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Mac

I slid slowly into character. I smiled, held out my hand and commented on the weather. It was what was expected of me. The blonde smiled back and I felt the familiar shot of adrenaline as the woman looked me straight in the eye.

“Cassandra Wheeler,” the blonde said, still pumping at my hand.

“Jennifer Leighton,” I said, widening my smile just a little further. “Jen.” I didn't stumble over the name. Never had. That had been one of my first lessons: choose a name that slips off your tongue. Jen was an identity I'd used more than once before.

“It's a beautiful building,” Cassandra said. “Well kept, clean. Are the building fees a nightmare?”

I stepped back to allow the woman entry to the apartment. “Not at all,” I said with a small grin. “All included in the rent.”

“Wow. What a place.”

I stood in the center of the large living room as the blonde spun around, taking in the tall windows, the high ceilings, the tastefully painted walls. It was quite the apartment. The pictures on the short term rental site really hadn't done it justice at all.

“It's a shame to leave it,” I agreed. “But, well, I don't really have much choice. And I definitely can't afford to leave the place empty.” I paused for a second, then took a step closer to the woman, creating a false intimacy. “You wouldn't like a coffee, would you? I'm dying for a cup.”

Cassandra laughed. “You read my mind.”

The blonde followed me to the breakfast bar overlooking the kitchen and I pulled two mugs out of a cupboard. I went for the right door, hand on the mugs immediately, I'd done my homework. I wasn't about to trip over something as simple as not being able to find the mugs in what was supposed to be my own apartment.

A fresh pot of coffee was bubbling on the counter, the smell permeating the apartment. The scent of cinnamon and fresh bread whirled around my nose, thanks to the bread rolls sprinkled with spice that I'd heated up in the oven earlier. Then ditched. I hate cinnamon. A minor expense, but an important one. People so often underestimate the power of smell when renting out a place. Not me though. No, Mac Seymour knows every trick in the book.

“So, if you don't mind me asking, why are you leaving this place?” the blonde said when her fingers were curled around a hot mug.

Time for the emotional sell. I needed to be careful here. Too much emotion and the mark gets jumpy, feels awkward and uncomfortable and eager to get away. Too little and they won't get drawn in, won't be hooked. It's a fine line.

“It's uh, well, I guess...” I pretended to stutter and turned away so that she couldn't see into my eyes. “My fiance and I brought this place together,” I said.

“Ah.” 

There was a second when I thought maybe I'd misjudged the situation. But then her hand snaked out and patted me on the forearm, the sparkling ring on her finger glowing with newness. No misjudgment here then.

“It's fine, I'm okay, really,” I said. “Just... well, being here is tough now and I need to move on and... well, you know how it is.”

She tutted sympathetically. I held my tongue. Better a story too short then one too long, that's what my Uncle Frank always says. Sprinkle in too many details and you increase your chances of getting caught. Too many things that can be checked, too many lies to remember. 

Besides, most people don't spill all the details at once, they savor some things for later, hold back the juicy parts in reserve for family and friends. It's only liars that feel the need to dot every i and cross every t, to fill in every gap.

“I'm so sorry,” Cassandra said eventually.

I shrugged, wondering what she guessed had happened. In her head, there was a whole different story to my life. A story where my fiancé had died in a flaming wreck, or left me for his best friend, or jumped off the highway bridge just down the street. It didn't matter which of these she thought, of course, but I was curious nevertheless.

“Would you like to see the rest of the place?” I said, with exactly the right amount of forced cheerfulness to convey that I didn't want to discuss the thorny issue of my a fiancé anymore.

“Absolutely,” she smiled with relief, excused from having to comfort a grieving stranger.

We wandered together through the airy apartment, me holding back a little, letting her explore by herself. Letting her fall in love with the neutral tones, the clean lines, the minimalistic feel that made the place look like it was out of some magazine. Occasionally, she tossed me a question, and I answered fluidly, fluently. This wasn't my first rodeo.

“I love this room,” she said, stepping into the bedroom. “The windows, the view, the space. Wow, just wow.”

I nodded, smiling mechanically. The room was huge. So huge that I figured you could fit my and Mia's entire studio in without a problem. I shivered a little. 

Comparing the filth of the hovel I shared with my sister to this place was an unpleasant reminder of what I needed to go home to. I sighed. I'd treated myself to spending the night in the rental apartment last night. I'd had no choice but to rent overnight, so it would have been a waste not to. One night of clean sheets and nice views and big bath tubs. Really not long enough.

“I'm sorry,” Cassandra said, patting my arm again. “This must be really painful for you.”

It took me a second to realize that she meant renting out my little love nest, dealing with whatever had happened to my fake fiancé, piecing together a life shattered by... something. I gave her a small smile and backed out of the room, leaving her to the views.

