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      “Call me Mason,” the well-dressed, young attorney said as he leaned back in his chair. He was supposed to be the best when it came to odd occurrences – a cool head when things got weird. He certainly looked unmoved and relaxed as his shoes came up to rest. There was not a speck of dirt on the soles nor look of surprise on Mason Braddock Esquire’s face. “Have you ever been sued before, Mr. McDermott?”

      “No, first time,” Squire replied. “I don’t really understand this.”

      “It looks like you have been caught up in the rebirth of an era long gone. In the old days, it was called Alienation of Affection or its ugly cousin Criminal Conversation. That’s obviously a euphemism. At the time, there were a few states that considered it a real crime, either a felony or a misdemeanor depending on the locale and circumstances. But that’s all a moot point now with the new focus on family values laws most of the conservative states are adopting. Here it’s called the Family Unity Sustainment Act.

      “Whatever they want to call it – lewd and lascivious behavior it is. It’s my opinion that most everyone likes to either get themselves involved in it or, at the minimum, think about it. To fantasize, so to speak,” Mason Braddock Esquire laughed. “What are they calling it on social media? The Punish Alpha Law? That sort of makes this husband the beta by default doesn’t it?”

      “I don’t really know. I am not sure where beta and alpha begin and end,” Squire frowned. “All I did was sleep with her a couple times. I didn’t know she was married.”

      “Well, her husband did… And according to this, you kept sleeping with her after you found out. There was more to her than a poke, wasn’t there?”

      Squire looked more crestfallen than ashamed.
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      Stephen Rogers sat remembering how they met, at an annual fraternity party. She was everything he dreamt about. Through the haze of his beer goggles he approached, stumbling closer. She was so pretty. Four minutes before he would puke his eyes inside out, he fumbled with his phone and got her number. A fraternity brother pulled him away, ushering Stephen up the stairs before the vomit volcano began to erupt.

      He awoke around 8:00 a.m., his head pounding, soothed only by the cool of the toilet tank. He smelled of piss and puke but as his coherence improved so did his memory. Did he really talk to her? That girl, the nurse? Did she say she was a nurse? He searched for his phone, finding it lodged between the sink pedestal and the wall. He had managed to fumble off a message: Hey, let’s g out somtim

      OK, let’s, she replied.

      It took longer than he expected to get her out on a date but three kids later, over 15 years and she did this. It wasn’t her, not his Meagan. And with a fucking bartender… The guilt he felt for recording her came and went between fits of rage, thoughts of revenge, and self-pity. The way she cried when he played the recording…

      Jen, thank God I wasn’t. Can you imagine? I was just a little late. Oh my God, what did I do? I have to tell Stephen…

      NO! No you don’t. That’s not going to help. Just forget him and don’t go back to that bar, ever.

      “Why?” Stephen yelled. He couldn’t get the image of it out of his head as he confronted her. “What did you do? You fucked a bartender? We barely have sex anymore and you fucked him! I heard the whole conversation! You never fucked me like that!”

      “I don’t know what happened to me,” Meagan cried. “He manipulated me somehow.”
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      “This complaint has some nice adjectives: debaucherous, lecherous, salacious. Are you really all of these things? Do you prey on women?” Mason asked.

      “I don’t know,” Squire sighed, “maybe.”

      “No, you don’t,” Mason corrected him. “And starting now, you don’t do interviews. You don’t talk to anyone without me around.”

      “I don’t think that’s a problem,” Squire replied. “I can either be or not be at work. They don’t seem to notice.”

      “That might be a symptom of your condition. Besides, didn’t they fire you when they found out?”

      Squire sighed again. They sent the prettiest waitress to tell him; the one who saw him for what he was. He begged her to ask management to reconsider but they all just stared like they were looking right through him. Husbands and boyfriends started showing up flexing everything they had. The place was turning rough. He had to go. He found a place that would take him but only to make drinks for the seated guests from a bar hidden away from wives then another bar that hadn’t heard about him yet.

      “I didn’t know she was married,” Squired lamented. “I was really surprised she was married to him.”

      Mason paused to think. He could see the confusion. Stephen Rogers was a private equity manager, sort of squishy but not completely fat, bearded. He was married to an well-above average looking woman, at least a seven, church-going, thin, gregarious, great mom, hair suspiciously blond. They had a nice house, a nice life. He had everything a young man enters college hoping to obtain and he did it all with a freshly printed MBA. If Squire had slept with my wife, Mason thought, if I had one…

      “Were you always single?” Mason asked.

