "What I do in my personal life."

      "I stood up for you to Mom. She's the one that's always been against your relationship, and I thought you got a raw deal. I thought that you deserve more. You know that I talked to Marguerite about the trust fund? You know that I told her to actually try to get that changed? There's no way that's going to happen if the judge finds out that you went to The Redemption."

      "And how the hell is a judge going to find out?"

      "Investigators," I say, enunciating every syllable. “Mom's lawyers are going to hire investigators, and they're going to look into every part of your life to make sure that your relationship is actually as great as you all say it is. But of course that's not going to happen. Of course they're going to find out about going to that club. You probably used your own credit card, didn't you?"

      "I have another credit card that Marguerite knows nothing about."

      "Yeah, but it's connected to your name and your credit report, and it would be as simple as that, and you know it."

      He stands at the other Jack and Jill bathroom sink next to me looking at his beat up face.

      "You didn't have to go so hard at me," he says.

      I shake my head. "You're the one that started it. I did not come here to throw any punches."

      "But you did." He turns toward me, pointing his finger in my face. "You think there's something wrong with me going to that club even though you've been there for who knows how long."

      "And what, this was your first time?" I ask, tilting my head, ready to not believe him.

      "I've only been there a couple of times in the last few months ever since you told me about it. I just couldn't stop thinking about it. It sounded really fun, something I haven't had in who knows how long."

      "Why did you have to wait until Marguerite was pregnant?" I ask. "Because when you're together for as long as we have been, things get hard, challenging, you know? Boring. She's working all the time, or she was until she got pregnant, and I work even more. We're tired, exhausted. All we do is talk about work. Nothing else seems to be as interesting or stimulating. You know how boring it is to talk about money?"

      "That's what you do for a living," I say, "and that's what I do for a living."

      "Yeah, I know. I'll repeat my question," he challenges me. "Do you know how boring it is to only talk about money?"

      "No, I don't," I say. "I have my own money problems though. And, I don't know. You shouldn't have lied to me."

      "I saw your face," Lincoln says. "That was the last thing you wanted to hear. You wanted me to lie to you. You wanted me to be this perfect husband and soon-to-be father, when in reality, who knows? Maybe I'm a lot more like our dad than you would like me to believe."

      "Fuck you," I say, pointing my finger in his face. "Fuck you. You take that back. You're nothing like him. He's a loser and a drunk."

      "Yeah, well, the apple doesn't fall far from the tree.” Lincoln shrugs.

      He turns to the sink, turns on the faucet, grabs a rag and starts to wash off the blood from his nose.

      The fact that he even mentioned our father makes my whole body tense up. I don't know why I'm so invested in my brother and his personal life.

      I'm really not, not forever, but connecting with Marguerite and actually the both of them over those last few months really made me have a lot more sympathy and empathy for her.

      Besides, I thought that maybe I actually, or perhaps I just always thought that they were such a great couple, that I didn't want to see anything that would stand in that way.

      I leave the bathroom and sit down on the edge of the bed. By some miracle, no one heard us fight. It's still clear by our faces that something happened, but at least now we can come up with some sort of story to make it seem plausible.

      "What kind of trouble are you in?" Lincoln comes out of the bathroom and stands in the doorway. His face is getting puffy, and he needs to apply some ice. So do I.

      "I don't know if you heard, but Mom found out that I took that $200,000 from my trust."

      "You what?" He looks genuinely surprised.

      I furrow my brow, uncertain if I can believe him. "You know. Marguerite told you, right?"

      "Told me what?" he asks, taking a step closer.

      "I thought that she told you, but I guess she didn't."

      He looks at me with blank eyes, and I fill him in on paying for Jacqueline's mother's treatment.

      "You have to promise me not to tell Mom," I say. "She knows that I borrowed the money, but I think she suspects that I'm gambling or something like that. I just don't want her to know. She likes Jacqueline, and I want to keep it that way."

      "Wow. So you just paid all that money and you didn't even really know her?"

      I think back to my obsession with Jacqueline. It's kind of hard to explain, and I don't even bother.

      Besides, there's a secret that I'm keeping that I can't very well tell him either.

      For now it seems good to just appear to be this totally chivalrous man willing help an almost complete stranger.

      "Yeah. We went out a few times. We had fun, and she mentioned that her mom was going through that, so I looked it up and just paid the bill."

      "Oh my God. That's crazy."

      "Yeah, I know. It was a secret. She got mad at me when she found out."

      "Wait, so you didn't even tell her? You didn't even capitalize on this generous gift?"

      "No, I didn't want her to know. I just wanted to help her out."

      "Wow. Man, you and I are very different," Lincoln says, shaking his head.

      I don't know where to take the conversation with me here, but Lincoln does. I tell him about Mom’s threats if the money is not returned.

      "Wow. That's harsh," he says.

      "Yeah, it is."

      "So where do I come in?" Lincoln takes a step away from me.

      "I'm trying to figure it out with my work."

      "There's no way you can do enough work or get enough clients in any legitimate way anyway, in such a short amount of time."

      "I was waiting for a startup to come through with the sale, but it doesn't look like that's going to happen now. At least not for another couple of weeks."

      "Listen, you need my help, just tell me."

      "Tell you what?" I ask, looking up at him.

      Our eyes meet. He gives me a little wink.

      I know what he wants.

      The problem is that I can't give it to him.

      "Just ask."

      "Well, is it a problem?"

      "It's not a problem if you ask," Lincoln says, crossing his arms across his chest.

