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WITH A SIGH, I LAY my head back against the wood, hoping that I can sweat away the stresses of the day in the sauna. But whenever my body tries to relax and I try to lose myself in the heat, my annoying brain reminds me of the decidedly unimpressed looks on the interviewers’ faces.

Just like yesterday and the day before that, I went to a series of job interviews today. And just like yesterday and the day before that, I could see the interviewers trying to hold back their yawns and their urge to say, “Thanks but no thanks.” Though my resume boasts an impressive education (a bachelor's degree in mathematics from Arthur Marshall University, which counts 5 Fields Medal recipients among its alumni), I just plain suck at interviews.

I cringe as I recall one of today’s interviews. Somehow, I ended up talking about the reality show The Actual Trophy Husbands of Beverly Hills for a full 5 minutes. In case you don't know, The Actual Trophy Husbands of Beverly Hills is a reality show that is known for its cast of utterly shallow characters who love to talk about topics like their peers’ botched plastic surgery and whether or not they should add yet another sports car to their collection. In other words, a show you probably shouldn’t be talking about if you want the company to hire you to be one of their data scientists.

After I push the memory of my job interview out of my mind, I try to relax again and let the sauna’s heat burn away my disappointment.

“Hello.”

I widen my eyes at the sight of the silver-haired man, who's naked except for the towel wrapped around his waist. Then I remember that I am naked and that the stranger is currently getting a good look at my, well, everything. I quickly stand up and wrap my towel around my body.

“Don't let me disturb your peace,” he says.

Too late for that. I'm so used to being the only person in the sauna that I forgot it is a unisex one.

“What's your name?” he asks.

“Kim,” I lie. My real name is Millie Tran, which wasn't a problem until 3 weeks ago, when I got fired from Total Titanium Fitness–aka the gym whose sauna I'm currently using. My former boss has yet to deactivate my employee badge access, a circumstance that I'm taking full advantage of.

“I'm Chris Chen,” he says.

Chris Chen... The name sounds familiar. And now that I'm looking at his (really freaking handsome) face, he looks familiar too.

I have to hold back a gasp when realization hits me. He's Senator Chris Chen. I remember I voted for him in November after his opponent Richard “Dick” White lived up to his name when he got caught on camera saying all sorts of disparaging things about people of the non-Caucasian variety. It also didn't hurt that Chen was a (really freaking handsome) advocate for universal basic income and healthcare.

“Oh my God, Senator!” I exclaim. Oh my God, my senator just saw me naked.

“Oh, no need to call me that. You can call me Chris.”

I can't help glancing at his body, which is full of hard, sculpted lines like his v-cut abs. Goddamn, is he really supposed to be 45 years old?

“Well, um, Chris, I should get going. I've been here for, like, 30 minutes.” Another lie. I've only been here for less than 5, but there's no way I'm going to sweat in the buff with my senator.

I think I hear him call after me as I run out of the sauna, but I don’t bother looking back. I don’t want to be rude to my senator, but the last thing I need is the lasting attention of a public official.

I only stop running when I’m inside the defunct steam room–aka my current home. Anton Cass–the owner of Total Titanium Fitness and my former boss–is a cheap and lazy jerk, hence why the steam room has gone unfixed for over a year. I used to resent Anton’s cheapness and laziness–I especially resented him after he fired me for daring to ask that I be paid more than minimum wage–but if he wasn’t stingy and negligent, the steam room would have been fixed, my employee badge access would have been deactivated, and I would have been left with nowhere to stay after my landlord jacked up my rent by almost 200%.

It takes me several moments too long to catch my breath after my not-at-all-too-long sprint. Though I still have access to the gym, I never use the cardio machines. I tell myself that it’s because I don’t want to risk being recognized by my former coworkers, but to be honest, I just dislike exercising.

I grab a bathrobe, which I pilfered from the closet in Anton’s office. I would feel guilty about stealing, but my former boss used to make me take his clothes to the dry cleaners outside of my work shifts. Thus, an eye for an eye, or in my case, a petty theft for wage theft.

I take off my towel. But before I can put on the bathrobe, the door opens.