She took her time. I glanced at my watch. Another prospective renter was coming in half an hour. Just enough time, as long as she made her decision soon. I felt the stirring of air as she came out of the bedroom. Time to get back to work.

“It's really a beautiful place,” she said. 

I detected the hint of doubt immediately. “We were very happy here,” I said, laying it on a little thick. “The building fees are included, as are utilities.”

“You must have a hundred people lining up to see this place.”

I nodded and her face fell just a little, her confusion more than evident. Time to go in for the kill. “Listen, I have to be honest with you,” I said. Never, ever trust someone that says they have to be honest with you. It nearly always means they're lying. “I've kind of already promised the place to someone.”

A crease of frustration between her eyebrows. “You have?”

“Yes, but... Well, it's an older man. And I'd really prefer the place to have some life in it, a younger woman, a happy couple maybe. It would, I don't know, make me feel easier about leaving the place, I guess. Stupid, isn't it?”

“No, no, it's not stupid at all,” she said.

I flashed her a conspiratorial smile. “The other guy didn't leave a deposit. He said he'd let me know by the end of the day. So I guess if you were to leave a deposit now, well, the place would be yours fair and square, wouldn't it?”

The doubt was gone now. Now that she knew that she might lose the place, she suddenly wanted it all the more. “Is a check okay?”

“Cash is best, if you don't mind,” I said. “There's an ATM just at the corner. I'm moving out of state, you see, so I've already closed down my account here.”

But she was already fiddling in her wallet for her ATM card. “Just give me five minutes.”

It was eight minutes, to be precise. Those cold minutes whilst you're waiting for the mark to pay up are the hardest. They could change their mind at any second and the situation is no longer under your control. But she paid up, the full five hundred in cash, and left with my promises of emailed contracts ringing in her ears.

I breathed out a sigh as I rummaged in the kitchen cabinet for my bag. Carefully I stacked Cassandra's deposit with the other two bundles of cash that I'd earned today. Or extorted. Whichever you prefer, I'm not hiding what I do. I do what I have to to pay the bills. 

Fifteen hundred bucks. And the place had only cost me two hundred to rent for the night. Add in the cost of coffee, bread rolls, and cinnamon and I was way ahead.

The doorbell rang. Way ahead and there was still one more mark to go. One more chance at an extra five hundred bucks. I hid my bag again and went to the door.

“Jennifer Leighton,” I said, holding out my hand. “Jen.”

The young red head in front of me grinned. “I love this place already,” she said, practically squeaking with excitement.

“Oh, just you wait until you see inside,” I smiled, ushering her in.

An easy mark. Who doesn't love an easy mark?
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Eleanor

The restaurant always strangely pleases me when it's empty. When it's closed, I mean, not just when we've got no customers. There's something satisfying about it being all clean, the chairs and tables being straight and in line, the glasses all washed, the floors all shining. It appeals to the more logical side of me, I suppose.

All of which implies that I like the place. That I'm not desperately trying to back my way out of what was, I now have to admit, a monumentally bad decision. The worst decision I've made in my business life. Hell, the worst I've made in my life period.

“So, what's the problem?”

The look on Addie's face as she waltzed in, shopping bags hanging from the crook of her elbow and eyes obscured by sunglasses, told me exactly how uninterested she was in this little meeting. Which should be surprising since we're technically business partners. But I've known Addie too long now to be surprised at her lack of interest in anything that doesn't involve her buying something shiny and expensive.

“The same problem we've had for the last year and a half,” I said, trying to be calm and level.

“Ugh, money again.”

She collapsed into a chair which creaked with her weight. Not that she's fat, the chairs are a flimsy designer affair that I hated from the first moment I saw them. But Addie persuaded me they were exactly what we needed. She's good at that. Persuading.

“Money again,” I said. “We're just not getting anywhere close to the profits that we projected. And I want to understand why.”

Addie shrugged. “Restaurants are a tough venture, you know that. They're up and down, profit margins are thin. But we're getting better all the time, more bookings, more catering orders. I think you're jumping the gun here.” 

She inched forward a little so that I could see the depths of her dark eyes, the way her lashes curled, the tiny dot on her nose that had once housed a ring. A ring that she'd removed three years ago stating that she was too old now for such nonsense. Three years ago when I thought it possible that Addie actually could mature.

“Jumping the gun?”

“Most restaurants close in their first year of doing business. You know that. We're long past that point. That's cause for celebration, surely?”

I sighed. The reason we were past that year-long deadline was simple. I'd pumped more money into the business. I'd increased my investment by half again. Addie was rummaging in one of her shopping bags.

“Look at this,” she said, pulling out a black, sequinned shirt. “Tell me how amazing I'm going to look in this.”

