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			To all the women I ever lied to...
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			ONE:

			the poet

			At the other end of the bar, the woman in a cardinal dress perches atop a stool amongst the usual line of crows. 	

					High cheekbones painted to perfection, a plunging neckline drapes over her slender frame, and the wedding ring on her left hand presses against her half-melted vodka tonic. She’s a vision of Venus and just as lifeless.

			Shoulders hunched, she taps at her phone, sighs, and flips it face down on the bar. Burying her face in her hands, she wants to cry, but she can’t—there’s nothing left to cry about. All she needs to do is sign the divorce papers. 

			A light glows beneath her phone. Unable to stop herself, she picks it up and reads the message. Shaking her head, her grin turns into a grimace. She drops her phone onto the bar. Whatever was said, she’s leaving on read.

			Her fingers find the straw again.

			She ducks her head to suck down her cocktail. Her smoky green eyes discover mine and linger as she empties her drink. She turns away, showing off her backless dress, and watches the small wooden stage by the door, where two men with beards play the guitar and the washboard. 

			Their relentless rattles and strums fill the sultry room with a carnival-like atmosphere. Freckles march up her spine. The muscles of her shoulder ripple as she twirls the ends of her espresso brown hair.

			I swirl my glass and come up with only ice water.

			Casually, I get up from my stool, tighten my burgundy tie, and tuck the rumpled ends of my white button-up into my tailored trousers. I remember I’m wearing my nametag. I unclip it and slip it into my vest pocket.

			It’s Tuesday night. I just got off the evening shift at my job and I’m on the next shift tomorrow morning. Sophie texts, wondering where I am, but I’m not ready to go home yet. My mood is ripe—a combination of strung-out and devil-may-care.

			Weaving through the crowded tables, I pass a white-haired couple watching the musicians. The man taps his foot to the beat, his hand wrapping the palm of the woman he met when he was my age. That’s the dream, I think—to be that old and still be holding onto each other for dear life. 

			Too bad it’s boring as hell.

			You see, I’ve got women all figured out. It’s a blessing and a curse. To be able to approach any woman with poise and charm, like I do, doesn’t take luck, it’s a skill honed from years of practice. There’s an art to love. A language to saying all the right things. I’m a connoisseur with a taste for all varieties and subtleties. 

			The married woman pretends not to notice when I step into the bar space next to her. My whole routine relies upon the moment between making my drink order and speaking to her. This is where I prepare. I decide how she is the prettiest woman in the bar. This is vital. Even if she isn’t the best looking around, to sound the least bit convincing, I must believe she is a goddess amongst mortals. I glance her once up and down—I suppose I could worship her.

			Her diamond-studded earrings glint in the bar light, but I can tell those have been complimented before, to no avail. The laser precision of her make-up says she’s either a fashionista or self-conscious, neither the territory for stimulating conversation. She flits her hair. A sweet, floral perfume wafts over to me. It’s Unmistakable. It’s the same fragrance as Sophie’s. I bought it for her on a Tuesday some years ago. She hasn’t changed since.

			I lean over the bar and give the bartender my drink order: a whiskey-soda. The difference between men and boys doesn’t start with what’s in their glass. It starts when they begin a conversation with a woman.

			 The first words mark a transcendent moment between the past and future. When I meet a woman, the weight of these words entwines our lives for the next few seconds, to the next few minutes, to the next few days, maybe for the next few weeks, to months, to the years that follow. If I don’t wear a condom, life itself can hinge upon what I’m about to say, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

			“Excuse me,” I say over my shoulder, interrupting her dissection of her fingernails. “Are you wearing Unmistakable?”

			Then, there’s the moment after my first line. It’s a stretched amount of silence where my words hang upon a metal wire—ready to be snipped or electrified.

			A current of surprise overtakes her. She reacts, “How did you know?”

			This is connection.

			From here on out, she’ll be judging my every word. She’ll be guessing whether I had sisters or an overbearing mother or if my girlfriend’s love steeps my soul. Or she’ll think my question is a clever ploy. Am I a snake wound around a barstool?

			That is why I must read for moments like these. Wisdom doesn’t grow on trees. I don’t read just books or magazines. I read gazes, smiles, and most importantly, the words coursing out of her mouth. One must be well-read to read well. I’m reading her look—

			She’ll give me one chance. She knows the type of man who greets women at bars. She endures that type well, but she doesn’t know me. That is why my response matters—my words separate me from the others. She doesn’t know my story yet, but I’ll make her want to. My silver tongue aims to please.

