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  The Man Across the Bar

  
  




If I have to spend my forty-fifth birthday trapped at a lawyer conference, smiling through panels, handshakes, and men mistaking confidence for expertise, the least the universe can do is send me something pretty to look at.

And across the bar, the universe has apparently decided to apologize.

He is younger than I am, which is not a flaw so much as a warning label. Thirty, maybe thirty-one, with the kind of face that has gotten him forgiven before he learned how to properly apologize. His shirt is white, his collar open, his sleeves rolled to his forearms in that casual way men use when they want credit for being undressed without actually committing to it. 

He has been looking at me for twenty minutes.

Not staring. I’ll give him that. Staring is lazy. Staring is what men do when they want a woman to know they are interested but do not have the courage, imagination, or manners to make it worth her time. He has the look of someone in the middle of deciding something, and when I reach for my wine glass and let my eyes travel past him without stopping, I feel his decision land.

This one looks, looks away, then comes back like he cannot help himself.

I take a slow sip of my drink and let him wonder whether I’ve noticed.

Of course I have. I notice everything. It is part of my job, part of my marriage, part of the reason I have survived rooms full of powerful people who believe the loudest voice at the table must belong to the smartest person in it. I notice nervous hands, expensive watches, weak arguments, wedding bands, men who call me “sweetheart” before asking for my card, and women who learned, as I did, to smile in a way that shows teeth without offering warmth.

So yes, I notice the handsome young man at the other end of the hotel bar pretending not to watch me. 

I also notice that he has good taste.

The bartender sets a fresh drink in front of me. Same bourbon cocktail I’ve been nursing for the last half hour, this one garnished with a twist of orange and an implication.

“From the gentleman at the end,” she says.

I glance at the glass, then at her. She is maybe twenty-five, with glossy black hair pulled into a high ponytail and the exhausted patience of a woman who has watched too many conference attendees discover courage at the bottom of a company card.

“Is he a gentleman?” I ask.

Her mouth twitches. “Too early to tell.”

I like her.

I do not touch the drink right away. That would be too easy, and easy has never been my preferred currency. Instead, I lift my eyes to the man across the bar and let him see me see the drink. His expression shifts before he catches it, just a brief flicker of triumph softened by uncertainty.

He is interested. He is trying to decide if I am approachable. He will spend the next ten minutes working up to something, and I will let him, because I have nowhere to be and my Malbec is excellent and, frankly, being looked at that way after a day of being talked over in three consecutive breakout sessions is doing something very useful for my mood.

I raise my own glass, the one I paid for myself, and take a sip.

His smile deepens. Pretty, bold, and possibly trainable. The evening improves by degrees.

The bar is the kind hotels build to suggest intimacy without delivering it: low amber light, leather stools, a wall of bottles arranged for aesthetics rather than inventory. The conference has colonized most of it.

Around us, the bar hums with the particular self-importance of attorneys away from home. Suits, loosened ties, conference badges flipped backward, laughter pitched half a note too loud. Someone near the windows is explaining appellate strategy with the solemnity of a man revealing scripture. Two women from the afternoon ethics panel are tucked into a corner booth, shoes off beneath the table, splitting fries with the silent devotion of people who have survived the day by sheer will.

I should be upstairs.

Technically, I should have changed an hour ago. The red suit has done its duty: opened doors, ended conversations, made opposing counsel stumble over a compliment he had no business giving me in the first place. It is a beautiful suit, tailored close through the waist, sharp at the shoulders, the kind of red that does not ask to be noticed because it already knows it will be. My heels are still on, my hair falls long over one shoulder, and my lipstick has survived two panels, one reception, and a dinner I did not want to attend.

Forty-five looks good on me.

I know because the man across the bar keeps forgetting how to blink.

My phone lights up beside my glass.

Grant: Running late. Don’t be mad.

I smile before I can help it.

Me: I’m furious. Devastated. Practically abandoned.

Grant: Practically?

Me: I’m at the bar, so I’m coping.

Grant: That’s my girl.

My girl.

Twenty years of marriage, and the phrase still lands exactly where he aims it.

Not because I belong to him in the way small men mean it. Grant has never mistaken possession for intimacy. He knows better. He knows me. He knows that I am most myself when no one is foolish enough to try to make me smaller.

Still, when my husband says my girl, something in me softens with recognition. Not surrender. Never that.

Home.

Across the bar, the young man shifts on his stool. I see the moment he decides to be braver. His fingers brush the base of his glass, his shoulders settle, his gaze holds mine a second longer than politeness allows.

I let it.

Then I look away.