      Squires eyes dropped. He had no idea why he had never married. Frustrating endings, one after the other and he still didn’t know what the problem was. He tried everything they said he should do to keep a woman. He went slow. He went to church. He went to the bookstore, the coffee shop. He tried to be aloof. He tried to be sensitive. He tried to wine and dine. He tried to meet the families. He tried to be friends first. He tried just being himself. Nothing worked. He got them and failed at keeping them. It seemed like something he could fix so he kept on hoping. “I tried everything, even celibacy,” he replied.

      Mason laughed, “How long did that last?”

      “A couple of months, I was pretty good at it.” A smile cracked on Squire’s face remembering his forced abstinence. It wasn’t in his nature to ignore women nor in theirs to ignore him. What he really meant by abstinence was seclusion.

      Something seemed to draw them in, something otherworldly. He didn’t know if it was a need or just his way of being. It didn’t help that he had just enough good looks to get attention from a lot of women. Too huge of a discrepancy in appearance and the woman would ignore him. If she was too hot, she would have other opportunities, other agendas. Too plain and they wouldn’t even look at him unless there were drinks involved. The ones who really saw him were always pretty, sometimes cute.

      “I didn’t know she was married,” Squire mumbled.

      “Yeah,” Mason interrupted, “you said that. You didn’t ask?”

      “It just escalated so quickly.”

      “You mean she was a same-day-lay? One night stand?” Mason’s eyes narrowed. Some of these clients… This one was different. This case was different. Defending idiots against the results of their urges as their wives sought to destroy them was one thing, but in front of him sat the destroyer – the scapegoat for a man on the warpath, Stephen Rogers. They were going to dig up everyone they could from Squire’s past. “Ever sleep with a girl who had a boyfriend?”

      “Without a doubt,” Squire shot back almost too quickly for Mason’s liking.

      “So you don’t have a problem being the other man,” Mason replied.

      Squired stalled. Mason stared at him impatiently. “How do I say this?” Squire shifted. “If you want her, put a ring on her and get the deed done. That being said, I am not a predator. I don’t go after attached women. I just like women. Seriously, who doesn’t? Why am I being sued? Why me?”

      “Exactly,” Mason said as he looked up at Squire. “Why you? That’s what we’re going to find out and I don’t believe for a minute that they will settle out of court. They’ll want to. They will want to mediate this for a lot of reasons, one in particular is avoiding the stand, and publicity, and the jury. They’ll want you to submit, to cave in, and repent then they’ll evaporate this problem into thin air and into their bank accounts. I would plan on this going to trial if I were you. You and I have a lot to talk about between now and then…”
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      The plaintiffs and opposing attorney entered, puffed up and ready. The icy glare from Stephen Rogers was enough to know the damages sought would be excessive. And now a Motion to Amend dropped on the table before them – the addition of another plaintiff… Mason and Squire sat silently across the table listening to the demands.

      “Well that didn’t go well,” Mason muttered as they walked into their caucus room. Squire paced remembering…

      “So, that’s him…,” he sighed, “I never believed the description until now.”

      “I think I know what you mean,” Mason grinned. “You expected more?”

      “Yeah, you should have seen how quickly she forgot about me,” Squire replied. “I expected something more than that.”
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      “Hi, what can I get you?” he asked as she glanced up. Her eyes rounded soulfully. He knew the look.

      “Um, I’m supposed to meet some friends here. Maybe I should wait.”

      She was pretty. Her dark roots were only millimeters long under the blond – a fresh color. “Wine while you wait?” he asked.

      “Whatever the house white is,” she smiled up at him. It had been a long time since a man looked at her like this. Suddenly she felt desired. Something stirred in her. Her husband tried hard to do these things at a regular, almost methodical pace. But it was another world when a guy like this one reacted to her.

      Her husband seemed to know just when to ask, when she was at her weakest. He never seemed to care about whether she was mechanical, uninspired, attending to his needs with just enough affection. Everything seemed to come second to him but she knew it was unintentional. He was trying. He tried all the time, but he would never really understand and she had no way to put what she felt into the right words. The frantic thrusts followed by, “Did you finish?” he would ask as if waiting for a barrage of accolades. What could she say?

      A half-hour passed, the cute bartender refilled without her consent. She accepted. To be here with him, away from the house was all she wanted.

      “Where are your friends? Do you have any friends?” he teased.