			She’s alone for a reason. I don’t need to know why, but I do want to make her mine. I can be ruthless. I can be direct. I want her. I can say that. It isn’t smart, but it’s the truth. Yet, the truth doesn’t win a game of poker; the notion of the truth does.

			Humor.

			That’s what I see she needs beneath the veneer of her downcast eyes, a slight twist of light, like the tonic in her glass of vodka.

			I imitate the ad, “It’s your signature, sealed in a scent. Unmistakable.” I drop back into myself. “If I’m not mistaken, it feels like I’m standing next to a field of wildflowers.”

			“Glad to hear.” She smirks. “A store on State Street gave me a free sample.”

			“Oh yeah? Where did you go?” I ask, gripping the backrest of the empty seat next to her.

			She crinkles her nose, amused. “Aren’t I a bit old for you?”

			Sure, the fine lines of age weave creases across her brow, mark ravines in her cheeks, and give her that deep look of someone no longer in their twenties. It’s an objection. She is testing my commitment. I could back out now, but this is where the fun begins.

			Most men will say something stupid and leave tongue-tied, but I’m not like most men. I’m willing to lose it all on my only chance. “What do they say about wine? It only gets better with age?”

			My assured breath disappears. My ego, a limp balloon, waits to be blown up or blown away. 

			A breath of laughter escapes her, she says, “Rachel.” It’s enough air to start a true conversation.

			“Pleasure to meet you. I’m Danny.” I lean in. “What brings you here tonight?”

			“Bored.”

			“Bored?” I say, knowing a few ways to cure such an affliction. “You’re in luck, you just so happened to meet Madison’s finest poet.”

			She arches her brow and says, “And what kind of poetry do you write?” Her voice is as smooth as a cold shower first thing in the morning.

			I squint in well-practiced thought, an aloof artist’s look, the reminiscing of life’s work, “I’ve written love poems, hate poems, poems of star-crossed lovers, two silhouettes passing in the night, you know, the kind of things that make you wonder what if you could do it all over again.”

			“Sounds romantic.” Her eyes roll. “Is there any money in that?”

			“Why do you ask?” I smile.

			Rachel sighs, resting her elbows on the bar. She uncrosses her hands. The ring sparkles openly in front of her. It’s a telltale sign she’s taken, but then again, why is she alone? “Just because you call yourself a poet, doesn’t mean you’re a poet.”

			As if I haven’t heard that before, I clear my throat and give my voice a low grovel—

			There’s no true way to woo.

			When fire ignites between a lonesome two, 

			then it’s a law, one must pursue.

			I bounce my gaze to hers, her lips tremble ever so slightly—

			By hell or heaven above,

			it is lust that begets love.

			It’s desire that forgets romance,

			and a well-timed approach 

			that starts the first dance.

			The music pulses with a yo-yoing rhythm of strings and thumps. Rachel lingers on me, her mouth a smooth line. Warmth swells in my cheeks, and I clench my jaw, keeping my face as serious as I can despite the absurdity. She’s never met a man who recited a poem to her. And a good poem at that—I know because I wrote it.

			Her lips part as a white flag creases between. “How long did it take you to memorize that one?”

			“If I told you, I think our conversation would be over.”

			“Would that be so bad?”

			“It depends.” I place my foot on the bar’s footrest and lean forward getting closer to her, “Are you trying to have a good night?”

			“I could use one.”

			My response is a look, not words. It is patience, not actions. It is her examining me now. Words would ruin this moment. There must always be room for silence in seduction, but silence doesn’t mean nothing happens. I look at her, into her, and she does the same to me. It is brief, but heavy, this silence.

			Love springs into my thoughts again. The quest of my heart and the drug of my mind. Whether it’s one night or a lifetime, there’s no other feeling like it. Despite being committed to someone else, this woman could love me. Like I could love her, just for tonight. A passion that lives and dies by the morning light, a quick hit of something new to remind us how much we truly care about our significant others. 

			In her stare, there is pain. She knows it. She tries to hide it with mascara, with lipstick, with liquor. Yet it remains, dull and unrelenting. I cannot help wanting to relieve it, wanting to love it, wanting her to love me. I stay quiet and wait. I can’t tread on someone unready to let go. It doesn’t matter how pretty or desperate they are.

			She breaks the silence. “What do you want?”

			I laugh. “To get to know you.”

			She gives a multi-syllabic, “Please!”