My eyes bulge out of my skull when I see the senator–now clothed in a black t-shirt and sweatpants–standing under the doorway.

He smirks, his dark brown eyes lazily looking over my bare body. “Hello again.”

Flushing, I scramble to put on the bathrobe. “What are you doing here?” I ask, tying my bathrobe with one tight knot, then two. “Didn’t you see the sign? The steam room is out of order.”

“Hmm, I could ask you the same question,” he says. My stomach sinks when he picks up my employee badge. “I thought your name was Kim.”

I yank my badge out of his grasp. “Since when are women obligated to give strange men their real names?”

When his gaze turns to the mattress on the floor, I feel like I’m going to be sick. “Are you squatting here, Millie?” he asks.

Fuck. I try to make a run for it, but the senator grabs me by the waist.

“Answer my question, Millie,” he says.

My heart pounds in my chest. The senator has to be 6-foot-3, and nearly all of those 75 inches are composed of muscle, so there is no way my out-of-shape 5-foot-tall frame can even try to fight him off. I say, “I...I plead the fifth.”

He scowls at me, then grabs my bookbag. “Is everything you own in this backpack?” he barks, making me flinch.

I whisper, my voice shaking, “Um, yeah, besides the mattress–”

I yelp when he throws me over his shoulder. “You’re coming with me,” he says.

Am I really hanging over the shoulder of Senator Chen right now? This has to be a dream. I’ve had dreams involving the senator before. Of course, they were usually of the more sexy variety and not like this anxiety-inducing nightmare, but this can’t be real. I close my eyes and slap my cheek, willing myself to wake up.

But when I open my eyes, I still find myself staring at Senator Chen’s back.

When we’re outside in the parking garage, I ask, “Are you taking me to the police station?”

“No.”

When he doesn’t say anything else, I ask, “Um, where are you taking me then?”

“My house.”

He puts me down on the passenger seat of a black Audi. When he catches me reaching for the door handle, he says, “If you try leaving, I’ll give the owner of Total Titanium Fitness a call.”

I let my hand fall to my lap. My ex-boss wouldn’t hesitate to press charges against me and generally make my life hell if he knew I’d been squatting in his gym. “Why are we going to your house?”

He narrows his eyes. “If you’re going to continue asking questions, I might be inclined to inform the owner of Total Titanium Fitness of the mattress in the steam room.”

Just as I start wondering if I should take my chances with my ex-boss instead of going along with Senator Chen, he begins driving, and the car doors automatically lock.

Stay calm. Don’t have a panic attack. I repeat, DON’T HAVE A FUCKING PANIC ATTACK.

He turns on the stereo, and I widen my eyes when I hear Doja Cat rap, “Bitch, I’m a cow.”

“Do you like Doja Cat?” he asks. “I hear she’s popular among your demographic.”

“Uh, yeah, I like Doja Cat,” I say. I resist the urge to add, This song is, like, 5 years old. I voted for him because I was a fan of his platform, but I did cringe at his campaign’s attempts to relate to young voters. To quote one of his campaign's social media videos, they were so cheugy.

After he parks in the driveway of a large 2-story blue Victorian home, he scoops me out of the car, then carries me bridal-style into the house and up a white staircase. He stops walking when we enter a bedroom, which I assume is his based on the corny motivational posters on the walls. The best view comes after the highest climb. Look at the mirror–that’s your competition. Dreams don’t work unless you do.

He sets me down on my feet, then takes a button-down shirt out of the dresser before thrusting it into my hand. “Change into this.”

Stupidly, I blurt out, “In front of you?”

A wicked gleam appears in his eyes. He comes closer to me until I catch the scent of his aftershave, which smells like citrus and vanilla. “Why not? I’ve already seen you naked...twice.”

I redden as he unties one of the knots on my bathrobe. I can’t believe that I ever thought this guy was a decent and honorable man.

He unties the second knot, which causes my robe to fall open and exposes my bare sex.

With trembling fingers, I take off my bathrobe. I reach for the button-down shirt, but before I can get my fingers on it, he seizes my hands.

“Let me look at you for a moment,” he says in a low voice.

Because he’s so much stronger
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