      She laughed. The way he said it. She could tell he saw through the story; there were no friends coming. Was it so obvious? She felt herself caught up watching him polish glasses, holding them up to the light for inspection. It seemed masterful, ethereal how the light seemed to make him and the wineglasses luminesce. He caught her watching. She blushed.

      “Do you have french fries?” she asked.

      “There are french fries here,” he grinned. He waited, their eyes met again. She lost her sense of time. With a deep breath, he leaned forward. “Tell me what you want…”

      “French fries,” the words escaped her lips.

      Squire sensed her vulnerability. He turned away towards the kitchen. She is really pretty, he thought. The cooks were in the alley getting high. He helped himself to a freshly made batch arranging them in a way befitting her.

      “Wow,” she exclaimed, “that’s fancy.” An array of stainless steel sauce cups complimented the fries.

      “Frites et une variété de sauces pour mademoiselle,” he grinned and turned away. She was hooked. A couple came in and dropped into seats nearby.

      “Squire!” the man said as he reached over the bar to shake hands. The woman stepped behind the bar for a hug. Meagan watched the adoration they had for this handsome, unassuming man. He seemed to flow naturally in his space, uninhibited and without pretense. It was obvious from his physique that he worked out, everything about him looked strong. She caught herself wondering how his strong hands would feel on her. She shook herself back into the fog of her reality but every time she looked up at him the sun burst through.

      What am I doing? she thought. She hadn’t felt these things in years. A random Tuesday, the prelude to Happy Hour and she was at a bar drinking wine, eating frites – a word she remembered from high school French. How much younger is he? she wondered as she looked down at her bare ring finger. Five years, maybe? Her phone buzzed: How’s it going? Pookie OK?

      He’s at the vet, she texted. He’s going to be fine. Don’t worry.

      OK, love you. We’re having a really good time here.

      As the french fries disappeared she knew she should force herself to get up and walk out, but something anchored her. The woman asked her where she was from as the husband continued to talk to Squire. The admiration the man had, as if he lived vicariously through him. It was respect; it was obvious.

      That smile he has, she thought. It’s a little devious. The woman kept bouncing back and forth between the men’s conversation and questions for Meagan. She caught the subtle attraction the woman had for Squire; as if it were not for the husband, there would be all out girl-war between them. Meagan found herself daydreaming about it, pulling hair and scratching like they were impassioned teenagers. She had never been one of them. Those kinds of girls seemed like they charged ahead for what they wanted. She had always done what she should, expecting more than what came along. When she diverged from should she lost her chance to choose, too young to remember what it was like.

      “You and Squire would look really good together,” Meagan heard the woman interject into her wandering thoughts.

      “Excuse me?” Meagan replied.

      “You. And Squire…,” she replied. She leaned in to whisper, “He is so hot.”

      Meagan wanted to respond but the words didn’t come out. She had had her chance to free herself and run, to take the path prescribed and safe but something told her to stay on this one, wandering deep into the woods. Something inside her screamed to feel what it would be like to risk everything.
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      The mediator entered, document in hand. Squire looked at Mason who gestured for him to sit as he took the papers. Mason’s brow furrowed as he read. Squire watched Mason mouth, one hundred thousand. A sudden pulse of dread hit him. What did that mean? Mason slid the document across the table.

      One hundred thousand dollars. It was right there. He would admit liability and pay it. Simple as that. He sat stunned. The reality of the lawsuit glared up at him. I can’t pay that, his head raced. He looked frantically at Mason, shaking his head.

      “It’s not on this document,” the mediator said, “but Mr. Rogers’ attorney says he has another plaintiff. You got the Motion to Amend.”

      “Oh, fuck that guy,” Mason yelled. The mediator recoiled indignantly at Mason’s lack of professionalism.

      “You don’t agree,” the mediator said calmly. “Do you have a counter offer?”

      “Our counter is nothing,” Mason grumbled. “The plaintiff’s wife seduced him. Tell that chump that and tell him he should be paying one hundred thousand to my client for finally giving her an orgasm. We’ll only charge him for one.”

      The mediator looked shocked as if she had never heard such disrespect coming out of an attorney. “I’m not telling them that.”

      “Then tell them, no thanks. See ya later,” Mason growled. “Whatever they want above five dollars is an insult to us. Even then, we won’t admit liability.”

      “Their marriage is in shambles,” the mediator tried to reason. “Your client admitted to the affair in a text to the plaintiff.”

      Mason scowled at Squire. He was tired of scolding him for that error. If people would just learn to shut the fuck up once in a while, he could live in poverty, contented, perhaps do something useful with his life. Was it ego? Was that it? Did Squire have to out himself for some sort of self-absorbed pat on the back? “Everyone’s a fucking idiot sometimes,” he muttered.