			I shoot the bartender a look and he comes over. “Another whiskey-soda for me and a vodka-tonic for her,” I say. He nods and gets to it. I turn back to Rachel.

			She pretends not to notice me, which is fine. I prefer attention though. I think over my words. I was forward, perhaps too forward; if I draw back, I’ll draw her back into conversation. Then again, I don’t want to waste our time getting to know each other.

			I look once around the bar to see if there are any other possibilities tonight. Even if there was another woman to try, I know I’d leave here regretting Rachel. 

			Alright, I’ll risk this line anyway, I say, “You know what’s attractive about you?”

			She looks back at me over her shoulder. No one can resist a compliment.

			“You try so hard to be beautiful.” Her stare stays on mine. “But what you don’t realize is your eyes can kill a man with just one look.”

			“Is this enough of a look for you?” Her brow creases and she kind of growls at me.

			“Ow.” I clutch my chest.

			“You’re terrible,” she shakes her head. “Does that actually work on women?”

			 “You tell me,” I leer. It’s up to her to decide what kind of night she wants. She knows the type of man who greets women at bars. 

			The bartender plays his part well. He slides the vodka-tonic toward her and takes away her empty. He pushes the whiskey-soda to me. Picking it up, I say, “Cheers.”

			Her wedding ring flashes as she holds the new cocktail. She clinks her glass against mine. She swivels in her chair, sipping, then says, “Have a seat.”

			I look at the leather stool. It’s a coveted trophy, but with a little discipline, I’ll have much more than a leather stool underneath me. Before I taste my new whiskey-soda, I say, “Tell me about yourself.”

			She says, “Are you going to sit down?”

			“Depends on how interesting of a story you’re going to tell me.”

			“What do you want to know?”

			I say, “How’d you end up in this bar all alone?”

			“Do you really care?” she says. 

			I stir my drink, waiting for her to answer. 

			“The University Hospital’s Summer Gala was at the Monona Terrace.”

			“Oooh la-la, fancy schmancy, open bar?”

			“All doctors do is drink. I swear they are the unhealthiest people. The God complexes. I had to get out of there.”

			“You’re a doctor?”

			“Hell no, I do prescription sales for this new drug. I’m visiting the University Hospital all week. You ever get hepatitis. I’m your girl.” 

			She keeps talking about her work. The way to sell to a doctor is not directly, but indirectly—to be thorough, but never wasting time. How their gaze often roams her up and down. They know the stats; there’s ten other drugs like it. For them to sign the deal, they need to be seduced by her charm. She’s lucky her mother taught her how to be an actress. 

			I watch her words tumble out, her cheeks redden, and her pupils dilate. Words, words, and more words. She needs to talk. She has such warm and inviting lips, the perfect shade of red. She is lonely. Does her husband know where she is? She’s by herself a long way from home.

			 Rachel plays with her hair, she sucks down her vodka-tonic fast, she is doing everything at once and almost doing nothing at all. I am patient.

			A familiar vibration strikes my pocket. Sophie. Another text. I ignore it.

			I continue to ask questions about Rachel’s work until I know too much about it. I move on to the city she is staying in: Madison. She likes it, she supposes, but it is nothing like New York. I agree. The people here eat too much, drink too much, and know too much with too little to do. It’s scary in a way, too many people knowing your business. So, she says. I don’t disagree. It’s getting harder and harder to go out without seeing someone I slept with. I don’t say that. I let her talk. She is seducing herself now.

			Rachel speaks about the Upper East Side, about her friends, and the rent. It’s all the stuff I’ve heard before from other people, about other places, but it is important, nonetheless. She thinks she could live here. She thinks she could live anywhere. She’s lived in New York City her whole life.

			I ask about her family. Her mother was born on Long Island and moved to the city at 26 to pursue acting. She met Rachel’s father at a theater playhouse—he was there with another woman, but the moment he saw her mother, he fell madly in love.

			 Her father grew up in Queens. He died in a car wreck when she was 10 and her mom never remarried. I peek at her hands. Her right covers her left. She starts asking me questions.

			I’m from a small town in Northern Wisconsin that no one’s ever heard of. My parents got divorced when I was a kid. My dad drinks himself stupid every night in my childhood home. My mom moved to Minneapolis and enjoys the suburban lifestyle with some finance guy named John. I only ever see her at Christmas. She wonders when I’m going to propose. I don’t say that last part to Rachel. Instead, I mention that I’m a graduate of the fine university here and a full-time poet. 

