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​Ian

My New Year's resolution this year is to drink more, and I’m killing it. I’ve never done well sticking with a resolution, but it’s early June, and I’m still going strong. Most people don’t make it through January, but that’s not me. I have will power and determination. I have grit and resolve. I have...other synonyms. I pull out my phone and search “will power”. Drive, commitment, dedication, tenacity. Wait, is it “will power” or “willpower”? Oh, interesting. It’s “willpower”. First known use in 1850. I set the phone down and sigh. This might be why I’m sitting in a hotel bar in Cleveland on a Friday night. Alone.

Back to my resolution.

My goal is not to binge drink cheap beer at every given opportunity. I did some of that in college, and it was fun. Mostly. What I remember of it, at least. But if I tried that now my thirty-year-old body would probably shut down after a few weeks. My goal is to work my way through the 100 most popular cocktails. I have a plan. I have a sense of purpose. And I have a scratch-off poster. 

Being from an alcohol-loving Wisconsin family, it would make sense if I’d been exposed to those drinks years ago, but that’s not the case. We drink plenty of beer or wine at our family gatherings, but not a lot of hard liquor. There are a few who like whiskey or vodka, and there’s always brandy for Wisconsin Old Fashioneds, but that’s about it. No one is mixing up mojitos or Manhattans. 

So why do I care about cocktails? My interest started simply enough last New Year's Eve. My brother and I went out for a drink, but he callously abandoned me, saying something about “children” and “sleep”. Left alone, I watched the busy bartenders as they took and filled orders. They moved with practiced and precise confidence. Sometimes it was quick, just a bottle from the cooler or a pint from the tap. Other times it was more complicated. A rocks glass, with or without ice. One or more bottles of liquor, poured without measuring. Something from the soda gun, and then topped with a garnish. A twist or wedge, an olive or a sprig of something I didn’t recognize. It was similar ingredients every time, but in what seemed like endless combinations. 

I got curious. I fell down a rabbit hole of cocktail recipes with their variations and unique histories. There were trendy drinks, perennial favorites, and obscure concoctions. I started making a list, and that’s when I stumbled on a scratch-off poster of the one hundred most common cocktails. 

It’s immature, I know, like something from a dorm room wall, but I don’t have anyone to impress, and I don’t mind being a little immature sometimes. I’m not taking it too seriously, but I do try to scratch something off once a week. There are one hundred drinks on the poster, so this is a two-year project. I haven’t tried anything new in the last 7 days, which is why I’m finishing my first ever gin and tonic at this dingy hotel bar. I’m right on track.

I wish I was drinking this at home or at my local dive, but I’m more than six hours away from Milwaukee, and I don’t know anyone in Cleveland. I’m sure it’s a wonderful city with a great nightlife, but I’ll never know. There are probably cool bars and trendy nightclubs I could be at instead, but the idea of going out and finding one by myself is terrifying. I’m awkward enough with people I know, and hitting it off with strangers in a bar or club would be almost impossible.

I drain the last of the surprisingly tasty gin and tonic, and motion with my glass to the bartender. He gives me a nod and I glance around the bar. There’s an older couple in a booth, smiling and talking. They’re passing a phone back and forth, and I imagine they’re admiring pictures of their grandkids, who they’re probably in town to visit. There are three guys in suits at a pub table by the wall, fist-bumping and laughing. I can’t hear their conversation, but I’ve caught a few stray words, the most prominent being “bro”. I bet they’re in town for work, something financial, but are focused on something else, evidenced by one bro cupping an imaginary chest in the universal hand gesture for “big boobs”. 

I’m the only one at the actual bar, such as it is. For a chain hotel in Cleveland, it’s not bad. Not good, but I’ve seen worse. The carpet is ugly gray and maroon stripes and there’s way too much brass. The barstools have really uncomfortable backs, but there are a few big TVs behind the bar showing baseball, and a local stout on tap is really good. I watch the rest of the inning, and my second drink goes down smoothly, and soon I’m left holding an empty glass.

As soon as the bartender sets down another gin and tonic, I second guess it. I probably should just go up to my room and sleep, so I can get up tomorrow and drive home to Milwaukee. I could have left this afternoon as soon as I was done with work, but then I wouldn’t get home until close to midnight, and I’d rather get a fresh start in the morning. However, a hangover isn’t a fresh start, and a third cocktail in an hour might not be my smartest move.

One more sip and then I’ll call it a night. I let the liquid rest on my tongue and the carbonation of the tonic tickles my mouth. I close my eyes to savor the flavor, then tip my head back and swallow. I might have just found my new favorite. I can feel the room tilt slightly to one side. I might be a little buzzed, and it’s definitely time to stop. I open my eyes when I hear a barstool scrape against the carpet next to me. There’s a woman sitting two stools down, and my mouth goes dry. 

“A glass of water, please?” She turns to me and gives me a quick smile before facing forward again. 

“Can I buy you a drink?” I blurt it out before I can lose my nerve, and it sounds surprisingly confident. I’ve been saying it in my head a hundred times a night all week, on the slim chance a single woman walks into the bar. Despite the obvious pickup line, I’m not trying to seduce anyone. My only goal is to get over this crippling nervousness that comes over me when I try to talk to an attractive woman. I freeze up. My mind goes blank, and I second guess everything. Basically, I have absolutely no game.

Even as I offer this woman a drink I cringe inside, because she’s too young for me, and completely out of my league. She can’t be much older than twenty-one, and I just turned thirty last month. She’s in jeans and a black t-shirt that I barely notice, because she’s gorgeous, and I can’t stop staring. She has big brown eyes and a friendly smile. Her long dark brown hair falls straight past her shoulders, then curls near the end. She has really full lips, and she’s so pretty- 

Shit.

