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Don't Scatter Me


Some marriages begin with love... Margo’s begins with a corpse.
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MARGO REYNOLDS GOES to Las Vegas for a vacation. The first morning, she wakes up beside a gorgeous, dead, naked stranger, clutching a marriage certificate naming her as his wife.

Declared a widow overnight and handed a box of ashes, Margo finds herself trapped in a nightmare of suspicion, half–truths, and faceless threats demanding she scatters the remains.

But who was he? Why was her name tied to his? And why does the image of that impossibly handsome stranger haunt her every waking thought?

As shadows close in, Margo realizes the truth may be far darker than a marriage she can’t remember... and far more dangerous than a death she can’t forget.
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SUNLIGHT SLICED THROUGH a gap in the heavy curtains, a laser beam of morning that cut across Margo’s face with surgical precision. She winced, turning away from the assault, her eyelids fluttering against consciousness like moths battling a windshield. Something was wrong. The pillow beneath her cheek was too soft, the sheets too slick against her skin. Hotel sheets. Vegas sheets. The realization surfaced slowly through the murky waters of her mind, bringing with it the dull throb of what promised to become a spectacular headache.

Her tongue felt like sandpaper, dry and rough against the roof of her mouth. The taste lingering there was chemical, almost medicinal, not the familiar aftermath of too much wine or cocktails. This was different—wrong in a way she couldn’t articulate even to herself.

Margo forced her eyes open, squinting against the brightness.

The Bellagio. She was in her hotel room...

The details assembled themselves piece by piece...cream-colored walls, generic landscapes in gilt frames, the sleek lines of high-end hotel furniture designed to impress without offending anyone’s sensibilities. Through the slice of uncovered window, she could see a patch of blue sky and the curved top of the Paris Casino’s Eiffel Tower replica, glinting in the morning sun.

She pushed herself up on her elbows, the movement sending a spike of pain through her temples. Glancing at her watch told her it was eight-thirty-five AM. She had a pounding headache. The room tilted slightly, then righted itself. How much did she drink last night? The last thing she remembered was...what? Playing the slot machines in the casino downstairs, having a cocktail. But only one. What time did she stop playing and go up to her room? She frowned and tried to recall. The timeline felt fractured; pieces were missing or out of order. She sat up.

That’s when she noticed she wasn’t alone.

A man lay beside her, still and silent, his blond hair spread across the pillow. One arm was flung above his head, the other resting at his side, his fingers curled around what looked like a piece of paper. The sheet had slipped down to his groin, revealing a torso that belonged on a fitness magazine cover—all sculpted muscle and tanned skin. Who the hell was this? Again, she tried to remember going to her room...especially with a hunk. But for the life of her, she couldn’t.

“Hello?” Margo’s voice emerged as a croak.

He didn’t stir. His chest didn’t rise or fall. Something about the stillness registered as deeply, fundamentally wrong. Not the stillness of sleep, but something else.

“Hey,” she tried again, louder this time.

Nothing. Not the slightest movement.

Her gaze caught on the paper in his hand—thick, cream-colored stock with what looked like gold embossing at the top. It curled slightly from being clutched in his grip, but she could make out official-looking text and formal borders.

Curiosity momentarily overwhelmed her confusion. Margo reached across the space between them, her fingers brushing against his as she tried to see what he was holding. The contact sent a jolt through her system—not the spark of attraction, but something far worse.

Cold. His skin was cold.

Not cool like someone who’d been sleeping on top of the covers in a chilly room where the air conditioning was set too high, but a deep, pervasive cold that had no business in a living body. The kind of cold that meant only one thing.

“Oh God,” she whispered, her hand jerking back as if burned.

Her heart lurched painfully against her ribs as she stared at him, really seeing him now. The unnatural pallor beneath his tan. The slightly sunken quality around his eyes. The absolute, perfect stillness that no sleeping person could maintain.

Dead.

He’s dead.

The thought hit her with physical force, driving the air from her lungs. Her body reacted before her mind could fully process it. She scrambled backward, the sheets tangling around her legs as she tried to put distance between herself and the corpse. Her heel caught in the bedding, and she nearly tumbled off the edge of the mattress, catching herself at the last moment with a grip on the headboard.