      Squire tried to keep up as Mason stomped out ahead spewing obscenities. What kind of lawyers is this? he wondered. In the parking garage Mason’s demeanor took a full reversal. He began to laugh. “What?” Squire asked.

      “I know this mediator pretty well. She is great but she thinks I am a total wing-nut and she has no poker face,” Mason continued to laugh. “She won’t tell them anything I said but it will be all over that face of hers.”

      “You didn’t want to counter?” Squire asked.

      “No,” Mason replied, “they were trying to scare us.”

      “What happens now?”

      Mason grinned, “They give up or we go to court.” He let the comment sit as he studied Squire’s reaction. “I want to go to court and, trust me, you do too.”
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      His phone slid across the bar coming to stop next to her red manicured nails. “You seem pretty cool. We should hang out sometime.”

      She looked up at him and, without a thought, keyed in her number. In the car on the way home her emotions ran wild. “How? How can I?” she lectured herself. “Maybe just like he said, hang out some time. Like friends. Or maybe just text for a while then I’ll block him.”

      The wall of denial she began to build crumpled; she rebuilt it over and over as she pulled into the garage to an eerily quiet house. It was three more weeks until Stephen and the kids would be back from Rhode Island. She could picture his entrance: wearing a light blue, striped button down and khakis for the plane, the kids following behind, dragging bags and grumbling about going back to school. He would kiss her on the cheek. Behind the touch of his hands, his belly would be next in line to touch her. Was it so difficult for an accountant to workout? Private equity, she corrected herself, not an accountant. He just seemed like one, whatever that seemed like.

      For some reason she chose a black silk negligee for the night. The TV streamed a romantic comedy she heard was good. The sound was off, unnecessary for what she had in mind. Her hands ran up and down her body preparing herself, her mind. The phone buzzed.

      Hey, it was him. He didn’t need to say much more than that. She watched the typing bubble pulsate.

      Meet me for a drink. A chat.

      Now? she replied.

      Now

      Where?
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      Where is he? Meagan asked herself as she stepped into the bar. The lobby of the boutique hotel was impeccably post-modern, slightly over-exaggerated. It wasn’t in line with the vibe she had gotten from him hours before. It left her a little overwhelmed; or maybe it was the whole scene. What was she doing there? What propelled her? She could have been satisfied just to stay in, wrapped up in her sheets with her movie and a fantasy.

      She caught a hint of him. As she spun around, he was walking towards her, reaching out his hand to take hers. A handshake? It lingered, the feeling of him touching her. The fingers slipped away from each other then held on as if they were clutching desperately to save the other from a fall. “Come on,” he said as he led her to the corner of a dark bar in a darker pub. “Cosmopolitan?” he asked.

      Her eyes lit up, her head shook affirmatively. How did he know? The bartender joined them.

      “Cosmo,” he said, “and a Macallen 12 neat.” As the bartender took up his shaker, Squire turned to her, “How are you?”

      Meagan paused, her eyes glittered. For whatever reason she felt calm near him, but not without a hint of an anxious feeling she could barely remember feeling years before. She wanted to be talkative but didn’t know what to say. Then, it all seemed to pour out of her in fewer words than she had ever used with a man, “I am really good right now,” she answered. “How are you?”

      “Excellent,” Squire smiled.

      That little grin of his. It was too natural to be rehearsed. Her hand came up to her hair, brushing it back behind an ear. His hand gently brushed away something from her cheek. An eyelash? She didn’t ask. The gentle touch answered everything.

      “This is a really nice bar,” Meagan said, steering the wordless conversation they were having towards something tangible.

      A little laugh escaped him as he leaned back. The distance between them grew. Meagan didn’t know how to respond. Had she killed the moment between them? The drinks arrived. The bartender seemed unfocused as he the cosmopolitan in front of Squire, the Scotch in front of her. Squire gently picked up the chilled martini glass and held it, “Cheers,” he grinned.

      Meagan responded with the Scotch. “Cheers,” she laughed.

      He was funny, unassuming, unfazed as he sipped the cosmo with a full pinky extension before setting it in front of her. At that moment, it seemed as though they had known each other for years.

      “What did you do that you are proud of today?” he asked.

      “I went out all by myself,” Meagan laughed.

      “And how’d that go?”

      “So, far…really good,” she replied, her teeth clenched a little over her lower lip. She felt his foot rest on her stool. Her foot slid
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