			She asks about my publishing history. I make up some magazines. She doesn’t cross-reference them with her phone, but she does say she’s going to look me up later. I say that I’ll give her one of my books, if I ever see her again. She says her husband is in publishing, so she already has too many books to read.

			She admits she comes to the city too often to count, but it’s her first time staying downtown. It’s so much more alive. 

			I’m surprised I’ve never seen her before.

			She isn’t. She usually keeps to the hotel room.

			My ears perk up as I wonder which one.

			Tonight, this isn’t like her, but based on what’s happened lately, she needs to relax.

			I don’t want to know any more than that. Digging too deep turns a hook-up into a therapy session. My eyes catch the diamond crowning her left hand. Setting down my whiskey, I say, “What are you thinking about?”

			“Nothing,” she says, playing with the furthest tip of her hair. Her eyes big and glossy.

			“Are you saying I have you speechless?” I quip.

			Silence slinks between us. A midnight wind washes through Rachel. She’s a long way from home. She trembles. It’s subtle this trembling. A subdued resistance to the temptation she yearns to let in. The air prickles her arms. 

			Rachel pinches her eyelids shut and opens them wide just as fast. She’s forgotten the time, no doubt. She looks at her phone. On the screen, the flash of her husband’s ghoulish smile. She pulls out her purse and drops her grinning husband inside. She says, “It’s late and I have work in the morning.” 

			“Let me walk you back to your hotel.” It’s a reasonable request.

			“I’m perfectly fine. What—my hotel’s just across the Capitol Square?” she says. 

			I shrug. “There’s at least one that way.” 

			“That’s not that far.” She slings her purse over her shoulder and asks for the check.

			I’ve got to pull her back somehow. “But there are criminals out there who prey on tourists.”

			“I’m not a tourist.”

			“Oh yeah, are you from around here?” I ask. 

			Rachel is taken aback as I hide my smile. It’s the game I want to play with her. Little fights with our words—a jousting match, swordplay.

			“Trust me,” I say. “You need an experienced tour guide like myself.”

			“Usually when someone says ‘trust me,’ it means ‘don’t.’”

			“Fine. Fine.” I cast off her words with a soft, encouraging voice. “I respect that. I respect you. Hope you enjoy the rest of your time in Madison.” I get the bartender’s attention and signal for the check.

			“You’re leaving too? What? You struck out, so now you’ve got to get home to your girlfriend?” 

			“I don’t have a girlfriend.” Honestly, I’m getting out of here because I don’t want to miss my chance to walk out with her. I don’t say that. Instead, I say, “As much as I want to soak this seat in whiskey, I’ve got to write in the morning, so—” 

			I set cash on the bar. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Rachel. Remember to look me up. Maybe buy a book or two.” 

			In one swift turn of my heel, I walk away—a clean break. 

			I can’t look back. If she sees how desperate I am for her, she’ll disappear. 

			Once more, our conversation hangs on that metal wire.
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			TWO:

			continental

			Wait up—” Rachel’s voice calls from inside the bar as I exit.

			Out on the street, the night swoons. Royal-blue darkness shades the stark white dome of the Wisconsin Capitol building. I wait outside in the August heat, beaming at my luck. Rachel’s dress rustles toward me. Her heels click on the pavement—each step bringing us closer to what we want: to make love for no reason other than we can.

			We walk the Capitol deck, a white-tiled promenade tucked along the Capitol walls and columns. Much dreamier than any city street.

			“You ever gotten the tour of Madison?” Inspired by the cool air, a rush of romance sweeps through me. The fingers of whiskey puppeteer my hand, and I dare her to take it. 

			Raising her brow, she uncrosses her arms, drops her shoulders and lets out a short laugh. She says, “You think you’re slick, don’t you?” 

			I beckon her to grab my palm. “I don’t want you getting lost. It’s a boring tour and people generally wander off if I don’t hold their hand.”

			Rachel surrenders with a groan.

			When she clasps my hand, I announce, “Rachel. This is the center of the city: the Wisconsin State Capitol. It was built…a long time ago. Modeled after the United States Capitol. In fact, Lady Liberty on top points east, toward DC, in honor of our country.”

			She stares skyward. “It’s really tall.”

			“Tall indeed, it’s the tallest building in Madison. City ordinance states that nothing can be taller.”

			“How tall is it?”

			I look up at the great spire and give it my best guess—I mean I’m spewing knowledge leftover from a third-grade field trip. “A thousand feet.”

			“That’s not a thousand feet. Maybe four hundred. What kind of tour guide are you?” 