“This isn’t happening,” she said, gasping, the words thin and reedy in the quiet room.

Only then, as the sheet fell away completely, did she become aware of her own nakedness. She looked down at herself in horror—her bare skin was covered in goosebumps, not a stitch of clothing anywhere on her body.

Had she slept with him?

This stranger?

This dead stranger?

Her stomach heaved with a wave of nausea that she fought down with effort. The implications crashed over her like ice water. What had happened here? Had she witnessed his death? Had she been involved in it somehow?

No. That was impossible. She didn’t know this man. Had never seen him before in her life.

She would remember someone who looked like him, with those perfect features and that strong jawline, and that body...

The paper.

She needed to see what he was holding.

With trembling fingers, Margo inched forward again, forcing herself to touch his hand, to gently work the document from his grasp. His fingers were stiff, unyielding. Rigor mortis had already set in. The paper came free with a sound like crackling parchment that made her skin crawl.

She unfolded it with shaking hands, holding it at arm’s length as if it might bite.

A marriage certificate. 

The State of Nevada certifying the union of Margo Reynolds and Scott Vermillion, performed at the Starlight Wedding Chapel at 9:45 PM the previous evening. There were four signatures at the bottom—the justice of the peace, the witness, his, and...her own. Her signature was instantly recognizable. It looked real.

“No,” she whispered, the word barely audible even to herself. “No, no, no.”

The room spun again, reality tilting on its axis. Margo clutched the certificate, her eyes darting from the official seal to the signatures and back to the man, Scott Vermillion, lying dead beside her. Her husband, according to this document. Her husband of less than twelve hours.

Her pulse hammered in her ears, drowning out all other sound.

She couldn’t have married him.

She didn’t know him.

Didn’t remember meeting him, let alone agreeing to marry him.

Didn’t remember a ceremony, or coming back to this room, or anything that would explain why she was naked in bed with a dead stranger who was apparently her legal husband.

Yet the evidence was undeniable. The certificate, their undressed state, and the wedding band she now noticed on her left hand. It was a simple gold band she’d never seen before.

“What the hell is happening?” she said aloud, her voice cracking.

No answer came. Only the soft hum of the air conditioning and the distant sounds of Vegas waking up outside her windows—a world continuing as normal while everything inside this room had shattered into surreal, nightmarish fragments.

Margo pressed her fist against her mouth, biting down on her knuckle to keep from screaming. The pain helped focus her, bringing her back from the edge of panic.

She needed to think.

Needed to act.

Needed to make sense of how her life had transformed into this horror show overnight.

But first, she needed to call someone.

Anyone.

Because there was a dead man in her bed, her husband, if the certificate was to be believed, and she had absolutely no idea how either of them had gotten there. She sat, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and stood. There was a phone on the nightstand.

The front desk answered on the second ring, the receptionist’s voice crisp and professional. “How may I assist you?”

“This is Margo Reynolds. There’s a...” The words caught in her throat, reality too absurd to voice. “There’s a man in my bed. He’s not moving. He’s not breathing. Something’s very wrong. I think he’s...”

She couldn’t say it. Couldn’t make it real by naming it.

The receptionist’s tone shifted slightly, a barely perceptible change from hospitality-cheerful to crisis-management mode. “I understand, Ms. Reynolds. Security will be right up. Please unlock your door and wait for them.”

The line went dead before Margo could respond. She stared at the phone in her hand, struck by the woman’s lack of surprise, as if dead men in hotel beds were a checkbox item on the morning shift report.

Margo fumbled for the hotel robe draped over a nearby chair, yanking it around her naked body with clumsy, panicked movements. She cinched the belt tight enough to leave marks, seeking the small comfort of coverage while her mind raced ahead to what was coming. People would enter this room. They would see her, see him, see whatever evidence might exist of what had, or hadn’t, happened between them.

The knock at the door came less than five minutes after she’d hung up the phone. Las Vegas efficiency at its finest. Margo shuffled across the plush carpet, her legs wobbly beneath her, and turned the deadbolt with trembling fingers.