She asked me something. Her eyebrows rise and her dark eyes sparkle and drop meaningfully to the glass in my hand. She asked me what I’m drinking, I think.

“Oh, it’s a gin and tonic,” I say. I almost hold it out to her to try before remembering that’s not something rational adults do with a stranger. I pivot and set the glass on the bar. My hands suddenly feel much too wet, and I don’t know if it’s condensation or sweat. Probably both, and I feel slimy and a little nauseous. 

“This might be a stupid question, but is there just gin and tonic water in it?” she asks, hopefully unaware of my brief private panic attack.

I stumble for the answer in my scrambled brain. “And lime, so no, not a stupid question.”

“That sounds good, thanks. I’ve never had one of those. I’m Violet.” She moves to the stool next to me and holds out her hand. My hand jerks and moves toward hers, and somehow the bottom of my palm clips the top of my glass. It should be difficult to knock over a half full rocks glass, which is pretty bottom heavy, but I manage it. Gin and tonic and an oversized ice ball spill across the bar, and a few drops of it fall onto Violet’s jeans before she can scramble back from the bar. 

“Fucking hell. I’m so sorry,” I mumble, and the bartender is suddenly there with a towel, mopping everything up. He has everything clean in less than a minute, and Violet blots at her jeans with a cocktail napkin.

“You good?” the bartender asks, giving me a hard look.

“Yeah, sorry. Just clumsy today, I guess.” He doesn’t respond, and I stare back at him. He’s trying to be stern, but also looks like he’s out too late on a school night. I’ve seen a lot of spilled drinks at bars, and no one’s batted an eye. It shouldn’t be this big of a deal to him, but this kid’s probably never worked at a real bar. 

“Can I get another gin and tonic, and one for her?” He nods slowly and steps away, and I roll my eyes where he can’t see. I turn back to Violet, calmly sipping her water, and it’s obvious that my proximity doesn’t cause her heart rate to rise into the anaerobic zone. That must be nice. I take a deep breath to get myself under control, and remember my brother’s advice: She’s just a regular person, and it’s just a normal conversation.

“I’m really sorry. I don’t know how that happened. Did any of it spill on you?” I ask, and she waves it away.

“Only a little. Not any more than I usually get on me at work.” 

“Are you a bartender too?”

She shakes her head. “No, I work at a diner around the corner.” 

The bartender comes back with a cocktail for each of us, and also places a tall glass of water in between me and my drink. He steps away, still glaring at me, before stepping away to check on his other customers. I glance at the finance bros, and they’re staring at Violet in a way that’s probably supposed to be sneaky. It’s not.

“Wow, he seems really mad at you,” Violet says with a smirk, but I can’t manage a smile. Now that we’re settled and everything’s cleaned up, humiliation burns through me. I wouldn’t care if I spilled when I’m out with my brother or a friend, but this is different. I finally got up the courage to make the first move, and I immediately embarrassed myself and ruined it. I feel like this could be a funny story someday, when I’m happy and in a good place in my life, but right now it just makes me feel like shit. And I’m sick of feeling like shit.

“I think I’m gonna head out. It was nice to meet you, Violet.”

“No, stay. Please?” she says, reaching for my arm as I move to get up. I should probably feel something as her hand closes over my wrist, but I mostly feel numb. “You didn’t even give me your name.” I expect to find pity when I meet her gaze, but there’s none. She’s calm, with an edge of exhaustion. She’s not falling asleep tired, although the faint circles under her eyes and slightly drooping lids suggest that too. She’s tired of something, and defeated, and I know that feeling all too well. 

It shouldn’t comfort me, because I don’t wish that on anyone, but it does. If she was bright and bubbly and having the best day of her life, then I wouldn’t believe for a second that she wants me to stay. She’d be at one of those clubs I imagined, with flashing lights and neon drinks, with her pick of partners. But she’s not. There’s a reason we’re both sitting in this depressing hotel bar instead of literally anywhere else.

“Yeah, ok. I can stay for a while,” I say, nodding. “I’m Ian.” I slowly raise my hands up and away from our fresh cocktails, feigning surrender before carefully reaching out to her. She laughs as she slips her hand in mine. This time I do feel it, but I try not to let the brief contact with her smooth, warm skin affect me too much. 

“Nice to meet you, Ian. So, was that one of your usual moves?” she asks, gesturing to the now-clean bar.

“Getting so nervous that I knock over a drink? No, it’s the first time I’ve tried that. My move is usually just to trip over my own words or ramble on about something she’s not interested in until she remembers she needs to be somewhere else. Or until her roommate calls with an emergency. Usually a burst pipe.” 

“I might not be an expert on picking up women in bars, but you might want to rethink your strategy, Ian.” I like the way she says my name, and it has me tripping over my words again.  

“Thanks, but that’s not- I mean, I wasn’t-” 

Her eyebrows rise. “You weren’t trying to pick me up when you offered to buy me a drink?” 

“No, not that I wouldn’t, but I wasn’t,” I say, hoping she’ll let it go.

“Were you trying to recruit me to your cult? Or were you going to sell me an extended warranty? If that’s the case, I have to warn you that I don’t own a car.” 

“Well, then maybe I can interest you in the Cult of Cthulhu,” I say, and instantly regret my words. It didn’t even sound good in my head. She tilts her head curiously and opens her mouth, but I don’t give her the chance to ask what the hell I’m talking about.

“Sorry, ignore that. It’s from an old series of horror novels.” 

“Mmm,” she hums, probably getting ready to leave.