There is an art to restraint. Men are not the only ones who enjoy the chase; they are simply more likely to mistake movement for progress. Sometimes the most effective thing a woman can do is remain exactly where she is and let desire exhaust itself trying to reach her.

The seat beside me pulls back.

Before I turn, I know him by the warmth at my shoulder, the clean spice of his cologne, the quiet confidence of a man who does not need to announce himself because he has never been uncertain of his welcome.

Grant bends and kisses my cheek.

“I’m sorry,” he murmurs, his lips brushing close to my ear. “I hate that we’re spending your birthday here.”

I tilt my face up to him and smile. “No, you don’t.”

His brows lift.

“You hate that you’re late,” I say. “You love the conference. You’ve already had three conversations today that made you feel morally superior.”

“Two,” he says, sliding onto the stool beside me. “The third one was purely recreational.”

I laugh, quiet and low, because Grant has always known how to find me in a crowded room and make it feel like we are the only two people with a private language.

He looks good tonight. He always does, which is irritating in a man who does not work nearly as hard at it as I do. Charcoal suit, white shirt, dark tie loosened just enough to suggest the day has tried him and failed. Black, handsome and at forty-eight, my husband has settled into his face beautifully. The gray at his temples makes him look more dangerous, not less, and the lines at the corners of his eyes belong mostly to laughter he saves for me.

He signals the bartender, orders whiskey, then glances at the untouched drink in front of me.

“That one yours?”

“In a manner of speaking.” I glance towards the young man. 

Grant’s attention moves, unhurried, across the bar.

I watch him find the young man. Watch him measure the distance, the posture, the interest. Grant does not stiffen. He does not puff up or perform some little territorial ritual for the benefit of strangers. He only looks, and then his mouth curves with the kind of amusement that has gotten us into trouble in very expensive rooms.

“He’s been flirting with you all night?” he asks

“Not all night.” I run one fingertip along the rim of my glass.

“How long has he been at it?”

“Half an hour.” I let that land. “He’s patient. I’ll give him that.”

Grant accepts his whiskey from the bartender and takes a slow sip. “And you were going to mention this when?”

“When it became interesting.”

He looks at me then, really looks, the way he did when we were younger, and I was pretending not to want him as badly as I did. His gaze touches the red suit, my mouth, the drink I have not accepted, then returns to my eyes with a warmth that has nothing to do with the whiskey.

“And has it?”

I should say something clever. I usually do.

Instead, I look across the bar.

The young man is trying very hard not to appear invested in our conversation, which means he is failing beautifully. His eyes flick to Grant, then to me, then to the drink he sent over as if the poor thing might report back with instructions.

He has no idea what room he has walked into.

A small, wicked pleasure unfolds behind my ribs.

“It might,” I say.

Grant’s thumb moves once along the side of his glass. A minor gesture. Anyone else would miss it. I do not.

“You want him?” he asks.

The question is soft enough not to carry, calm enough to be ordinary, and intimate enough that my thighs press together beneath the bar without my permission.

That is marriage, the good kind. Not the dulling of desire, not the slow collapse into routine people joke about because they cannot imagine anything better. Marriage, when it is right, becomes a library of knowing. One word, one look, one small shift of breath, and twenty years open at once.

I don’t lie to my husband. I have never needed to.

“I want to see what he does when I get close,” I say.

Grant’s smile is almost invisible.

He turns back to me, and his expression is so fond, so amused, so entirely lacking in jealousy that my chest warms before the rest of me has a chance to catch up.

“Well,” he says, “don’t waste it.”

For a moment, I only look at him.

There are women who would mistake that sentence for permission. I am not one of them. Grant does not give me permission. That would imply I need it. What he gives me is room.

Room to want.

Room to choose.

Room to be exactly as much as I am.

The gift is not the man across the bar, not really. Pretty men are not rare enough to qualify as miracles. The gift is my husband sitting beside me with whiskey in his hand and heat in his eyes, offering me the evening without fear, without suspicion, without making my desire a referendum on his worth.

I lean in and kiss him.

Not long. Not deeply. Just enough to let him taste my smile.

“You’re a very generous man, Mr. Richardson.”

“Only on special occasions.”

“Well, it is my birthday.”

“So I’ve heard.”

I slide off the stool, and Grant’s gaze drops for half a second to my heels before traveling back up with the reverence of a man who knows exactly what those shoes have cost me by this hour. I smooth the front of my red jacket, not because it needs smoothing, but because I enjoy the ritual of preparing to be looked at.

“Imani,” Grant says.

I pause.

He nods toward
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