Two security officers stood in the hallway. One was a heavyset man with a military haircut, and the other was a petite woman whose dark hair was pulled back in a severe bun. Both wore the Bellagio’s maroon jackets, their expressions professionally neutral.

“Ms. Reynolds? Security.” The woman spoke first, her gaze clinical as it swept over Margo’s disheveled state. “May we come in?”

Margo stepped back wordlessly, gesturing toward the bedroom area. The officers moved past her with practiced coordination, like dancers who’d rehearsed their movements.

“Over there,” she managed, voice barely above a whisper. “In the bed.”

The female officer approached first, her steps measured and calm. She reached the bedside and pressed two fingers against Scott Vermillion’s neck, though his gray-tinged skin made the gesture seem like a formality. “No pulse,” she confirmed, looking back at her partner. “Better get the doctor in here.”

The male officer spoke into his radio, his voice low and composed as he requested medical assistance. No urgency, no alarm, just protocol being followed.

Margo hugged herself, her fingers digging into the plush terry cloth of the robe. “I just woke up and found him like that. I don’t know what happened. I don’t even know him.”

The female officer’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in her eyes, doubt perhaps, or simple disbelief. “The doctor will be here shortly,” she said, in a tone that suggested Margo should find that reassuring.

Less than three minutes later, another knock came at the door. The male security officer admitted a silver-haired man carrying a leather medical bag that looked like it belonged in a period drama rather than a modern hotel. He wore khaki pants and a button-down shirt with the Bellagio logo embroidered on the pocket, his demeanor that of someone who’d seen everything and been impressed by none of it.

“Hotel physician,” he announced, nodding briefly at Margo before moving directly to the bed.

His examination of Scott’s body was perfunctory at best. He lifted one eyelid, shone a penlight briefly at it, checked for a pulse in the same spot the security officer had tried, and pressed a stethoscope against the still chest for approximately five seconds. Then he straightened up, snapped his bag closed, and pronounced, “Cardiac arrest. Probably eight to ten hours ago, judging by the rigor and body temperature.”

Just like that. No CPR, no defibrillator, not even the pretense of trying to save a life. Because it was already obvious to everyone in the room that Scott Vermillion had been dead for hours.

“You’re his wife?” the doctor asked, turning to Margo with the detachment of someone inquiring about her breakfast order.

“No... I mean...” She gestured helplessly at the marriage certificate that now lay on the nightstand. “Apparently, but I don’t...I can’t remember...”

The doctor’s expression softened marginally. “Shock,” he said, more to the security officers than to Margo. “Perfectly normal under the circumstances. Mrs. Vermillion might need a mild sedative once the initial procedures are complete.”

Mrs. Vermillion. The name scraped against her ears like fingernails on glass.

Before she could correct him, another knock announced the arrival of paramedics, two men pushing a gurney. They entered with the same brisk efficiency that was beginning to seem like the hallmark of Vegas crisis management—seen it all, dealt with worse, nothing to get excited about.

“Status?” one of them asked, already pulling on latex gloves.

“Male, early thirties, cardiac arrest, deceased approximately eight to ten hours,” the doctor recited, handing over a form he’d somehow already completed and signed.

The paramedics nodded, unfolding a black body bag on the floor beside the bed with the casual ease of grocery clerks opening paper bags. One of them began searching through Scott’s clothing, which Margo now noticed was neatly folded on a chair. Expensive-looking slacks, a button-down shirt, and designer underwear. All folded with a neatness that seemed at odds with the spontaneous Vegas wedding scenario.

“Got ID,” the paramedic announced, pulling a wallet from the slacks pocket. He flipped it open, took out a driver's license, and read aloud, “Scott Vermillion, thirty-three, address...” He recited a street and number that made Margo’s blood crystallize in her veins.

Her address.

Her condo in Phoenix.

“That’s not...that can’t be right,” she stammered, taking an involuntary step forward. “That’s my address.”

The paramedic glanced up, his expression professionally blank. “You’re his wife?” He handed Margo the license.