			“Moving on!” When we’re by the great columns before the Capitol entrance, I ask her, “Do you want to go inside?”

			“We can do that?” She says. “It’s after midnight.”

			“Yeah, it’s always open,” I say. With confidence, I pull the door handle. Immediately, I’m met with a thud. It’s locked. “When did they start—?” I try another one, just to be sure.

			Rachel’s laughter mocks me. But it’s the most ‘her,’ I’ve felt all night. She’s loosening up. If it takes a few pratfalls to get back to her hotel room, I’ll play the victim. I don’t mind.

			“Come on.” Her feet scuff the ground.

			My phone vibrates. I silence the low hum by jamming my fist into my pocket. It’s Sophie, of course.

			Rachel’s a few paces ahead. I answer it.

			“What’s up?” I whisper.

			Sophie murmurs through the line, “Where are you?”

			“Kovski’s,” I say. “Probably going to stay here. It’s late.” Rachel checks over her shoulder to see if I’m following her. I quickly whisper, “I love you, bye.” And hang up.

			Rachel hugs herself, a forlorn silhouette in the streetlight. Her red dress colors the full moon night. I go to her. My hands find their way around her shoulders, and I bring her into me. She collapses against my shoulder, and I stroke her lower back.

			There’s a weight to love. For her, it is about 1.5 carats and adorning her finger. It used to be heavier. A weight she gladly carried. She put everything she owned into too. But when it came to talking about the future with her husband, it turns out the future has no weight—they still have no kids, no mortgage, no plan, at least not one being followed. And yet that nothingness weighs more than everything she owns. A burden heavy enough to make her stumble. 

			For tonight, I’m going to carry that weight for her. Our secret pact. We don’t need to say a thing. We don’t need to know about the past. Or plan the future. We live in this moment, nothing more and nothing less, seduced by desire.

			In the shadow of a large rose bush, I interlace my fingers with hers. The cold metal chills my skin. Her warm hands clutch mine. I pull her toward me again and she trips over the tip of my toe.

			Rachel catches herself with a brush against my chest. The urge surges through her. She shouldn’t surrender. She shouldn’t be out with this man, this child. But there’s something about me. She shouldn’t press her lips against mine. And yet, she does. 

			When we kiss, it’s what we’ve been waiting for. We sway like new dancers. Without grace, without music, we bounce off the Capitol wall, fighting each other back. Our monsters inside rage.

			“We can’t.” Rachel resists. “We shouldn’t do this.”

			I’m too busy kissing her neck. I explore the line of her ear. Its discovery leads back to her jaw, then to her lips. This is the love I crave. Passionate fire, clumsy, and perilous. Sophie and I burned this way.

			“Come on.” Rachel grabs my hand. 

			“Where are we going?” I say, stepping with her.

			“The Continental.”

			I can’t help, but smile.

			We wobble down the Capitol steps, arm in arm. At the corner, a second monument to Lady Liberty, cast in black steel, overlooks State Street, her arm guiding our way to her hotel.

			A homeless man lies at Lady Liberty’s feet, staring at us. “Can you spare some change?” 

			I toss him a couple ones from my vest pocket. Some of my tip money. Whatever. Poor soul.

			Rachel squeezes my palm harder knowing I’m a good man. 

			After the next block, the Continental glows. 

			Behind two-story floor-to-ceiling windows, you find a gold and marble lobby with a long chandelier, descending from the vaulted ceilings, that dangles over the grand center staircase. It’s the kind of place wedding magazine editors send someone to write about every few years.

			Before we enter, I glance at the bell stand. No one there. Behind the front desk, the night agent sits at the far end of the counter, staring at his phone. It’s the slow time of night.

			I lead Rachel to the elevators. She asks, “Been here before?”

			As those bronzed steel doors glide to a close, I say, “Once or twice.”

			“You’re such a player, aren’t you?” The elevator hums.

			“A gentleman never kisses and tells,” I say, playing it cool. She knows the type of man I am. Right now, I’ve got Cupid’s arrow sticking straight out of my ass and plan to yank it out before work in the morning. I pull her to me before she can think twice about what we’re about to do.

			We kiss, heavy and reckless. A breath escapes her lips every time we break away. She presses hard into me, giving me her weight. I take her in. I take her all in. 

			The doors slide open. She straightens up like a housewife and tugs the wrinkles from her dress. We step out—one behind the other, distant. In the hallway, we’re two prudes hobbling to bed. I guess she can only love me in private, away from the prying eyes of judgment. I realize there are cameras on that elevator.