“No, no cult or warranty. It was just practice. I...get nervous,” I say, getting nervous again. This is not the conversation I wanted to have with her. I just want to make small talk, not explore my neuroses. 

“Hitting on girls in bars?”

“Not necessarily hitting on, and not just in bars. Talking to an attractive woman makes me nervous. I mean, not all the time. I’m fine at work, or if it’s someone like my doctor or a cashier. It’s just social situations that I struggle with.”

The corner of her lip curls up in a half smile, and my mind slows, wondering what she would look like with a full, real smile. What would it look like if someone made her truly happy?

“So you think I’m attractive?”

“You’re beautiful,” I say quietly, still stuck on the curve of her lip, and then my own words hit my ears and heat rises in my cheeks. “I mean, yeah, yes, you’re attractive,” I say, trying to sound more nonchalant. I turn forward to take a quick drink of my gin and tonic and avoid her eyes. I expect a laugh, or a half-hearted attempt to return the compliment, but she doesn’t. She sips her own drink, and does the last thing I expect. She changes the subject. 

“Are you from Wisconsin?” She points to the Bucks shirt I threw on after work.

“Yeah, I’m headed home to Milwaukee tomorrow. How about you?” I ask, then pause. “Wait, you said you work near here, right? So you’re from Cleveland?” 

“That’s right. Born and raised. What do you do for work?” 

“I work for an IT consulting company. Mostly I work in the office in Milwaukee, but once a year I have to spend a week here at their headquarters.”

“Do you like your job?” 

“It’s ok. I’m good at it and it’s a nice paycheck.”

“But...” she prompts.

“It’s a little boring,” I admit.

“At least you get to travel to exotic locations.” Her eyes circle our dreary surroundings, and I smile.

“Right. The Rock and Roll Capital of the World.”

“Did you go to the Hall of Fame while you were here?”

“No, should I have?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never been there,” she says, and I laugh. She smiles at me, and my heart speeds up. 

“We’re not taking advantage of this city’s amenities, are we?”

“Nope. I’ve always been too busy working. Usually two or three jobs. Just trying to stay afloat.” Her smile slips for a second, and I’m struck again by that weariness. She takes a sip of her drink, and then a much longer swallow. She fiddles with a silver ring on her right pointer finger and I nod, trying to think of what else to say. I’m blanking. She told me where she’s from and what she does. What else can I ask her? Why am I so terrible at this?

“How do you like it there? At the restaurant,” I finally ask.

“It’s ok.” She shrugs. “It’s not a very good paycheck, and it’s a little boring.” Her eyes look like they’re scanning the bottles behind the bar, but I’m not sure she’s actually seeing them. She pulls her hair back like she wants to put it up, exposing a sliver of her smooth stomach. I wrench my eyes up as she lets her hair fall back down, and I have no idea what we were talking about. 

Violet takes another drink as I try to clear my head. “What do you do for fun in Milwaukee?”

This is the next part I dread. This is where I lost the handful of dates I’ve had in the last few years, usually set up by my sister or sister-in-law. I don’t like the idea of hiding who I am or what I like. My first passion is video games. Playing, analyzing, reviewing, and, once upon a time, creating. I could tell her about the game I created and sold, and how it changed my life. I could tell her about playing with my niece, and the way it boosted her creativity and confidence, or with my nephew, and how it got him out of his shell and helped him while he was learning to read. 

But my mind flickers back to my first blind date. She seemed nice, until I mentioned being a gamer, and it was like I’d flipped a switch. She ranted about her ex, and how he wasted all his time on stupid games, and not on important things. I tried to defend my hobby, but there was no coming back from that, and the date ended shortly after. I agreed to a few more blind dates over the years, and they weren’t much better. I’ve played online with plenty of female gamers, and I know more at work, so I know those negative opinions are not universal. It’s just my abysmal luck. 

I hear my sister’s voice in the back of my head telling me to save it for the second or third date. Ask the girl questions, and listen to the answers. Talk about friends and family and other hobbies, and ease her into it. Otherwise there won’t be a second date. Not that this is a first date. This is definitely not a date or even date adjacent. I’m not trying to pick her up. If I say something awkward, stupid, or accidentally offensive, what’s the worst that can happen? She’ll get up and leave, and tomorrow morning I’ll drive back to Milwaukee. The result is the same no matter what. We’ll never see each other again, and it won’t be long before we completely forget about each other. Well, she’ll forget about me, but something tells me it’ll be awhile before I forget about her. 

“What do I do for fun? I like sports, but I’m not obsessive. I like going to Bucks or Brewers games, but it’s mostly a social thing. I like reading. And, um, I play some video games.” Ok, I guess I can’t help myself. “I’ve been a gamer all my life, and it’s been fun to get my nephew and niece into it, too.” I wait for her to comment on it, but she just nods.

“Are you close with your family?”

“I am, yeah. My brother and sister-in-law have a diner a few blocks from my house, so I stop in a few times a week, and we try to go out for a drink most Fridays. I see my parents and my sister pretty regularly, too.”

“Will you see them when you fly back tomorrow?”

I shake my head. “I’m not flying. I’m driving.”

“Oh, really? Why’s that?” 

“I like to drive. It lets me see how the landscape changes.” 

“Plus flying’s expensive, right?” she asks, as if it’s something she’s heard about, but never done herself.

I shrug. “My employer would pay for it, so it’s not a big deal. I like to have the freedom to leave when I want. I don’t have to be at the airport at a certain time, or stand in line at security. Then wait in the terminal, stand in line at the gate, and wait until the plane takes off. It feels like half the time is spent waiting. I don’t mind it for longer trips, but for something short like this, I’d rather drive. I can get up early to beat traffic, and get where I want to go before a plane would get me there.”