      I wait and swallow hard. "Can I borrow the money?"

      "Yes, but I'll need something in return," he adds quickly.

      I clench my jaw. I know what he means: not the details, but the general gist.

      "This isn't the kind of work that I do anymore," I say after a long pause.

      He narrows his eyes. "You're very good at it. I don't know why you'd stop."

      "Because it's illegal. Because it could give me years behind bars. Do you need more reasons than that?"

      "I noticed that you didn't mention that you don't want to."

      "Look, of course, I don't want to. That's why I stopped doing that in the first place. And that's why I'm making money the legitimate way now."

      "Yeah, but do you ever think about it? The past, all the fun that we had? It's not finance."

      "There is monetary exchange, wouldn't you say?" I challenge him.

      "Yeah, it's a little more fun than it was, right? It's a little more fun than just pushing papers around, analyzing stock, analyzing the quality of someone's investments, predicting whether or not they make money."

      "I do quite well now," I insist.

      "Listen, if you can't do this for me, I can't lend you the $200,000,” Lincoln says definitively.

      "More like $350,000," I admit. "I don't just owe money to Mom. I borrowed a portion from some bad guys.”

      "Bad guys? Now who's being cryptic?" Lincoln sits down on the edge of the bed. "What exactly are you up to?"

      "Look, I told you I don't do that anymore, but that doesn't mean I don't have contacts, you know? I knew that I needed to borrow this money, and I did. So what?"

      "So what? Well, let's just say you can pretend like everything you do right now is on the up and up, but we all know the world that our father created and where that money in the trust fund came from.”

      I sigh.

      "Mom would like to pretend that it's all clean, that it's all from investments, but you and I know the truth,” he continues. “You know exactly how much of that money is dirty and bloody."

      "That's why I tried to do something good," I admit. "That's why I reached out and helped Jacqueline. After all of that stuff that we did, I had to make it right."

      "It's not going to make it right. Just one good deed in the ledger against, what is it? Fifty, one hundred bad ones? No. That's not going to make it right. You know it and I know it."
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      I go back to the cottage and I don't find Allison. I wander around the streets not knowing where she could have gone or what could've happened.

      Her stuff is still there, so either something happened this morning or last night, or she's still somewhere out trying to teach me a lesson, but where and why?

      The more hours that pass, the more frantic I become and I even consider going to the police but first, I need to talk to him.

      I walk up to Dante's property and ring the doorbell. A few minutes later, they ring me inside.

      Adele is sitting by the pool, relaxing with a book and a cocktail and after a brief hello, I say that I have to talk to Lincoln about something.

      "You're supposed to be on vacation," Adele yells after me, "this isn't the time to think about your investments."

      I force a laugh and go inside. In the kitchen I find Dante and Lincoln icing their faces with bags of frozen peas.

      "Oh my God, what happened?" I ask.

      Marguerite emerges from the walk-in refrigerator.

      "These two got into a fight, can you believe it? I mean, it's like they're teenagers."

      I stand with my whole body clenched tight waiting for their explanation. Does Marguerite know what happened?

      Did Dante confront Lincoln about Allison and that's why they both look like they do, or does this have nothing to do with it whatsoever?

      Both Lincoln and Dante give me strained looks and I realize that they didn't tell Marguerite a thing. She must think that they just got into a fight over nothing in particular, stupid childhood sibling rivalry situation, and I play along for a little.

      "Sorry, I get really lightheaded if I'm on my feet for too long, but I'll be out in a little bit," she says, grabbing my hand and squeezing it lightly. "I want to catch up for sure tonight."

      "Yeah, I'd love that.” I nod.

      When I hear her footsteps disappear down the hallway and wait for the door to open and shut, that's when I finally turn to them, Lincoln in particular.

      "Where's Allison?" I ask.

      "I have no idea.”  He shakes his head.

      "What happened?"

      At first, he tries to deny it, to hesitate but Dante clears his throat and he finally admits the truth.

      "Please don't tell Marguerite a thing," he says in a very hushed tone.

      I nod. "I just want to know where my friend is."

      "Nothing happened. I mean, we met at the party, she was there alone, I was there alone. We started chatting. We had fun. And then we left around five in the morning. She said she was going to walk back but it's five miles away, so I convinced her that I would drop her off."

      "And you did?" I ask.

      He nods. "Right in front of the gate. I saw her punching in the code and then walking toward the cottage. That's when I drove away."

      "What time was this?"

      "Around 5:30 or so. A few people went out to get breakfast, but she didn't want to, so I dropped her off and came home."

      "Then what?" I ask, crossing my hands.

      "Then I went to bed," he says, clearing his throat.

      What I want to hear him say is that he climbed into bed with Marguerite and lied to her about where he was but this isn't the time to make an enemy.

      Of course, I judge him, but I need his help.

      He's the last person that I know who has seen Allison.

      "So you don't know anything about what happened to her after that?"

      "No, I thought she just went in and fell asleep and that's it."

      His story's plausible, it's also possible that she did go inside, sleep it off and then disappeared when I happened to come by closer to midday.

      All of this is very plausible, but is it realistic?

      Is it something that could have happened? I don't know.

      I tap my fingers on the quartz island and pop grapes mindlessly in my mouth with my other hand.

      Whenever I'm nervous or going through something, food is always a solace, it fills the time and gives me something to do with my hands and my mouth.

      We talk about the outcomes in somewhat hushed tones. Dante doesn't seem nearly as worried as he should be and Lincoln could care less, he just keeps looking over his shoulder every few seconds to make sure that either his mother or Marguerite don't hear what we're saying.