			Rachel removes the keycard from her purse. Swipes it against the lock. And pushes down the handle. A red beep blocks our path. She swipes again. And red. Again and red. She’s doing it too fast. I can’t stop myself any longer. I take the card from her. Hold it against the pad like I’ve done a thousand times. The green light turns on. Her hand presses down and we stagger inside.

			Frenzied hands. Frenzied lips. The thud of my button-up hitting the floor. I reach around her waist and unzip the teeth of her dress. I slide it off her shoulders—I’ve been dreaming about this moment all night. 

			Rachel wears these old lady undies, the spandex thick and soft. “Sorry. I wasn’t—” She yanks them down and flings them at the door. “Planning on having sex tonight.”

			What’s before me, vulnerable and naked, is the real Rachel. A haunting befalls me. Her eyes, green like Sophie’s, dark and serene, send a chill through my body. I shiver.

			Rachel crawls onto the bed. Adrift in the king-sized mattress, she lies open before me, her hips glowing in the streetlight that cuts through the blinds. I glimpse the valley between. She asks, “Are you going to kiss me or what?”

			I lurch forward. There is no past. There is no future. There is only now. I drop to my knees. She pulls me closer, her fingers digging into my hair. I bury my face between her thighs. A surge of craving electrifies my tongue. Her back arches. She moans and moans as I devour her.
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			THREE:

			bellboy

			My phone alarm chirps. Rachel doesn’t stir. The plush hotel blanket, half on me, winds tightly around her. I shut it off. She’s a heavy sleeper, or she’s not used to such late nights. Judging by the pounding between my ears, it’s a combination of a few things.

			The clock reads 7 AM. I’m going to be late for work if I don’t run. I yawn and stretch.

			Being in a hurry and being quiet is a skill I’ve mastered. In well-practiced choreography, I scramble into my clothes in the faint light. It takes two attempts for my undershirt before it’s the right way around my neck. I nearly snap my ankle stumbling over Rachel’s heels in the hallway. 

			Before I leave, I turn back to look at her one last time. She slumbers. I think to myself, Rachel, I’ll always remember you. You taught me something: married women know how to fuck.

			As I glide down the elevator to the basement, her taste lingers on my breath. I take the nametag out of my pocket and pin it back into the breast of my vest. 

			The doors open to the vestibule of the hotel’s underground parking garage. Through the glass exit doors, the guests park their cars and bring their luggage into the hotel. Beside that door, there’s another door. A discreet beige door with a key reader. 

			I pull out my wallet. Tucked inside its folds is the skeleton key to the hotel. I tap it against the keypad. A green light blinks, and the lock unlatches. I enter like last night never happened. A perfect escape.

			In the windowless, high-ceilinged laundry room, I walk past the line of the washing machines and dryers. They spiral with white linens. 

			Two housekeepers, Carmen and Josephina, fold white bed sheets. I say, “Hola,” as I pass. 

			Carmen, the older one, says, “Buenos días,” in a soft, friendly voice. Josephina, braces covering her smile, nods. As I pass, they giggle together.

			Josephina calls out, “Your fly is open.”

			I stop and look. Down there, my turquoise underwear glares at me through the hole in my crotch. I zip up. I say, “Thanks,” and carry on. They keep on laughing. At least they’re looking.

			At the time clock, I punch my code in and press the key against the pad. Anything before 7:08 and you’re on time. The clock of the digital screen says 7:07. From naked to work in under seven minutes, this has got to be the fastest commute in history. I might have to do this more often.

			Hungry and mildly nauseous, I swipe a muffin from the cart for the morning buffet to heal my tender stomach. I head back through the laundry room and walk up the parking garage ramp. I’ve done this enough to know that I can finish my breakfast by the time I arrive at the hotel lobby’s side entrance. 

			Weaving between the two large hotel vans, I stuff the rest of the muffin in my mouth and chew. I walk through the side door and head to the bell stand in a slight hurry, acting like I valeted a car. 

			The bell captain stands behind our oversized chestnut podium. A six-five suit with straight razor cheeks, round eyes, and a short frown plastered on his big, square head. His hands cradle the vehicle log. He senses my footsteps and checks his watch. “Where have you been?”

			I give him an easy smile. “Parked a car.”

			“Bullshit. We haven’t had a guest all morning.”

			I take out the fiver I keep in my pocket for occasions like this one. Making tips is what he’s about, and if I’m pulling in cash, he doesn’t bother me. It pays to be prepared. “What can I say? He was outside waiting for me.”