“You’ve got it all thought out, don’t you?” she asks with a smile. 

“Sorry,” I say, blushing at the realization that I just ranted about flying to this random woman, and I’m sure she couldn’t care less. “Do you, umm, like to fly?” 

“About the same as driving. Where’s the last place you’ve flown?” She leans in a bit, and I can’t decide if she’s really interested in my answer, or if she’s just a good actress. Honestly, I don’t mind either way, as long as we keep talking. 

“I went to San Francisco last year for a few days. That was fun. Have you ever been there?” I ask, and she shakes her head. I open my mouth to ask her where she’s been, but she’s quick with another question.

“What was your favorite part of the trip?”

“The city’s beautiful, but my favorite part was probably Muir Woods. The redwoods are just amazing. It’s like seeing the Grand Canyon for the first time. Pictures just don’t do it justice, you know?” 

“You’ve been to the Grand Canyon? Did you hike down to the bottom?” 

We talk for the next two hours, and we finish a few more drinks. I’m a little more than buzzed now, and I feel like I’m floating above the barstool. My fingers are tingling, and I can’t stop talking. Her interest, whether real or feigned, relaxes me, and I settle into the conversation. I tell her more about trips I’ve taken around the world, and she asks dozens of questions. I tell her about my job and my family and my sister’s upcoming wedding. She keeps me talking and somehow my answers are funny. She laughs and makes jokes too, and against all odds I feel like we’re getting along really well. 

My latest drink goes down smooth and I think about ordering another, but my eyes are itching and I stifle a yawn. I know it’s time, but I don’t want my night to be over. No one this attractive ever talks to me, and it’s never this easy. I’m sure the alcohol helps, but it feels like more than that. I like her, and it doesn’t feel one-sided. Maybe there’s a real connection. We’ve been talking for a few hours and she’s still here. She said she works nearby, so I assume she could go home if she wanted to.

I told her I wasn’t trying to pick her up, and that was mostly true. The rational side of my brain just wanted to talk to her. The stupidly optimistic side, however, had other ideas. That’s the side that buys a lottery ticket when the jackpot gets high. That’s the side that sees a stylish shirt and thinks I’ll look as good as the model when I wear it. That side tells me that you miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take. Apparently that side has the voice of either Wayne Gretzky or my high school guidance counselor. That side’s been getting louder and louder with each drink, and it’s saying I have nothing to lose.

“Do you want to come up to my room with me?” I’m incredibly thankful that my voice doesn’t squeak or break at all. She hesitates for a few seconds and I’m ready for the inevitable letdown, but it doesn’t come.

“Ok. Yes. That sounds nice.” 

“R-really?” Oops, I probably shouldn’t have said that. I don’t have time to kick myself before she laughs, nodding.

“Yeah, really.” 

I gesture to the bartender, and he closes out my tab. I feel like someone’s taken control of my body as I place my hand in the small of Violet’s back. I lead her out of the bar and across the lobby to the elevator. As we wait for the doors to open I frantically try to remember if I have any condoms in my toiletries bag. I threw some in there years ago, but I’ve never needed them. I hope they’re still there, and that they’re not expired.

We step into the elevator and smile at each other, and her eyes dart to the floor. My heart is hammering in my chest and she’s spinning the ring around her finger again. The doors open on my floor, and my room is right in front of us. There’s no long walk down the hallway that I can use to calm down. I swipe the keycard a few times with shaking hands before it works. I let her in, and the door closes heavily behind us. There’s enough light coming through the half-closed bathroom door, but the rest of the room is dark. She steps closer to the bed, and I follow, putting my hands on her waist. I try to see her eyes in the darkness, and wish I’d left another light on.

“Is this ok?” I ask quietly.

“Uh-huh.” She nods and I move my lips slowly toward hers. She’s almost my height, but she still tips her head back slightly, and I can feel her warm breath against me. I’m tentative at first, just brushing my lips against hers, still waiting for her to push me away. She doesn’t, and I deepen the kiss, and pull her in more tightly. She relaxes against me, and fire shoots through my veins. Within seconds I’m painfully aroused, and I’m sure she can feel it. I have a brief surge of panic about embarrassing myself. It’s been...a while, and Violet is gorgeous and amazing. Just the thought that she’s into this, and into me, makes me smile like a fool as I kiss her.

Her lips are full and firm, and she tastes like gin and lime. Spicy and delicious. My tongue slides along her bottom lip and her mouth opens for me. Her arms circle my neck and hold me close, and I slip my hands just under the hem of her shirt. Her breath catches as my fingers caress her skin, and one of my hands drops down to the curve of her ass. It’s perfect, and I pull her tighter against me, moaning at the feeling of her body against mine.

She stiffens, and it takes me a few seconds to realize that she’s not reacting. She’s no longer kissing me back. She’s gone completely rigid. I move back enough to see her face and my hands rest on her upper arms. Her gaze skitters from my chin to my shoulder to my forehead, anywhere but my eyes. 

“Umm. Are you ok? We can stop,” I say, and my body is desperately begging to keep going.

“No. I’m all good.” It’s too loud, and not at all convincing. 

I step back to try to cool my blood, and give her a skeptical look. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she says quickly. She looks a little scared, but she reaches down to the bottom of her shirt and pulls it over her head. The sight of her beautiful full breasts in her black bra almost blocks out everything else in my head. The alcohol helps as well. My hands twitch with the need to touch her, but I look at her face again, and she’s biting her lip. Her brow is furrowed, and that look is not arousal. It’s not quite terror, but it’s not far off. 