      "Look, I'm really sorry about your friend," he says, after long pause.

      "I'm not sure what to do if she doesn't come home soon," I say, walking nervously from one side of the kitchen to another. "I might have to go to the police."

      "No!" Lincoln yells at me. "You cannot go to the police."

      "I don't have a choice. I have no idea what happened to her unless you do."

      He shakes his head. "If you go to the police, Marguerite is going to find out, okay? They're going to have to interview me and this whole thing ..."

      "Well, you should have thought of that before you went over there," I snap.

      “Listen," Dante gets in between us, "let's not lose control here. We're going to find her. Have you tried calling her?"

      I give him a blank expression. "Of course."

      "And what? She doesn't respond?"

      I shake my head no.

      "Have you tried tracking her phone?"

      Now that's an idea. It feels like a light bulb goes off in my head. "No, actually, I haven't," I admit.

      "Well, what if we did? Come here.”  He grabs his laptop and opens an app. "What's her phone number?"

      I read it out and he searches for her iPhone. A few minutes later, a location pops up, another house two doors down from the one where The Redemption white party happened.

      "What would she be doing there?" I ask.

      I stare at Lincoln's face trying to read for any signs. If he had something to do with her disappearance, then he would be freaking out right now, but he's not.

      He looks blank, perplexed, as perplexed as we are. While Marguerite is still in the other room, we go out the front door and get into Dante's car with me sitting in the front and Lincoln squeezing in, in the back.

      It's a small roadster with a tiny back seat and he complains about it the whole way over. But with the top down and with fresh air running through my hair, I like the feel of it.

      "What happened to the BMW?" I ask.

      "There's a garage of about ten cars, I like to vary it a little when I come down."

      "Uh-huh.” I nod.

      I hadn't even realized that there was another part of the property I haven't been to.

      We drive over to another gate and dial zero for information.

      No one answers at first, but Dante keeps trying and on the third ring, someone stumbles to the intercom.

      "Hello?" she asks and I immediately recognize her voice.

      "Allison? Allison?" I yell across Dante.

      "Is that you, Jacqueline?" she says, her voice sounds distant and not exactly clear.

      I wonder if she's been drugged and kept here against her will.

      “Here, let me buzz you in," she says, slurring her words just a little.

      We drive down a large circular driveway with magnificent oaks lining the road. This is probably the biggest house that I've seen the whole time I've been here and it blows my mind away.

      Allison comes out in a short summer dress over a white bathing suit. Her hair is drenched and her skin is deeply tanned, something that she could always do after just a few days in the sun.

      "Hey, sweetie," she says, holding a cocktail and wrapping her arms around my neck. "How did you find me?"

      "We tracked your phone. Where have you been?"

      "Oh, Lincoln," she says, seeing him get out of the car. The expression on her face immediately changes.

      "I thought something happened to you."

      "How do you know each other?" she asks.

      "This is Dante's brother."

      "Oh," she mumbles, looking down at her feet. The pedicure is new and so is the manicure.

      "What happened?" I pull her away to one side. "What are you doing here? What is this place?"

      "Well, after a fabulous time last night, Lincoln dropped me off. I slept a little bit and then I went to get some food since you have practically abandoned me living with Dante this whole weekend."

      "That's not what I'm doing."

      "Okay, whatever. Anyway, out on Main Street, I got my nails done, got some coffee, and ran into this guy."

      "What guy?"

      "Richard," she says and almost on cue he emerges out of the house.
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      The man standing in the doorway is broad shouldered with peppered gray hair a little long around the ears. He has a nice warm tan that stands out against his loose fitting dress shirt and L.L. Bean shorts paired with flip-flops.

      His attire is casual, but in that way where you know that he is incredibly wealthy. He looks like he is at least twenty years older than Allison, but has a nice juvenile look on his face, easygoing and casual.

      He smiles broadly and without any sort of discomfort and welcomes all of us into his home after shaking our hands.

      "Richard and I just met at The Latte," Jacqueline says, referring to the coffee shop back in town.

      "Just a few hours ago?" I ask under my breath as the guys walk slightly ahead of me.

      "Yeah. He invited me over for some lunch, showed me a nice view of his home, nice view of the ocean."

      As we enter through the great room, my mouth nearly drops open as I stare at least twenty feet of glass facing the Atlantic Ocean. The sand right outside is white and clear, and there's a large piano in the corner, sleek and spotless.

      "We can't stay long," I protest, but Dante and Lincoln are already swerving around a picture of some exotic car hanging in the foyer.

      "I have the real thing here if you want to see," Richard offers and the two of them practically start to drool.

      He invites us as well, but I pull Allison aside to have a moment of some private time.

      "What is going on here?" I ask her when the men disappear, headed toward the garage on the other side of the building.

      "Nothing. He's nice, right? A real gentleman."

      "But you just met for coffee."

      "I know."

      "And you were just with Lincoln," I say, somewhat under my breath.

      "I know. I feel terrible about that. But it was a party. He was there. I had no idea who he was."

      The lack of awkwardness between the two of them makes me incredibly uneasy. "Why are you here? Is this like a romantic thing?"

      "Well, I'd be lying if I didn't tell you that we have this insane chemistry, but I'm taking my time."

      "What does that mean, that you haven't slept with him yet?"

      "I'm entitled to be with whoever I want whenever I want."

      "I know. I'm sorry." I throw my hands up and I am.