She held up the wisps of fabric and shot me that smile. The one that looked like a cat after getting into cream, the one that said she was satisfied, happy, indulged, the one that had once upon a time made my heart beat faster and my mouth dry up.

“Addie, we need to talk about this. It's important. If we don't start turning more of a profit soon, we—”

“We what?” Her eyes sparked sharp and she was glaring at me. “We close? I'm not falling for that, El. I'm not. This place is packed on the weekends. We're nowhere close to failing. So what if we're not making as much as we thought? The business is growing and you're being impatient.”

That's another thing that Addie is good at. Making you feel like you're the one in the wrong even when you've done nothing. I bit my lip and took a breath before answering.

“There's no need to get dramatic about things. I just want to know more about the finances is all. I just... I want this place to succeed as much as you do. Really, I do.”

Which was true. I wanted the place to succeed so that I could sell out and make my money back. There was no way after all of this that I was walking away with a loss. If I did, it would be the first loss I'd made in a business sense. And I figured I'd lost enough in the personal sense that I didn't need to double the pain.

“Okay,” Addie said, stuffing the shirt back into her bag. “But I still think you're over-reacting.”

I puffed out a breath of air. Over-reacting. Far from it. In fact, I was doing now what I should have done months ago. Would have done months ago. If I hadn't been blinded by Addie's smile, lulled by her touch.

“I've taken all the financial records,” I said. “The books. I'm going to go through them, see what's what. Maybe we can make some cuts, increase our margins.”

“The accountant?”

“Was happy to give things over to me,” I said. Her eyes were narrowing as she considered the implications of this. “This could help,” I said. “Really help.”

Finally, she nodded. “Fine. If you want to do it, I guess. I mean, it's no skin off my nose, just more work for you.” She gave me the side eye. “But then you always did like to spend your Saturday nights curled up with a good book, didn't you?”

The dig didn't hurt. Even when we were together I couldn't stomach Addie's party nights. The nights of drinking and clubbing and coming home at dawn with mascara smeared down your face. What she'd said was true, the difference between us being that she saw it as an insult and I didn't.

“I'll get to work on it,” was all I said.

Addie gave an irritated sigh. One that I was obviously meant to comment on. I considered letting it go, but frankly, if there was something worse than an irritated Addie it was an Addie that wasn't the center of attention.

“What?”

“Oh, nothing.”

A jolt of anger in my stomach. “What is it, Addie?” I asked again.

“Just...” Her eyes flickered to me then back to the tabletop. “Just I guess I thought this meeting was going to be about something else.” She paused but I didn't speak. “About us,” she added, finally.

“There's nothing to talk about there. There is no us.”

Even now it hurt, it stung. But I didn't know if it hurt because we broke up or hurt because I'd misjudged her, made a bad decision. The fact that I'd chosen her, been so sure about her, and been wrong, left me shaken like the carpet was being pulled out from under my feet. Like I couldn't trust my own judgment anymore. Couple that with the restaurant investment spiraling downwards and I was beginning to think I'd lost my touch.

Me. Eleanor Shepherd. Losing her touch. Who'd have thought it? Straight As through high school, college and business school. I ticked every box, fulfilled every criteria, did exactly what I was supposed to do. All of which was meant to add up to success. All of which did add up to success. Until this. Until Addie and the restaurant and... I swallowed down the thoughts.

“No us?”

Addie's voice had gone up half an octave. A sign that she was about to yell or about to cry. I wasn't sure which.

“Anybody home?”

The shout came from the kitchen and I heard the back door clanking closed as footsteps came towards us. Addie rolled her eyes, denied her chance of a scene. Though depending on who was coming in, she might take a stab at getting her moment in the spotlight anyway.

“In here,” I shouted back.

“Ah, there you are.” Tom's hair was ruffled and his cheeks pink from the outside air. He was grinning and looked all of fifteen as he came into the dining room. “I'll just get the coffee machine switched on and open up the shutters,” he said. “Then I can get you both a cup if you want one?”

I really should have turned the machine on myself. I knew that it needed time to warm up before opening. “That'd be nice.”

“Yeah,” Addie said, pushing back her chair and scooping up her shopping bags.

There would be no scene today. If it had been Kyla, our pretty blonde Australian waitress then Addie might have gone for it. But not Tom. She had no reason to want to impress Tom. Men had never been her weak point.

She disappeared off into the back and Tom rattled the shutters open and let the afternoon light flood into the dining room. Addie's chair was crooked now, the restaurant was no longer perfect and quiet. And my hatred for the place burned a little brighter.

“Make mine a latte,” Addie shouted through to Tom.

Not for the first time I wondered why I'd done this. Why I'd fallen for Addie. Why I'd invested in the restaurant.

“Want a latte too?” asked Tom.