“I don’t know what the fuck is going on.” My brain and my dick are having an all-out war, and somehow my brain is winning. I step back further. “If you’re not into this, why are you here? I’m not complaining, I just don’t understand. Is someone coercing you?”

“No, no one is coercing me.” She sounds desperate and steps close to me again. Her bra-covered breasts graze against my chest, and I get even harder, which I didn’t think was possible. She wraps her arms around my waist, but I can feel her hands shaking. I push back on her shoulders to get some space from her. 

“This feels off. Fuck. I know I’m going to regret this, because you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I’m sorry, but I can’t do this.” I sit down on the bed and put my head in my hands, which makes the room start spinning. I snap my head back up and grab the sheets so I don’t fall off the bed. 

She sniffles and turns away. “Ok. I guess I’ll just go then.” She picks up her shirt from the floor and pulls it over her head, which I instantly regret. I’m sitting on the bed feeling guilty and I don’t know why. I didn’t force her to come up here. I thought she wanted this but I should have known better. Women like her don’t want guys like me, and I have a lifetime of experience to prove it. But despite that, I don’t want her to leave. I’m so frustrated by the sudden awkwardness between us. I want to go back to the fun and easy way we talked in the bar. I liked getting lost in that conversation. 

“Wait. It’s late. You could always sleep here if you want. I don’t want you to go out if it’s not safe.”

“You... You’d let me stay?” She turns slowly, and her eyes have turned cautious.

“Sure. It’s a big bed. As long as you can keep your hands to yourself. I know it’ll be difficult for you.” She barks out a startled laugh, and covers her mouth.

A spark shoots through me at the sound. It’s clear she’s going through something, and I assume it’s not good. But in the middle of that, I made her smile. Even if it was just for a few seconds, and even if it was a barb directed at myself. 

“Sorry. Umm, yeah, that would be great. Thanks.”

“Ok. Well, do you want something to sleep in? I have an extra shirt I haven’t worn.”

“Oh. Yes, please.” 

“Why don’t you go get ready in the bathroom, and I’ll dig it out of my bag.”

She walks into the bathroom and closes the door, and I dig out an extra shirt for her and set it on the comforter. I normally sleep in my boxers, but that feels weird after what just happened, so I change into pajama pants and stare down at myself. I think about Uncle Henry’s smoker’s cough until my erection goes down, just in time for the bathroom door to open.

As I brush my teeth, I stare at myself in the mirror, trying to make some sense of what happened. Tonight was unbelievable, but I don’t understand where it went off the rails. Did I misread the situation, or did something change? Did I do something wrong, or did she just come to her senses? I want to know, but my eyelids keep drooping and the room keeps tilting to the left, and I know I’m not going to get answers tonight. When I come out of the bathroom she’s already in bed on the far side, facing away from me under the blanket. 

I turn off the bathroom light and the room is dark as I crawl into bed, careful not to pull the blankets off her. I’m not used to sleeping in a bed with someone else. It’s not like I’ve never done it before, but along with everything else, it’s been a while. I can’t see her at all in the dark, but I can hear her breathing, and I can imagine her laying there, just a foot away. 

It should be arousing, being this close to someone I’m so attracted to, but it’s not. It’s confusing and frustrating, and I wonder if she’ll still be here when I wake up in the morning. 
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​Chapter 2 
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​Violet 

I expect to wake with Ian’s morning wood dry humping my ass, but thankfully he’s on his own side of the bed. I turn toward him and he’s laying on his side facing me, still asleep. His mouth is slightly open and he’s making a faint snoring sound, and he might also be drooling. The small spot on my own pillow tells me I have no room to judge. 

Faint morning light bleeds in around the worn curtains, and I take in his still form. His shaggy brown hair is sticking up at some wild angles, and I have the strangest urge to run my fingers through it. He might not be traditionally handsome, but he’s cute, and there was...something. Something sweet about his awkward attempts at flirting, and the innocent way he talked lovingly about his family. Something kind, and real. I don’t have a lot of experience with sweet or innocent or kind.

Plus he called me beautiful. It’s been a long time since someone said that as anything other than a pickup line. 

I roll onto my back and take stock of myself. I have a slight headache and my mouth is dry, which is pretty mild as far as hangovers go. I didn’t have that many drinks last night, but I didn’t eat dinner, and I think the nurse said something about abstaining from alcohol for a time. I probably should have been paying more attention, but I was just so eager to finally get out of the hospital. 

I sigh quietly and close my eyes to consider my situation. What the fuck was I thinking last night? How did I end up here? Oh, that’s right, I was thinking that I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I’m not proud of my behavior, but there’s no point dwelling on it now. Nothing happened, thanks to Ian, and I still had a place to sleep. 

Well, almost nothing happened. There was that kiss, which was...surprising. For a few seconds, it made me forget about everything bad in my life. I almost surrendered to it, until I felt his fingers on the bare skin of my waist, barely an inch from my incision scar. Then the reason I was there came crashing back into me, and suddenly I wanted to be alone, and anywhere else. I couldn’t calm down. I couldn’t hide the fear and shame, and Ian noticed. And even though he didn’t understand what was going on, he still let me stay. He trusted me enough to let me sleep just a foot away.

I slip out of bed as slowly as I can, grab my pile of clothes from next to the bed, and lock myself in the bathroom. I wash up and look through his toiletries bag to find anything I can use. I desperately want a hair tie, but there’s little chance Ian would have them. I do find a few condoms in a side pocket, and I briefly wonder if his nervousness was just an act. Then I see the rapidly approaching expiration date on them, and realize they’ve probably been in there for years.

I sigh as I put on the same clothing for the third time. It’s what I was wearing when I went into the hospital, and what I put on again when I left three weeks later. It was washed, but I still wish I had anything else to wear. I don’t, though, because it’s the only thing I have left.