      It’s judgmental and a shitty thing to say.

      “It's not that I care about that in particular. I was really worried about you, okay? I thought something happened at the club. I thought that maybe Lincoln had something to do with it after he denied being with you."

      "No, Lincoln was a gentlemen. A married gentleman. And of course, he only revealed that fact when he dropped me off so I was a little annoyed."

      "You didn't expect anything to happen?”

      "No, of course not," she snaps at me and walks toward the kitchen with the two giant quartz kitchen islands, parallel to each other.

      The way she moves around the place makes me feel like she's already at home here, and it's only been a few hours.

      She opens the fridge, reaches inside, grabs a bottle of water, and offers it to me. I look at the label.

      "It's from Iceland," she says when she sees me peering.

      "Okay.” I nod, knowing that I should clearly be impressed, God knows how much that costs.

      She pours me a glass and one for herself, tapping her nails on the counter.

      Her heels make a light clicking sound as she walks on the marble floors. They are so pristine and expertly waxed, that I feel like I might slip and fall with any wrong move.

      "Look, last night, I was really mad at you," Allison says, tossing her hair.

      She's definitely hungover, but she's holding everything in quite well. That's probably why she sounded so tired and a little bit slurred in her speech earlier.

      "I had a good time. I went to the party and I met Lincoln and we had a good time. I didn't expect him to call me or anything like that, but I also didn't expect him to be married, which is something that he just happened to announce when he dropped me off: happily married and expecting a child, so you know how that is."

      I shake my head.

      "And then I was, of course, mad at you."

      Her eyes laser-focus on mine.

      "I'm sorry," I say after a pause. "I know this weekend is nothing like it should have been. It should have been a girls’ trip. I ran into Dante and his whole family's here, so it's been unfair. How can I make this up to you?"

      "I don't know," Allison says, propping her head up with one hand, tapping her index finger on her cheek, "but I'll think about it."

      She's back to her joking self, easygoing, casual. It’s my favorite kind of Allison.

      Dante, Lincoln, and Richard emerge from the other side of the house with placid and entranced looks on their faces. Richard looks just as unbothered as he was earlier, clearly used to making impressions on impressionable people.

      "You should see this guy's garage," Dante gushes. "I mean, the cars that he has in there? 1964 Ferrari 250 LM, 1994 McLaren F1 LM, 1961 Ferrari 250 GT SWB California Spider. I'm just blown away."

      "You know, you get old enough, you start to collect things."

      "I want to grow up to be just like you," Dante says, and we all laugh.

      Richard offers to make us a round of drinks and pulls out a pre-made charcuterie board filled with fruit, hummus, pita chips, crab legs, caviar, and an assortment of other delicacies.

      "Let's go out on the patio," he says. "We can get to know each other a little bit."

      I'm tempted to leave, but Dante and Allison clearly want to stay. Lincoln looks only a little bit uncomfortable. I stay behind to grab the glasses and Lincoln approaches me.

      "Did she say anything about last night?"

      "No. I mean, yes, she told me that you two met at The Redemption," I say under my breath.

      "Please, please, please don't tell Marguerite."

      I freeze, holding the glasses and the ice cold Icelandic water under my arm, chilling myself to the bone. "Okay. Yeah, I guess I won't."

      "She wouldn't be able to handle that kind of news right now, and I'm already having some problems with my work schedule. I just... I didn't mean to hurt her."

      "Listen," I say, taking a step toward him, "I can tell you that I won't tell her anything, but don't act like this is her fault at all or has anything to do with anything but you and your shit."

      Walking away from him, I know that I could have handled that a little bit better, but I've always hated cheaters. They rub me the wrong way. The lies and the deception, what's the fucking point? You want to be with someone, you don't want to be with someone, tell the truth.
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      Out on the patio, the five of us sit down at his luxurious dining room table and look out at the empty beach right up front. The patio is strategically placed slightly behind a wall of glass, giving it a little bit of shelter from the harsh Atlantic winds. The glass is spotless and it's almost as if it's not there at all.

      “So, what is it that you do for a living, Richard?" Dante asks. "This is quite a home you have here."

      "It is my pride and joy. It's where I go to relax, forget about the world. Not like my place in Manhattan."

      He smiles at Allison who beams in his direction.

      "I'm a musician. Composer," he says with a slight nod and a shrug, casual and very unassuming.

      "Wait, are you Richard Reeves?" I ask, suddenly remembering seeing something about him online.

      "The one and only."

      I raise my eyebrows and my mouth falls slightly ajar. "You write music for movies, right?" I ask.

      He nods. “I score films, yes. I also write a lot of songs, pop songs. The former gets a little bit less fanfare, but the money's good," he says in an understatement of a lifetime.

      "What kind of songs? For who?" Allison asks.

      "Madonna, Lady Gaga, Kelly Clarkson. Wrote a bunch for Whitney Houston. Dolly Parton and I collaborate a lot."

      "Wow.” I smile.

      Allison leans back into the plush pillows of the wicker chair and holds her cosmopolitan up to her lips, giving him a sultry look. He looks at her almost the same way, and I sense a connection I haven't seen, well, in a long time.

      Something about Allison's hard, no-nonsense demeanor melts away and another person that I know well emerges: the one that wears sweats around the apartment, eats ice cream late at night, and drinks a little bit too much Grey Goose while watching The Voice.

      I ask Richard more about his music and I notice the way that his eyes light up when he talks about it. He invites us all back inside so he can play us a little bit on the piano, taking a seat on his cliffside teak sectional.