She took it with trembling fingers and gazed at the picture of the handsome, blond man. “I don’t know him,” Margo insisted, the words emerging with unexpected force. “He’s a stranger. I’ve never met him before.”

The room fell silent, the kind of awkward pause that follows an inappropriate comment at a funeral. The security officers exchanged glances. The doctor cleared his throat.

“Shock can sometimes cause temporary memory issues,” he offered, in the tone of someone making excuses for a misbehaving child. “Particularly after traumatic events.”

No one was listening to her. They had already categorized her reactions, filed them away under grieving widow, and continued with their procedures.

The paramedics removed the sheet. The man...Scott...lay fully exposed for everyone to see. Naked... Margo looked at him, the perfection of that body. Not a mark, not a blemish anywhere. Perfect. Almost like a manufactured android...

The two paramedics lifted Scott’s body with practiced movements, transferring him to the black bag with the impersonal efficiency of grocery store clerks bagging produce.

Margo stood frozen in place, the hotel robe clutched around her like armor, as the doctor murmured something about natural causes and no signs of foul play. 

The security officers were speaking to her now, explaining something about hotel policy and personal effects, and whether she would like them to contact anyone on her behalf, but their words washed over her like static. All she could focus on was the paramedics zipping the bag closed, the sound obscenely loud in the quiet room. They lifted the body onto the gurney with synchronized movements, nodding respectfully as they prepared to wheel Scott Vermillion’s body away.

“Mrs. Vermillion,” the female security officer said gently, “would you like us to arrange for grief counseling services? The Bellagio has excellent resources for guests experiencing loss.”

“I’m not Mrs. Vermillion,” Margo whispered, but the words seemed to evaporate before reaching anyone’s ears.

The hotel machinery was in motion, processing this death with the same smooth efficiency they brought to every aspect of the Vegas experience. Check in, gamble, have a drink, get married, and die—all handled with professional courtesy and minimal disruption to other guests. The Paradise problem-solving playbook executed flawlessly.

And Margo stood in the center of it all, clutching her robe, watching as strangers efficiently managed a crisis she couldn’t even begin to understand—the death of a husband she’d never known.

Two police officers came into the suite, bringing with them a current of authoritative energy that transformed the space from a room to a crime scene.

They moved with purposeful chaos, a stark contrast to the hotel staff’s choreographed routine—their radios crackling, their boots squeaking on marble tile, and their voices overlapping as they secured the perimeter of a standard luxury suite as if it contained state secrets instead of a dead tourist and his confused wife.

One man had entered with them. Not police. This man stood out—not for his volume or movement, but for his stillness. He wore a rumpled brown suit that had seen better decades and carried a notebook that appeared equally weathered. His salt-and-pepper hair was cropped military-short, and deep lines framed his eyes like parentheses around too many grim stories.

“Detective Rafael Alvarez, Homicide,” he announced, flashing his badge with the casual flick of someone who’d done it thousands of times. His gaze swept the room with methodical observation, missing nothing but revealing less. When his gaze landed on Margo, she felt as though she’d been X-rayed, catalogued, and filed away in whatever mental system he used to sort people into categories of interest.

“Mrs. Vermillion?” The question held no real inquiry, just confirmation of a fact he’d already processed.

“Reynolds,” she corrected automatically. “Margo Reynolds.”

Something flickered across his face, not quite skepticism, not quite interest, but a calibration of some internal gauge. “This certificate says otherwise,” he said while taking a picture of it.

“I know what it says,” Margo replied, her voice stronger than she felt. “I just don’t remember signing it.”

Alvarez’s eyebrow rose a fraction of a millimeter. “Do you often sign legal documents you don’t remember?”

“No, neither do I often wake up next to dead men I’ve supposedly married either,” she snapped, then immediately regretted her tone. Antagonizingly, the detective seemed unaffected, but the surreal morning had worn her nerves to breaking point.

To her surprise, Alvarez’s mouth twitched. It wasn’t quite a smile, but at least an acknowledgment that her point was fair. He moved past her to where the paramedics were preparing to transport Scott’s body, his movements unhurried but deliberate.