I quietly open the bathroom door and sit down in a chair to put on my sneakers. There’s movement on the bed, and I try to tie my shoes as fast as possible.

“Good morning, Violet.” The sleep-deepened whisper sends a shiver up the back of my neck, but I ignore it. It’s not the time. 

I finish tying and stand. “Good morning. Thank you for letting me stay here. I should get out of your hair.” 

“Wait.” 

I stop with my hand on the door handle. I should just open it and walk out, but I don’t. 

“Do you want to get some breakfast?” He sounds casual but there’s a hint of caution in his voice, like he’s trying not to scare me.

I hesitate for just a few seconds, fantasizing about pancakes and french toast swimming in syrup. I think about good coffee and a tall glass of orange juice. I turn back to look at him. “Oh, no. You don’t have to do that. You’ve done enough.” 

He yawns and shrugs as he sits up in bed. “It’s just the continental breakfast downstairs. It’s free with the room, so it’s not a big deal. Unless you want to go somewhere else. There’s a little 1950’s diner around the corner that I’ve gone to a few times. The decor is a little cheesy, but the food’s pretty good.” Nope, not that one. That’s the diner I work at. Or used to work at. I don’t even know right now.

“No, that’s fine. The continental breakfast sounds good.”

“Alright then.” He pushes himself out of bed and stretches, scratching at his chest through his shirt. “Just give me a few minutes.” He grabs some clothes and goes into the bathroom. I take a step towards the door, but stop and consider my options. If I leave now I’ll be in the same place as yesterday; alone, with no plan and nowhere to go. At least this way I’ll get something to eat first. My stomach rumbles at the thought of food, and I know I’m staying.

When we get downstairs I pile my plate full of bright yellow scrambled eggs, pancakes, sausages, strawberry yogurt, and a banana. Ian’s eyebrows rise as I add some toast, but he doesn’t say anything. I sit at a table in the corner and think about my next move as I dump fake maple syrup over everything. I run through my list of friends in my head, as if I haven’t done this a hundred times in the last twenty-four hours. It’s really a list of co-workers and former co-workers, and it’s a short list.

“Coffee?” he asks as he sets down his plate, which has only a bagel and an apple. I glance at the carafes on the buffet and nod. 

“Black. Thanks.” It’s nice to have someone else get me coffee for a change. He brings back two paper cups and sets one down in front of me. I take a tentative sip and grimace. Not only is it barely above room temperature, but it might be the worst coffee I’ve ever had. I look up just in time to see Ian take a drink. And then he carefully spits it back out into the cup. I can’t help but laugh, and he blushes.

“Was that another one of your moves?” I ask, and he laughs.

“Are you saying it didn’t work?” 

“I’m still here,” I say, then clear my throat as I hear the flirty tone come out of me. “It’s ok, I don’t blame you. The coffee’s terrible.”

“Horrible.” He pushes the cup as far from his food as he can.

“How can they make it so bad?” I ask, and his eyes widen just a bit.

“It’s almost like they worked at it.”

“You think they made it bad intentionally?” 

“I do. I think they wanted to make the world’s worst coffee.” He leans forward. “They would have had meetings and memos about it. And presentations on different types of beans, and different countries of origin. Finally, they would have settled on the cheapest thing they could find, which isn’t the normal arabica or robusta beans. It’s...” His instant enthusiasm for the story draws another smile from me, and makes me want to play along. I blurt out the first thing that comes into my head.

“Transylvanica.” There was a goth guy in the hospital room next to mine, and he kept calling the nurses vampires because of the blood draws.

He nods enthusiastically. “Transylvanica. It’s only grown by some guy named Vlad, who also sells Dracula t-shirts and bobbleheads.”

“And it’s not even grown in Transylvania, wherever that is.” 

“Romania,” he answers.

“Right, Romania. It’s actually grown in...” My eyes scan the dining room, and stop on a little girl’s Minnie Mouse shirt. “Orlando?”

“Yes! His farm is just outside Orlando, where he also raises alpacas. His logo is an alpaca with fangs and a cape.”

“And they all wear little vampire costumes,” I say, and he laughs. “Poor Florida. Always the butt of the joke.” I shake my head sadly.

“We could pick on Cleveland instead,” he suggests.

“Or Milwaukee.” He smiles and looks delighted that I remembered where he’s from.

He holds up his hands in surrender. “Florida it is.”

We eat in silence for a few minutes, and I finish my mound of food. My shoulders tense and I look around for the garbage and the exit, getting ready to leave. I should be stuffed, but I wonder if I can grab something on the way out, like one of those chocolate muffins. I need to find somewhere quiet to think. I need to figure out my first step, and then-

“How did you sleep?” Ian asks, breaking me out of my thoughts.

“Oh, uh, good,” I say, nodding. 

“Good,” he replies, nodding along with me, and I have to stop myself before we look like a couple of bobbleheads. He opens his mouth to say something, then closes it again. He’s quiet for a minute before he tries again. “So. Last night was...really fucking weird.” 

I snort just as I’m taking a drink of my terrible coffee. I cover my mouth and cough a few times, and then set down the cup. I try to smile, but I’m sure it looks more like a wince. I should have known this was coming sooner or later.

“Yeah. I had a nice time talking to you in the bar. But I’m sorry about what happened in the room. I’m just going through something right now.”

“Do you want to talk about it? You don’t have to, but I’d like to help if I can.”

“No, it’s... I’ll figure it out.”

“Do you have somewhere to go?”

I wave my hand dismissively. “Yeah, of course. Home. I’ll go home.”