      When Richard places his hands on the keys, he becomes someone else. He closes his eyes and begins to play. His fingers are effervescent, moving with the music. He even sways a little.

      The song begins slowly and builds and builds until it reaches a climax. He pounds at the keys but ever so slightly like a baby bird breaking through the egg shell, quick-focused and persistent.

      When he's done, we all clap.

      He smiles and nods and invites us to a party that he's having for a few friends.

      "Dinner party, nothing too extravagant," Richard says with a smile. "I'd love for you all to come."

      "I don't think I'll be able to make it," Lincoln says quickly.

      "You're welcome to bring your wife," he adds. "No pressure, of course."

      I give Allison a quick hug. "Are you coming with us?" I ask her, even though I highly doubt it.

      “No.”  She shakes her head, and I smile knowing exactly what she means.
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      It's late in the afternoon when Jacqueline and I sit out on the back patio, around the pool with my laptop in front of me and her resume pulled up.

      She had agreed to help me catch Vasko in the act, but first she needs to get the job. I scroll through her experience, which isn't conveyed very well.

      "When you first apply for a job," I say, "you have to make sure that your resume and cover letter match up with the keywords that the job position mentions specifically."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Well, they don't have people looking at them. It's almost always just a computer doing the initial scan. That's why you never hear back from so many of them.”

      “Really?” she asks, surprised.

      “After that, it goes to the human resources department and maybe, if you're lucky, you have a few seconds that a real person will glance at both documents to decide whether you're a good fit for the company at all.”

      “I had no idea.”

      "You see here, all this language about the administrative assistant," I point to the position that Vasko's company has listed with the recruiter, "you want all of that to appear in your paperwork and you want all of that to appear and be very natural. Of course, you can put a whole bunch of keywords at the bottom of the page, but once the person looks at it, they're going to see that and that's gaming the system."

      "What about what you're doing now?" Jacqueline asks, leaning back, wearing nothing but a thin sundress.

      There's a little bit of sweat on her forehead, her hair is limp and damp from the afternoon swim, and she has gotten at least two shades darker since her arrival here.

      "What do you mean?" I ask.

      "Aren't you trying to game the system as well?"

      I smile. "I'm just trying to make it more of an even playing field."

      She laughs and takes a sip of her lemonade.

      I finish mine and pour myself another glass from the pitcher. This one's spiked with vodka, hers isn't.

      I've noticed that she's not much of a drinker. She'll nurse the same drink for a few hours, pretending to sip on it but when it comes to actually consuming a lot of alcohol, that's not really her style.

      I go through her resume and reword a lot of her experience to match the job announcement. It's simple things like perform clerical duties and experience working for a dynamic growing company in her cover letter.

      I add that she has taken charge of a number of different office support administrative duties, including mail merging, pivot tables, and presentation design.

      In her resume, I add that she has experience responding to phone inquiries, receiving and attending to visitors, ordering word processors, files, and faxes, as well as supporting diverse projects for other employees.

      "You're just copying everything from the job announcement," she points out.

      "Have you not had experience doing any of this?" I ask her point blank.

      She stares at me. "Of course I have, but it's just a whole bunch of fancy language for being an administrative assistant. Answering calls, dealing with people's bullshit, all that stuff."

      "Yes, exactly. But it's the language that matters because it's the language that's going to get you through to the HR department."

      Jacqueline smiles and relaxes her feet on the chair opposite from her. She puts one on top of the other, crossing her legs at the ankles.

      "How do you know so much about this?"

      "That's exactly how it works at my company, so I'm assuming it works the same way at others. Now, once you do get an interview, that's a whole other situation."

      "What do you mean? What's Vasko like anyway?" she asks.

      "Egomaniacal, self centered, cocky."

      “So, like you?" she says, narrowing her eyes.

      “Agh, that hurts.” I laugh.

      I like this banter back and forth. It relaxes me and makes it feel like we're an actual couple. “So, I wanted to ask you something."

      Jacqueline nods and waits.

      "I feel kind of silly, but there's really no other way of putting it."

      "Go ahead, put it in any which way you want.”  She nudges me with her bare feet and I let my eyes go up her leg.

      She pulls her legs tighter and I lick my lips.

      "What do you think if you were my girlfriend?"

      "I think I'd like that," she says with a little sigh.

      I can feel her getting a little nervous. She clenches her jaw, holds onto the sides of her wicker chair a little too tightly, and I see the whites of her knuckles.

      She then relaxes her grip, reaches over, and kisses me. I kiss her back, pulling her tightly, wrapping my hand around her waist. When I start to slide in between her thighs, she pulls away.

      "It's the middle of the day. If we got caught doing it out here at night, imagine how easy it would be for someone to walk in on us now."

      "Hey, I'm not saying we have to go all the way," I protest, "let me just get a little feel."

      She pulls her legs even tighter, preventing me any entry.

      I laugh and find the pool light.

      "You're really sexy," she says, sucking on her straw.

      I see a little bit of her tongue and it takes a lot of effort to not jump right over there and kiss her.

      "You're really sexy, too," I say. "I've been wanting to do that for a while."

      "What exactly?"

      "Ask you to be my girlfriend."

      "That's really cute.”  She smiles.

      "I'm glad that I could amuse you."

      "No, seriously. I appreciate it. I like the certainty."

      Jacqueline pauses a little before she says the word certainty and I realize that given the circumstances under which we met and what we've been through, I like the certainty as well.