“Hold up,” he instructed them, pulling back the zipper for his own examination of the body.

Margo tried to look away. She truly did. But her curiosity betrayed her, drawn to Scott Vermillion’s face like iron filings to a magnet. She could see him fully—the strong line of his jaw, the perfect symmetry of his features, and the way his blond hair fell across his forehead in a casual sweep that most men would need product and a stylist to achieve.

Handsome wasn’t an adequate word. He was beautiful in the way classical sculptures were beautiful—proportions so perfect they seemed designed rather than naturally occurring. Even with the gray pallor of death, he looked like he belonged on a billboard selling luxury watches or cologne, not zipped into a body bag in a Vegas hotel room.

“How long have you known him?” Alvarez asked, catching her stare.

Margo forced her eyes away, heat rising to her cheeks. “No. I told you, I’ve never met him before.”

“But you married him.” The detective’s tone was neutral, a statement of apparent fact rather than an accusation.

“I don’t remember marrying him. I don’t remember meeting him. I don’t remember anything about last night beyond playing Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory.” The words tumbled out in a rush of frustration. “The last thing I recall is playing those slots in the casino downstairs and drinking one cocktail. Then I woke up this morning, next to him.”

Alvarez made a note in his battered notebook, his pen scratching against paper, the only sound in the suddenly quiet room. Even the two officers had paused in their activities, creating an audience Margo hadn’t wanted for this confession.

“So you’re saying what...that someone drugged you, arranged a legal marriage, and then the guy conveniently died of natural causes?” Alvarez’s tone remained even, but the skepticism was unmistakable.

Put that way, it sounded absurd even to her own ears. “I’m saying I don’t know what happened. But I know I didn’t knowingly marry a stranger yesterday.”

The detective turned back to Scott’s body, studying it with clinical detachment. “No visible signs of trauma or struggle. Preliminary assessment suggests cardiac arrest, as the hotel doctor diagnosed.” He gestured to one of the officers. “We’ll need toxicology, full autopsy.”

Margo’s gaze drifted back to Scott against her will. What had happened to him? Had he known her, even if she couldn’t remember him? Had they actually spent time together, maybe had sex...before his heart simply stopped beating?

Alvarez caught her looking again, his eyes narrowing slightly. “You sure you don’t recognize him? Even a little?”

“No.”

The detective nodded to the paramedics, who resumed their work. They closed the zipper on the body bag and wheeled the gurney out of the suite.

“We’ll need your statement,” Alvarez said, mercifully drawing her attention away from her own twisted thoughts. “And I’ll need all your contact information. Are you staying here in this hotel, and how long do you plan to be in Vegas?”

“I don’t know,” Margo admitted, suddenly realizing she had no idea what her plans were now. “I booked the room for ten days, but after this...”

The detective’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture shifted slightly, his interest piqued, mental notes being taken. He handed her a card. “Call me if you remember anything. Anything at all.”

As more officers filed into the room, Alvarez directed them to bag evidence, take more photos, dust for prints—all the procedural elements of a suspicious death investigation that Margo had only seen on television shows. It seemed excessive for what the doctor had deemed natural causes, but she wasn’t about to question police procedures.

“Are you arresting me?” she asked suddenly, the thought occurring to her with cold clarity.

Alvarez looked up from his notebook, his expression unreadable. “Should I be?”

“No! I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Then no, I’m not arresting you. Not yet, anyway.” He closed his notebook with a definitive snap. “But don’t leave town, Mrs. Vermillion.”

“Reynolds,” she corrected again, the word emerging as a whisper.

He nodded, a gesture that acknowledged her correction without accepting it. “I’ll be in touch with you again soon. I’d like to ask you more questions, but I’ll give you some time to process the situation and grieve.”

As the detective moved away to confer with the officers, Margo sank to the edge of the sofa, suddenly aware of how completely her life had transformed in the space of a single morning. The paramedics wheeled Scott’s body out, taking with them the physical evidence of her apparent marriage. But they left behind the certificate, the questions, and the weight of a label she’d never sought.