			The bell captain scans me up and down. “Wipe the crumbs off your vest. This is the Continental, not a Best Western.” 

			“Aye, aye, captain.” 

			The captain leans in and whispers, “And zip your fly.”

			Brushing away the muffin crumbs, I realize he’s right, my fly is open again. I zip myself up.

			Between the hangover buzzing in my ear and last night’s work shift, I could use a cup of coffee. I sidestep the bell stand and make for the luggage closet, the bellman’s entrance into the front office. 

			I pull out my keycard and swipe it. I walk through the closet filled with polished brass luggage carts and stacks of suitcases. It’s a good place to hide out when I need a break from being nice to guests; anyone can ‘organize the luggage.’

			The dopey, fat-bellied bellman named Givens occupies the mirror, fixing his tie. I don’t acknowledge him. I step into the next room, where the concierge answers phones.

			And there she is in all her glory: the coffee maker.

			The pitcher contains the sheerest film of coffee burned to the bottom.

			

			“Sorry, I took the last cup,” I hear over my shoulder. If it were anyone else, I’d be upset, but it’s Eva. She leans back in her chair and sips her coffee mug with her pinky out, adding a slurp for sport. Her headset microphone pushed up above her head.

			“You’re a monster,” I say to her.

			“Shouldn’t have been late to work. Aren’t you supposed to start at seven?”

			“Keeping tabs on me?” I say. 

			“No.” Eva swivels, full circle in her chair. Obviously bored. No one calls before 8 AM, so she’s always extra snarky until then.

			Wrinkles gather beneath her eyes and along her cheeks—Eva’s a couple of years older than me. An immigrant’s daughter with a face sun-kissed from a childhood of early mornings. She left the farming community she was born into for college and never looked back. She fits in here. Her hands and feet are far too dainty for a life of tending crops or raising babies. 

			Sitting on the edge of her desk, this is our morning dance. It’s how we both stay sane. Everyone’s got their co-worker they get along with best, and for me, it’s Eva. Sure, I want to fuck her, but she’s made it abundantly clear that she respects herself too much to go on a date with a guy in a relationship. I should’ve never told her about Sophie, but I don’t know, I sort of opened up to her about my girlfriend and why I worry about us so much. The funny thing is, I appreciate Eva all the more for the rule. Doesn’t mean I still won’t try. Come on, Eva fills a skirt too well for me not to dabble.

			“What’d you get into last night?” I ask her.

			Eva leans her elbows on the desk. She puts her knuckles below her chin, and says, “It was the full moon last night. I went to the Monona Terrace and watched it rise.”

			“Sounds like something a witch would do,” I say. I pick up a Panda stress ball on her desk.

			“I forgot to bring my eye of newt, so I couldn’t cast any spells.” 

			“You should’ve told me. I was at Foolproof,” I say, tossing the ball up to myself.

			“I just wanted to kind of be alone.” Eva swipes a loose strand of her black hair behind her ear.

			“You’re kidding.”

			“You’re a writer. I’m sure you know the feeling.”

			That’s why I love talking to Eva. She gets it. “Of course. And a good writer knows that a story needs more than one character. Promise to call me next time. I’ll be there.”

			“How’s Sophie?” Ah, yes, there’s the rub. Her little phrase lets me know I’ve strayed too far. Eva’s one of the good ones.

			“We’re looking for a bigger place,” I say. “She thinks—”

			Eva drops her headset to her mouth. “Hello, Continental Hotel. Yessir, you can drink the water out of the tap. Yes, it’s the same water we use for our laundry. Not the exact same water.” She rolls her eyes, puts a finger gun to her head, and shoots herself.

			I snort, loud. Eyes wide, she mouths, “Oh my God.” Her voice cracks as she speaks into the mic: “Yes, sir. Yes. Just call back if you have any more stupid questions. I mean—questions. Just questions.”

			“Did you really say that?” I fling the stress ball at her.

			Eva catches it and buries her head into her chest, black curls spilling over her face. She wipes the tears from her eyes as we cackle together. She exhales and tosses her hair back. When she smiles, the corners of her lips draw tight and her two front teeth slip out—a grin with puppyish charm.

			The front office manager, Haseem, in a clean-cut suit, his hair coiffed, stomps out of his windowless office and goes to the printer. “What’s so funny?” Haseem grabs the printed pages. As he taps the paper straight, he says, “Is it cause your fly’s down?”

			I look down—a wide-open canyon stares back at me. “I’m sorry, boss. I don’t know why no one told me sooner.” My voice trails toward Eva.