      "Can I lay down some ground rules?" I add.

      She nods.

      "I don't want to share you with anyone. I know that we met under very different circumstances and you'd think that I should probably be one of those kind of guys, but I just don't want to share you."

      "I don't want to share you either," she says, and our lips collide.

      She pulls away slightly and looks into my eyes. Her eyelashes are long. And when I look deeper, I see a little bit of a teardrop in one corner. When she pulls away, she acts like it is the breeze that made her eyes water.

      "Please don't ever cheat on me," she says. "I was going to The Redemption when I was single, but I don't want to go there with you and I definitely don't want you to go behind my back like ..." She pauses for a little bit. "Lincoln," she adds quietly.

      We still haven't really talked about it: Allison hooking up with my brother. Clearly he doesn't want anything further to happen and probably wishes that he hadn't gone there at all, but it still happened and Jacqueline and I know about it.

      We know the truth and a part of me feels incredibly guilty about keeping it a secret from Marguerite.

      "What's wrong?" Jacqueline says, taking my hand in hers.

      I drift away a little bit in my own thoughts.

      "I feel bad for her," I say quietly.

      I know that we have to be careful in this house, the walls have ears, and the last thing I want to do is have Marguerite find out from us rather than from whom she deserves to know the truth.

      "I don't know what to do," I finally come out and say it.

      "About what?"

      "I don't know what to do about keeping this a secret."
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      I can see how much this whole thing is weighing on Dante's mind. I know that he has gotten closer to Marguerite recently, and he's upset with Lincoln, not only for working too many hours, but also for betraying her.

      I know that if everyone keeps their mouth shut, Marguerite will probably never find out, but I don't know if that's right.

      On one hand, she's having a child with him. And if he's willing to make amends and put this in his past and actually commit to her, why rattle the cage? Why make it a problem if it’s a one time mistake?

      But on the other hand, I'm a firm believer in knowing the truth and all the facts. And if I were her, no matter how much pain it would cause me, I would want to know the truth about my husband and the father of my child.

      I'd want to know what a scumbag he is so that I could make a definitive choice as to whether I want to stay with him despite that.

      Keeping the secret from Marguerite is not right, but it's also not my place or Dante's place to tell her what happened.

      I feel like there is no right or wrong answer, but not telling her makes me feel shitty.

      Nevertheless, this weekend we have really connected and become friendly despite the fact that Adele seems to prefer spending time with me. Marguerite is honest, charming, and lovely, and someone that I will be proud to call my friend. Besides she and Lincoln have been together for a long time.

      Who knows? Maybe it's something that he has done before and she has accepted from him. You never know what's going on behind closed doors.

      "I don't think we should tell Marguerite," Dante says, the smile disappearing from his face being replaced by something more serious.

      I nod. "I kind of agree with you."

      "I feel guilty," Dante says. "I feel like she should know. But then another part of me feels like this is their marriage and who knows, maybe she already knows."

      I smile realizing that he's practically reading my mind. We finished working on my resume and the cover letter with Dante redoing all of it.

      "Well, according to this, I'm a perfect fit,” I say, reading it over.

      "Are you sure you're okay with going there?"

      I nod. "I mean, it’s not like I have a million job offers coming in from anywhere else."

      "What about your mom?"

      I hesitate. I hadn't thought about that much.

      “She's feeling better now and it's not like I'm moving there permanently. How long exactly?”

      “Six months, maybe nine. Maybe even a lot sooner. I want this to be as quick and painless as possible.”

      I get up from the table to refill my glass. When I return, I sign into my email and send off the cover letter and resume to the address provided.

      "Well, this is it," I say. "Now, we just wait."

      Dante nods. "If this works, I'm probably going to set you up with a private investigator there."

      "Really? Why?"

      "Just to run all this stuff by. Somebody who works with corporate espionage."

      I sit back in my seat.

      "That's exactly what you're doing, you know."

      "I am?”

      Dante nods.

      "You're going undercover to find out what's happening in this company, their systems, possible lies. You're trying to get us inside the system."

      "That seems intense,” I say.

      "It is. I don't want you to be under any delusion that it's not going to be hard and difficult. And you're going to be wearing a lot of masks. You're going to be this one person there and another who reports to me and possibly writes an article about it."

      "What if it's really fraud?" I ask.

      "He'll do anything to keep it a secret and you'll have to do whatever it takes to protect yourself. I'll be there. I hope that it doesn't get to that point, but it has before."

      "Before?” I ask. "You've done this before?"

      "I've done some elements of this before. I've never put anyone on the inside, but I've hired private investigators and their lives got threatened."

      "Are you serious?" I ask.

      I move to the edge of my chair, perching like a bird.

      "I don't want you to be confused about anything. I'm not trying to deceive you or scare you, but this isn't just like a regular job. You're going to possibly uncover a major fraud and people involved with it will do a lot to keep it hidden."

      I inhale heavily and then exhale just as slowly. Prior to this conversation, I thought that this position would be something fun, a store leading to possibly a story.

      But of course, Dante's right.

      It's not just a story. These are people's lives. And when you threaten them and you put them under attack, they might take action.

      "You still want to do this?" Dante asks, sitting back in his chair and crossing one leg over his knee.

      He's dressed in casual shorts, flip-flops, and a loose fitting button down shirt that's open halfway down to his chest. He looks like a man who's on vacation, wearing his leisure wear.

      I think about it for a moment, taking as much time as I need. He's right. This isn't just a hypothetical adventure that I'm going to go on. This is a serious job with serious repercussions mainly for me.