Widow.

The word settled over her like a shroud, heavy and suffocating. She was the widow of a man she’d never known, bound to him in death by a document she couldn’t remember signing and a ceremony she couldn’t recall attending.

The absurdity of it might have been funny if it wasn’t so terrifying.

Her phone buzzed. A text message. She picked it up and stared at the single word until it finally registered in her mind.

Cremation.

Chapter Two
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MARGO SAT CROSS-LEGGED on the edge of the Bellagio’s king-sized bed, the driver’s license balanced in her palm like a confession. Every time she looked at Scott Vermillion’s face, perfectly illuminated, she found something new to resent. The cheekbones, engineered for magazine covers. The straight line of his nose, the gold of his hair, the blue of his eyes, all so distinctly not-her-type that the idea of waking up beside him, let alone married to him, seemed like the plot of a prank show aimed at people with excellent credit and no sense of humor.

The license indicated that he was thirty-three, the same age as her. Six foot two, one hundred ninety pounds, donor. The license also said he lived at her address in Phoenix, a fact that still made her scalp crawl every time she looked at it. And now, according to the State of Nevada, he was legally her husband. The thought had marinated all day, thickening into something sour and viscous.

Her phone lay at her knee, mute and inert, but she’d started to get the impression it was listening to her anyway. Maybe it had been hacked. Maybe she’d been hacked. Over the past two days, her entire life had become so porous that she could practically hear the whistling sound as reality leaked out.

It rang. Margo flinched, nearly dropping the license.

She forced herself to pick up on the second ring, too late to sound casual, too soon to seem desperate.

“Hello?”

The voice on the other end was pure bureaucratic chill—midwestern vowels under a layer of administrative frost. “Is this Mrs. Vermillion?”

She closed her eyes and almost corrected whoever it was. “Speaking.”

“This is the Clark County Coroner’s Office. I’m calling to follow up on the disposition of the decedent, Scott Vermillion.”

For half a second, she thought again about correcting the woman, explaining that she was not Mrs. Vermillion, that she’d never met the man before yesterday, that she was almost certain she’d never even been in the same time zone as him prior to the incident. But she could already tell from the cadence and the way the caller didn’t wait for interruptions that the only thing worse than being Mrs. Vermillion was trying to convince the Coroner’s Office she wasn’t.

She said, “Okay,” and let the word hang there, hoping it might morph into a complete sentence if she just left it long enough.

The woman on the line continued. “We need to confirm your wishes regarding final arrangements. Mr. Vermillion is currently at our facility. Do you have a funeral home you’d like us to contact, or would you prefer the county’s standard cremation protocol?”

Cremation protocol. The words hit with the same sterile violence as a root canal or an audit. Her throat tightened.

“Is burial an option?” She had no idea where the question came from. Maybe she thought a buried body would make this feel more real, more physical, less like a prank that ended with a pile of dust in a small U-Haul box.

“If you have a preferred cemetery and funeral director, we can coordinate with them,” the woman replied, as if they were scheduling dry cleaning. “Otherwise, we recommend county cremation. It’s a secure, respectful process. The remains can be shipped to your home or picked up at your convenience.”

Margo looked at the license again. That address. Her address.

“I’m not home presently. I’m at the Bellagio. Can I...” Her voice failed. She pressed her thumb to the seam of the phone, grounding herself with the texture. “Can I ask something?”

“Of course, Mrs. Vermillion.”

“I don’t...” Margo’s words tangled together like wet laundry. “I don’t actually know him. I mean, I know what the marriage certificate says, but I...he’s a stranger to me.”

A pause. She heard the subtle click of keys, the sound of someone updating a file. “I understand this is an emotional time. Our records indicate you’re listed as next of kin. State law requires that the legal spouse decide the disposition. If there is a dispute, I can refer you to our legal department, but it can cause significant delays, especially if the decedent is...unclaimed.”

Unclaimed. “No, no. That’s not necessary,” she heard herself say, as if someone else was steering the conversation now.

“All right. In that case, may I confirm your preference?”