			“Well, fix it. Eva, I want you to start training with Dave on the front desk today.” Haseem walks back into his office. He slams the door behind him.

			“Front desk, huh? Let me get some of that dirt off your shoulder.” I pat her shoulder.

			Eva preens, “Thank you.”

			“Why didn’t you say anything about my fly?” I feel betrayed, even the housekeepers noticed it. She didn’t, of all people, stare at my crotch once? That’s absurd. The boss sees, but Eva doesn’t? Come on.

			Eva says, “I didn’t want to tell you.”

			“Why? Because you didn’t want to admit you were staring at my crotch?”

			“No, because I think it’s hilarious!” Eva keels over the desk hooting.

			I don’t find it funny. “Can you help me?” I say, innocent, I swear.

			“I think you can zip it yourself. And you really shouldn’t say that sort of stuff to me, especially at work.”

			“No!” I plead my case to avoid an HR nightmare. “It keeps opening. This is the third time in like 15 minutes.”

			“That sucks. Maybe, we have a safety pin somewhere.” Eva digs through the top drawer of her desk—a mess of pens, business cards, and chocolate bars.

			“Exposing your stash, huh?” I swipe a mini-Snickers bar. I unwrap it and pop it in my mouth. I reach for another one. 

			“Hey! Hands off.” Eva slaps my wrist. She keeps searching.

			“I’ve got a safety pin,” Givens says from the doorway. I bristle at the sound of his reedy voice. Glasses teetering on the bridge of his nose, beads of sweat gathering at his temples, his chubby fingers still spindling around the tie, the bastard’s been watching us.

			

			Eva gives up and closes the drawer. “No luck here.”

			“Alright.” I step into the bell closet. “Where is it?”

			Givens plucks a safety pin holding up the bellman schedule on a corkboard. He puts a thumb tack in its place. He hands it to me.

			I take the safety pin and turn to the brass bell cart. My back to Givens because I’m sure he’s a perv. As I try not to give myself a dick piercing, I ask, “Were you spying on us?”

			“No, not at all. I heard you were looking for a safety pin.” Back at the mirror, Givens redoes his tie. He thrusts the tip of the tie through the loop and pulls with the other hand. He raises his head, pushes his glasses up with his finger, and says, “How’s it look?” The tie ends at the hill of his bulbous stomach.

			I snicker at his faux pas. “Fits you.” 

			Givens yanks the tie apart again. “Don’t lie to me.” He grunts, runs his fingers through the knot and undoes it. “I hate these things.” And he’s back to trying to tie it. When he’s nervous, he sweats. When he’s frustrated, he sweats more. Yet, he remains smiling through his cadre of emotions never revealing a thing he’s thinking. 

			I say, “I’m sick and tired of always seeing you out of the corner of my eye. You’re like a goblin or something. If you’ve got a problem with me, say it.” I push the pin through the fold of my pants and press together the safety pin.

			Givens takes the two ends of his tie and looks at them with his brow creased. He puts one end over the other, shakes his head, and restarts. He puts the other end over the other. He nods. “Here we go.” He checks the length. He straightens the tie over his midsection, doesn’t like it, loosens the knot, and plays with the length until the long end hangs over his waistline. He looks up at me. “What were you saying?”

			“Come on, Givens, answer my question.”

			“My name is Ryan.” He undoes his tie again. “Not Givens.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” I’ve known him for a couple of years. I can call him whatever I want. He’s in my life, not out of desire, but out of the fact that we work together and must communicate sometimes. Also, he’s a friend of Sophie’s. They went to grade school together and maintained their friendship throughout college. I’m pretty sure they talk about me behind my back. Even worse, he calls himself a writer too. I know his type—a stalker in need of an excuse to spy on people. “Givens, what did you hear?”

			“Look at this.” He points with his index finger to the brass nametag on his right breast. “What does this say?”

			It says Ryan in big black letters. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. I turn my back on him and head out the lobby door.

			“You’re awfully paranoid,” he calls after me. 

			“I’m not paranoid.” I watch him from the doorway, still struggling with his tie. “Let me do that.” I grab the ends of his tie and tie it for him. For a moment, I want to strangle him. “I know what you’re thinking, and whatever you perceive in that egghead of yours is made-up, alright? You have nothing to worry about. Eva and I are work friends.” I fumble with the tie. “God, your neck is enormous.” I manage to get the tie around him in some reasonable fashion. When I tighten it, I tighten it
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