      If I crack the story and I get it published and actually discover and uncover what I think we will, my world could change.

      I could be the journalist that then gets to investigate anything she wants, and I could get a job at any major magazine or newspaper.

      They're not that many celebrity newspeople anymore, but the ones in certain positions know how valuable we are. This could be my ticket to the top, but it can also be something that blows up in my face and if he catches me and he puts the word out there that this is who I am, that I may not be able to get another job with anyone else.

      "I'm going to do this," I say, shaking my head with great certainty. I realize the risks but I really want to do this.

      "Good.” Dante nods, reaches over, and gives me a kiss.
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      The following morning, I get a call on my Google phone number from Seattle.

      Wow, they took the bait a lot faster than I thought they would.

      I walk out of the room and head downstairs, walking on my tiptoes and finally answering on the fourth ring. It's a recruiter from Seattle calling to confirm Jacqueline’s references.

      She hasn't had much experience and as much as I had to spruce up her resume, it wasn't going to be nearly enough to land her this position. However, I wasn't sure if she would go along with lying on her resume and so I did it for her.

      I added a phone number at the bottom right before she checked it over and sent it. The phone number led to my Google voice name set up with a virtual assistant to take the call representing my New York startup. The assistant kept the recruiter on the line prior to getting me on the phone: me, Jacqueline’s boss.

      The recruiter is polite and quickly gets to the point.

      "Yes, Jacqueline is a great employee and we're really going to miss her,” I say. “And as much as it pains me to let her go, I have no choice. She goes above and beyond for every task and has worked more than a few late nights trying to meet various deadlines.”

      The recruiter wants to know more.

      "As you know, the startup world is not light on work,” I elaborate. “She only asked for a raise once even though she probably should have gotten it three times, but she appreciates how tight the money is now. And I know that in the right environment and working for the right person, she will be able to accomplish great things."

      I go on and on talking her up.

      But I also make sure to mention a few flaws.

      One of the reasons why women often stay in administrative positions longer than they should is that they don’t ask for raises often and don’t delegate much, choosing to do a lot of work themselves.

      This makes them too valuable in their current positions and other less capable people get to move up. Everyone who has ever worked in any corporate environment, especially one that's full of hustle culture knows this to be the case.

      I play this up knowing that that's exactly the type of person that Vasko would choose to be his assistant.

      The recruiter finishes our conversation sounding excited, mentioning that she will put Jacqueline’s application on top of the pile.

      “I’m sad to see her go but her mind is set to do something different. She prefers Seattle but she is also applying for positions in San Francisco and San Diego as well.”

      I mention this to put a little pressure on the recruiter and when her voice tenses up I know it did its job. I hope it's enough to make her work a little harder to make sure that Jacqueline is the one who gets hired. And if she does get the position, the recruiter stands to make ten to twenty percent of Jacqueline’s annual salary as a finders’ fee.

      "Hey, who are you talking to?" Jacqueline asks, walking down the stairs, coming out onto the patio.

      I hang up, hesitating and wondering whether I should tell her the truth.

      

      As soon as I see her there, I decide not to lie.

      "That was the recruiter."

      "Why was she calling you?" Jacqueline stands in a bathrobe with her hair tied up in a messy bun.

      I can see a little bit of her pajamas underneath the silk robe.

      "Okay, don't get mad, but I added something to the resume right before you sent it."

      “What?" she gasps.

      "A reference as your boss. You worked as an administrative assistant at Sunflower, mobile game startup in New York. I'm the CEO."

      "You're the CEO of a mobile game startup?" Jacqueline starts to laugh leaning against the doorway.

      "I know, silly, right?"

      "Why did you do that?"

      "You had some experience and I wanted to make sure the resume was as good as possible but the recruiter was excited. They're looking for someone who is experienced and you've got a stellar recommendation."

      "Yeah, from my boyfriend.”  She smiles, walking over and giving me a kiss.

      "So you're okay with this?" I ask, somewhat surprised, pulling away from her.

      "Well, I don't know about okay, but if I'm going to go undercover, this is just going to be the tip of the iceberg when it comes to lying, right?"

      I nod.

      "I like the way you think, girl.” I lean in for a kiss.
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      I could see it by the expression on his face that Dante's apprehensive. I'm not mad at him for altering my resume.

      God knows that I'm going to be expected to do a lot more than that soon. But I am a little concerned as to why he did it behind my back in the first place.

      We're still just feeling each other out, the things that we're okay with, the things that we aren't.

      I had agreed to take this investigative job but in order to do that, I first have to get the position. And if Vasko doesn't hire me, I'm out of luck.

      Dante kisses me again and again and his hand makes its way up my shirt.

      "Let's go upstairs," he whispers.

      I want to resist, but I'm leaving today.

      It's early morning and I don't have to leave with Allison for hours. Dante continues to kiss me over and over again but suddenly my phone rings.

      I have it in my pocket on vibrate, I'm about to turn it off and make it go to voice mail but then I see that it's Mom.

      As soon as I connect, she clicks over to video chat and I see her swollen eyes and her pasty skin, like she's been crying.

      "Mom, what's wrong? What happened?"

      "I got a letter," she mumbles through the tears.

      Shaking her head, she pulls the screen away from her face and flips it over onto the counter.

      The phone shakes in her hand and I can't make out the words.

      "I can't read it, it's shaking too much."

      "Okay, hold on.”  She tries to straighten the letter.

      "Can you just tell me?” I yell into the phone.