“And where’s home?” he asks gently. I can’t tell him where my apartment was, since it was less than a block away. It wouldn’t make sense that I went to the hotel instead of just going home. 

“It’s an apartment. A few blocks away. It’s down by the... um...” My mind goes blank. I’ve lived here all my life. Why can’t I think of any other area? The lake, the river, the stadium, the house from A Christmas Story. None of them sound right, and I freeze up, which never happens to me.

“You don’t have anywhere to go, do you?” It’s a quiet question, and there’s no judgment in his tone. I’m definitely not answering that, and I gather my plate and utensils. I’ll just stand up, grab a muffin or two, and walk out. I should walk out. I need to figure out my next move, and talking to a man who’s on his way out of town isn’t going to help me. I don’t need his help, and I don’t want it.

“I-” That’s as far as I get before my throat closes and I can’t seem to get anything else out.

“Take your time.” 

I stand up to leave, but I can’t. I don’t have anywhere to go. My eyes flick to the exit, then around the room. There’s a minifridge on the counter with a glass door, and I walk over to it and grab a bottle of orange juice. I turn to Ian and hold it up, and he nods. I grab one for him and walk back to the table, dropping into the chair heavily.

I’m just so tired. Not just from lack of sleep, but from something else. Everything else. It’s like the weight of all my problems is swirling around me, squeezing the life and energy right out of me. It’s exhausting, spending every minute worried about what to do next.

Maybe that’s why I stay. I’m too tired to leave, and too tired to dodge questions. I don’t know him, and I don’t trust him, but... Maybe I can tell him the truth. Or at least a little bit of it. He didn’t have to let me stay in his room. He didn’t have to stop me from leaving this morning just to offer me breakfast. He’s not pressuring me into anything. He’s just asking. Maybe he has a suggestion, or an idea of what I can do. Maybe, against all odds, he’s actually a good person.

If not, then he’ll drive back to Milwaukee and I’ll never have to see him again. It’s that thought that makes me stay. I don’t want him to go, which is stupid. I open the juice and spin my ring as I think of where to begin.

“You know that 50’s themed restaurant you mentioned? Roy’s Diner? I worked there, full time, and I worked for a caterer part time. A month ago I got a new job offer. I was going to start at an upscale French restaurant a few blocks away. Better hours and more pay than both my jobs, so I put in my notice. I started studying the menu and learning about French cuisine and how to pronounce all those crazy French words. I really wanted to do well.” I pause to take a drink before my voice breaks again.

“A week later I started to get some pain in my side. I didn’t want to lose my shift, so I ignored it. I didn’t have paid days off, so I was hoping it would go away. It didn’t. It got much worse, so after my shift I walked to the hospital. It turns out I had appendicitis, which shouldn’t be a big deal. It’s normally a routine thing, but there were complications. I’m fine now, but I ended up spending three weeks in the hospital, and I finally got out yesterday.

“I stopped at the French restaurant, and they said the job was gone. I was pretty out of it for the first two weeks, and once I started to get better I realized I didn’t have my phone. I could have asked one of the nurses to look up the number, but it wouldn’t have mattered. When I didn’t show up for my first day they offered the position to someone else. They said they’d keep my resume and I can apply again when there’s an opening, but there’s nothing available right now.

“When I left the restaurant, I went to my apartment and it was empty. Completely bare. I lived with a roommate, Derrick, but he wasn’t there either. I thought I was going crazy, but obviously it was the right place because my key worked. I found the property manager, and he said Derrick’s lease was up a week ago, and he moved out. No forwarding address. I didn’t have a lot of stuff, but now...” Now I have nothing. Nowhere to live, no money, probably no job. I can’t say it, but from the look on his face, he understands. I swallow down the lump and take a deep breath.

“I either left my phone in my apartment or at Roy’s Diner before I went to the hospital, and the diner was closed for the night by the time I got there yesterday. I have my driver’s license, debit card, and $20. The apartment was around the corner. I came in here to get some water and to think. And then I met you, and a drink sounded really good after such a terrible day. I should have been trying to figure out my next move, but...” I pause, physically forcing myself to continue, giving him more honesty than anyone in a long time. It makes my skin itch to say the words. “It was nice to think about something else for a few hours. And to feel a little less alone, I guess. I liked talking to you,” I finish quietly. I stare into the bitter dregs of my coffee, waiting for him to answer, but he doesn’t. I glance up and the corner of his mouth quirks into a shy smile.

“I liked talking to you, too. These trips can get lonely, and I’m not very outgoing.” I look into his brown eyes and a bit of the tension in my chest loosens. “Where would you have gone if we hadn’t started talking?”

I shrug uncomfortably and look away. “I didn’t have a plan. I think I was still a little out of it from the hospital, and the shock of finding the apartment empty. I probably could have figured something out, but then we started talking, and it got late. When you asked me up to your room, it felt like an option.”

“Ah,” he says, then frowns. “Then it’s a good thing we didn’t sleep together.” 

My stomach turns at the grimace on his face. I feel nauseous and dirty and frustrated. I know what he must be thinking of me. I hate that he might be judging me, and I hate that I care what he thinks. I’m not opposed to one night stands, but that’s not where my head was at last night. I was thinking about my own situation, and sleeping with him for the wrong reason would have been dishonest and wrong.

“I thought maybe it would be ok, but then it felt...”

“Transactional?” he says, and I nod. 

Ian’s expression is thoughtful, and I can’t tell what he thinks about all this. 

“Is there anyone you can ask about Derrick? Does he have friends or relatives here? Maybe he took your stuff with him?” The topic change throws me, but I’m relieved. I don’t want to examine the morals of what I almost did with him. 