She realized she’d been gripping the phone so tightly her hand had gone numb. Each option was a trap, but at least cremation sounded clean, final, and anonymous. No grave to visit, no stone with her name etched on it with his as beloved husband of... 

Then she recalled the text message.

“Cremation,” she said. It was barely a sound, more like a leak of air.

The woman seemed satisfied. “Thank you. The process is typically completed within seventy-two hours. Would you prefer to receive the remains, or should we arrange for scattering in accordance with county ordinance?”

Remains. Scattering. Each word a different flavor of final.

Margo shook her head, then realized she’d have to vocalize. “Can you just...hold them? For a while? Until I figure out what to do?”

“Absolutely. We will store the remains in a secure facility. You’ll receive a call when they’re ready for release.” The woman paused, professional to the end. “There is a fee for processing, storage, and disposition. May I take payment over the phone?”

She felt something inside her give way, like an old wire snapping. “Sure,” she whispered. Her hand trembled as she dug her wallet out of her purse. “How much is storage?” Damn, she had to be careful how much she spent. Having to pay for the cremation of a stranger had not been on her shopping list. When the woman mentioned the daily fee for storage, she almost choked on the sip of water she’d just taken.

Why don’t I just hang up and not bother with any of it? Why should I have to arrange all this for a guy I never met? Let alone pay for it... No. Not a good plan. That could cause me to have to stay here for much longer than planned. I’ll investigate all this when I get home. He must have a family somewhere. They’ll reimburse me...

“Whenever you’re ready, Mrs. Vermillion.”

“No storage or scattering. I’ll take care of that myself.” She recited the numbers of her credit card, digit by digit, her voice growing steadier with each one. Each number was a fresh weld on the invisible chain binding her to a man she’d never met.

“Thank you, Mrs. Vermillion. If you give me your email address, I’ll send you an email with the statement and a receipt. If you need grief counseling or support, our office can provide resources. If you give me the number of your room at the Bellagio, we’ll have the box delivered.” The woman’s tone made it clear that she didn’t expect Margo to take her up on the offer of counseling or support.

“Thank you,” Margo echoed. She rattled off her room number, then pressed the end button and let the phone clatter onto the bedspread.

For a long time, she just sat there, listening to the white noise of the HVAC system. Her palm ached where the phone had dug into it. Her mouth tasted of dust and old pennies.

She looked at the license again. Scott’s eyes stared straight into the lens, fearless, almost cocky. If he’d been alive, she’d have expected him to start pitching her on a timeshare or a new gym membership. But now he was a line item on her credit card statement and a looming column of carbon waiting to be boxed, shipped, and forgotten.

She ran her finger over the raised numbers of her credit card, thinking about all the things she’d bought this year...a new monitor, three pairs of running shoes, some new outfits for Vegas, and a bottle of whiskey that cost more than her monthly utilities. This was different. This was the kind of expense they didn’t teach you to budget for.

She closed her eyes and said it aloud one more time, just to see if it made any difference. “I don’t know him. I’ve never met him.”

It didn’t help. If anything, the repetition made it truer and less true at the same time, like a phrase recited until it lost all meaning.

The suite was so quiet that she could hear her own heartbeat, which was frantic and arrhythmic. She waited for a new instruction, a new message, a new reality. But there was only her, the marriage certificate, the license, the empty bed, and the growing sense that every decision she made was being watched, recorded, and measured by a system whose logic she would never understand.

She set the license down, but even then, she didn’t look away from his face.

When the adrenaline bled away, it took everything else with it.

Margo rolled onto her back and let herself fall, boneless, into the expanse of the Bellagio mattress. She expected the sheets to be cold, but they were already body-warm from her own relentless restless shifting, and she was briefly grateful to the thread count of the linen for cushioning the crash. The room, so vast and meticulously staged for pleasure, had shrunk to the boundaries of the bed and the silent, watchful rectangle of the ceiling. She lay there, unmoving, barely breathing, until her pulse slowed from a stampede to a marathon.

Her eyes found the chandelier, an ungainly mass of glass designed to look expensive but not memorable. For the first time in hours, she was aware of the tension in her shoulders
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