      "It's about Michael," Mom mumbles.

      "What about him?"

      "His death wasn't an accident.. he was murdered."
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      Thank you for reading DARK INTENTIONS! I hope you enjoyed Jacqueline and Dante’s love story. Their story continues with DARK SINS …

      When I saved her mother’s life, I didn’t do it with my own money. I took out a debt. Now I have to go back to my old life.

      I have certain skills that people are willing to pay a lot of money for.

      Everything has a price, and Jacqueline was worth it.

      But what happens when I make mistakes? What happens when the debt I have to pay becomes too great and the darkness that envelops me becomes too much?

      For bestselling author Charlotte Byrd comes an intense romance about debts, lies and secrets and the extent to which people go for love.

      A letter arrives.

      It was not an accident. It was murder.

      But who did it? Why?

      The cops think it’s a false lead. There’s no other evidence, but I have to do everything to find out the truth.

      My brother’s death is no longer a tragedy to get over, but a wrong to put right. It becomes my obsession.

      What happens when I start to uncover the lies?

      1-click DARK SINS now!
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      Can’t get enough of Jacqueline and Dante? Grab the FREE BONUS scene now!

      
        
          
            [image: Dark Intentions Bonus Scene Cover]
          
        

      

      Grab the FREE BONUS scene now!
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      Sign up for my newsletter to find out when I have new books!

      You can also join my Facebook group, Charlotte Byrd’s Reader Club, for exclusive giveaways and sneak peaks of future books.

      I appreciate you sharing my books and telling your friends about them. Reviews help readers find my books! Please leave a review on your favorite site.
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      I am thrilled to offer a sneak peak of Tangled up in Ice, a bestselling full-length dark contemporary novel about a reclusive billionaire and the lengths that people are willing to go for love….
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      Her small, delicate mouth parts in the middle.

      She licks her lower lip and my body burns for her. I lift my chin to hers. Our lips collide.

      I bury my hands in her hair.

      It’s soft and damp with an earthy scent that doesn’t come from any shampoo bottle.

      She is soft and snug in my arms and she pulls away only far enough to utter, “I love you, too.”

      I clutch her closer, wrapping her arms around mine.

      Her breaths become mine and mine become hers.

      Her hands are ice.

      She slips them under my shirt, and my back recoils for a moment before welcoming her in.

      I’m restless and hungry for her.

      All of her.

      Right now.

      That’s what she does to me.

      One touch and I have to have her.

      Another touch and I morph into a beast who can’t control his impulses.

      With her chin tilted toward the ceiling, her long hair moves in waves.

      I run my hands down the contours of her body. I know every curve and every dip.

      The more I feel, the greedier I become.
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      I hate this city.

      I hate the grime.

      I hate the sad and angry faces that people make as they walk down the sidewalk.

      I hate the rush.

      I hate that everyone has somewhere more important to be than the person next to them.

      I hate the way the poor kids from the projects look at rich kids with personal drivers.

      And I hate the way kids with drivers look at everyone else, like they are specks of dirt beneath their feet.

      I hate that a family of five has to cram into a one-bedroom apartment and pay two-thirds of their income in rent for the luxury of a two hour commute.

      I hate that I live alone in a twelve thousand square foot, five-story mansion with a view of Central Park from practically every window.

      I hate the summers with their hordes of tourists taking pictures of every mundane and uninteresting thing.

      I hate the fall and the spring, with its torrential rains which chill you to the bone and make the city gray and gloomy for weeks.

      But most of all, I hate those five weeks between Thanksgiving and New Year’s that everyone else seems to find so magical.

      It’s the time of year that people spend hours gawking at window displays designed to dazzle and make you forget that you really can’t afford anything there.

      I hate the blinding lights that twinkle all day and all night without a moment’s peace. But mostly I hate the cheer that fills the city, which only has one real purpose - to sell more crap.

      I hate people and I hate that I’m alone.

      I hate that I haven’t left this house in almost four years and I hate how much I like being alone.

      I hate that all I do is work, but without work, I’d have even less than I do now.

      I hate my money, and I hate to imagine a world in which I don’t have it.

      But mostly I hate myself.

      I hate the scars that cover my body.

      I hate that every time I look at them, my mind is flooded with memories of that day.

      I hate that the person I used to be is gone and I hate that I can’t imagine my life without all of this hate.

      Want to read more?  One-Click Tangled up in Ice now!
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      Sign up for my newsletter to find out when I have new books!

      You can also join my Facebook group, Charlotte Byrd’s Reader Club, for exclusive giveaways and sneak peaks of future books.

      I appreciate you sharing my books and telling your friends about them. Reviews help readers find my books! Please leave a review on your favorite site.
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        Sign up for my newsletter: https://www.subscribepage.com/byrdVIPList

      

        

      
        Join my Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/276340079439433/

      

        

      
        Bonus Points: Follow me on BookBub and Goodreads!
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      Charlotte Byrd is the bestselling author of romantic suspense novels. She has sold over 1 Million books and has been translated into five languages.

      She lives near Palm Springs, California with her husband, son, a toy Australian Shepherd and a Ragdoll cat. Charlotte is addicted to books and Netflix and she loves hot weather and crystal blue water.

      Write her here:

      charlotte@charlotte-byrd.com

      Check out her books here:

      www.charlotte-byrd.com

      Connect with her here:

      www.facebook.com/charlottebyrdbooks

      www.instagram.com/charlottebyrdbooks

      www.twitter.com/byrdauthor
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