“I know a few of his friends, but I don’t have any numbers. We have a mutual friend, Leslie. I might be able to talk to her. We had a bit of a falling out a few months ago.”

“What if she doesn’t know? Do you have someone you can stay with? Parents? Friends?”

“No parents. I grew up in the foster care system, sort of. I... No, no one.” Why did I tell him that? There’s a split second of pity on his face, and my defenses go up. I don’t need or want that, and he must see it because he schools his face to neutral.

“Ok, so we start with Leslie. If that doesn’t work we’ll figure out a new plan. Let’s go.” He stands up and grabs our empty plates.

“What? Now?”

“Why? Do you want more breakfast?”

“No,” I say, but I can’t help glancing at the double chocolate muffins.

“I’m going to grab a muffin. Do you want one?” He asks, walking back to the buffet.

I almost say no just to be contrary, but my stomach wins out. “Yes. Chocolate, please.” 

“Let’s head upstairs. I need a shower before I check out, but then we’ll go to Leslie’s.” He takes a few steps and then looks back at me, still sitting at the table. “What did you think I was going to do? Listen to your story and then say ‘Good luck with that’, and push you out on the street?”

“Yeah, I guess.” I stand, but I don’t move, and I almost walk the other way. I can survive on my own, and I don’t understand him. Is this a game to him? A story to tell his friends at home? Some kind of a puzzle for him to solve? Charity?

“Come on. Do you want to take a shower too?” 

I raise my eyebrows, and he blushes. “I mean, not together. Separate showers, obviously.” The corner of my mouth twitches, and he rolls his eyes. “Whatever,” he mutters. He starts walking towards the elevator, and I hesitate. I look towards the front doors, and back at Ian.

Part of me really wants to walk away before Ian gets any more involved in my life, but the bigger part of me really wants a hot shower, so I follow him to the elevator.

“You can shower first,” Ian says when we get back to the room.

“No, that’s ok. You can.”

“You should. That way if you decide you’d be more comfortable leaving, you can take off while I’m in there, and you still got to take a shower.” I open my mouth to reply, but I can’t argue with him since I was tempted to leave just a few minutes ago. I’m sure I’ll think about it again, so I might as well get the shower I’m craving.

“Ok.” 

He sits on the bed and scoots up to the headboard with a book, looking comfortable and completely unconcerned as I lock myself in the bathroom.

Nothing in the world has ever felt better than this. The tub is stained and the showerhead is too low, but it’s hot, and the water pressure’s good. I stand still for at least five minutes, just letting the water run down my head and back, soaking into my hair and skin. I try not to think of anything, and just concentrate on the feeling of breathing in the hot steam, and the tingling pinpricks of the hot spray hitting my scalp. The white noise of the shower drowns out everything else, and it’s five minutes of quiet meditation that I need to clear my head and try to reset.

Finally I take the bland hotel shampoo from the shelf and start to wash, and think about my next steps. First I need to talk to Leslie, even if I’m not looking forward to it. If she knows where Derrick is, then I’ll go there and hopefully get my stuff. I’ll try not to punch him in the nose for leaving and not giving any info to the property manager. We lived together for a year, and he knew where I worked. I told my boss Roy that I was going to the hospital when I left work that day. Derrick would know that if he had stopped into the diner. I was in the hospital for three weeks, and he never came in. No one did.

I’m trying not to dwell on that, so I work through other options. I have two previous co-workers that I can almost consider friends, Lisa and Anita. I don’t know where either of them live, but I have their numbers in my phone. I’ll try to find Derrick first, and if I can’t, or if he doesn’t have my phone, then I’ll try the diner. 

When I put on the same clothes for the fourth time, I decide I’m going to burn them as soon as I can. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to wear them again without thinking of this fucked up situation. I use Ian’s deodorant and comb again, wishing I had my body lotion and a nice brush.

When I open the bathroom door, Ian is still in the same place on the bed, immersed in his book. He slips a bookmark into the page and sets it down on the table when he gets up. 

“I won’t be long.” He grabs a pile of clothes and disappears into the bathroom. I grab his book off the table and look at the colorful cover. It’s called The Tale of Genji, and it says it’s the world’s earliest novel. I read the description on the back and then glance at the bathroom door. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn't a novel written by an 11th century Japanese noblewoman. 

I look through it for a few minutes, and then walk over to the window just as Ian comes out of the bathroom. He looks fresh and bright in a way I haven’t felt in too long. He packs up his suitcase as I look down at the cars below and wonder which one is his. The big black SUV? No. The red Corvette convertible? Probably not. My eyes scan the dozens of vehicles until they settle on a beige sedan. A thirty-year-old unmarried IT guy from Milwaukee? That’s the one. Is that a little unfair? Probably, but I won’t tell him when it turns out I’m right.

Ian checks out at the front desk and we make our way out to the parking lot and head straight for the beige sedan. He presses a button on his key fob and the lights flash on the one next to it, which is a shiny dark blue luxury car. It’s long, sleek, and probably costs more than all the money I’ve ever made in my life. 

“This is your car?”

“Nice, huh?” He somehow manages to say it without sounding smug or cocky. It’s like he just found out it’s his, and he’s excited to show it off. He opens the passenger door for me and I settle into a black leather seat with an involuntary moan. It’s more comfortable than any bed I’ve ever owned. 

It shouldn’t let it bother me, but I’m irritated. I don’t usually indulge in self-pity, because it’s pointless. Almost everyone around me has more than me, and that’s been the story of my life so far. I want to let it go, but it’s frustrating knowing that later today Ian is going to get into this car and drive back


























































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
(AN |
)Y ‘/OU
4 DR\N‘4

1J RAINN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