I shrugged. I couldn't trust myself to make the big decisions in life, so how the hell was I supposed to make the little ones? I felt my palms getting sweaty.

“I'll make it a double macchiato,” Tom said, grinning at me. “You like those.”

I nodded, glad that the decision had been taken out of my hands.
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Mac

It was still light out, the cold making my cheeks burn when I made my way home. Home. A loaded word if there ever was one. I clomped up the rickety stairs and made my way along the terrace that stretched across the front of the second floor of the building.

Terrace. Another word that conjures up pictures it shouldn't. This terrace is a concrete shelf littered with needles and trash, looking out over a piece of scrubland equally littered. Not exactly the grandest of places. Still, we had a roof over our heads. And I had fifteen hundred bucks in my bag. Not a bad day's work. 

The front door had a hole at the bottom. Someone had been kicking it. I rattled my key in the lock, jamming against the door with my shoulder until it opened. And I knew as soon as the door opened.

Addiction has a smell. It's a dirty smell, but one that's sweet and clingy as well. A smell that I grew up with, an unmistakable one.

“You're back soon.”

She'd tried, I'll give her that. She had clothes on, was propped up on the uneven couch, the TV blaring in a corner. But even with the blinds closed her pupils were like pinpricks.

“You're high.”

“And you're early.”

I took deep breaths. Choosing battles, that what it was about. Mia shouldn't be high and I wanted to know where she got the money from. But then again, I didn't want to hear what she'd had to do to score, because after everything she was still my big sister and I didn't want the pictures in my head that would accompany her explanations.

“Had a good day,” I said, trying to make myself sound happy, light even. “Fancy a pizza for dinner?”

Her eyes were boring into me and her hair was lank and stringy and hanging down. “What kind of good day?”

All about the money. It always was when she was like this. Always about thinking where she was going to get the next fix from. I could handle it, really I could. She wasn't always this bad. She could go days, weeks even. Sometimes she got methadone from the clinic on the next block. But somehow, she always fell back into that sweet-smelling hole of addiction. And I was terrified that one day she wouldn't climb back out.

“Fifteen hundred,” I said, clasping my bag tight to my side.

“Make ten times that if you worked with Frank,” she grunted.

“Maybe.”

I didn't say more, didn't have to. If she was in her right mind she wouldn't have said that, wouldn't have wanted me to join our uncle in whatever shit he was into right now. Dealing, trafficking, big time crime.

“Make more if you didn't dress like you were a desperate teenager on the pull.”

The mean part always came after a while. She must have taken around lunch time, a little after. While I was showing beautiful, blonde Cassandra around an apartment that I had no right to rent out. While I was making money.

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“It's supposed to mean that bleach blonde hair with pink tips, tank tops and tattoos don't exactly make you look like you're over thirty.”

Which was kind of the point. I knew I looked younger than I was. I liked the half-pink hair. But then, dressing a little better, looking a little more... suburban, trustworthy, could make it easier to grift. 

No. No. I wasn't going to be in the game long enough this time for it to matter. I really wasn't. We were almost there, almost ready, we almost had enough. The beginnings of enough, anyway.

“You're a pleasure to be around this afternoon,” was all I said.

Mia snorted and her pin-prick gaze went back to the TV. An un-seeing gaze. Whatever was playing in her head, coursing through her veins, was more interesting than the infomercial on the screen.

“You didn't answer me about the pizza,” I said.

I was walking towards the alcove with the bed. The bed we took it in turns to sleep in, a curtain blocking it off from the rest of the grubby studio, the only really vaguely private place we had.

“Whatever,” Mia said.

She's my sister. I love her. She gave me everything, she was my everything. After mom left Mia was all I had. She raised me and okay, yeah, she probably could have done better. But she could have done a whole lot worse. She could have left too. Which is why I didn't fight her, I didn't answer back, I just gritted my teeth and dropped my bag on the bed.

I waited a few minutes, wanting to be sure that she wasn't paying attention, wanting her to slip into that semi-comatose state that the drugs will tempt her into, before I started scrabbling around for the box.

The box.

The box was the most precious thing I owned by far. It might not look like much, it wasn't much, just a battered shoe box that once held a pair of men's brogues. But it held our future. Mine and Mia's. Because with what was in the box we could start paying off the debt. With what was in the box we could make the down-payment on Mia's rehab.

For a second I imagined the place from the brochure. Calm and white with gardens and a pool, and more importantly with the best success rate in the tri-state area for getting junkies off their junk. 

And I knew that the rehab payment would come first. Before the debts, the money mom owed and we inherited, the money Mia spent trying to keep us together and fed and housed, the money we owed to a dozen different creditors.

Because once Mia was better, once she was Mia again, then there'd be two of us to make the decisions, two of us to earn, and we'd pay off the debts that much quicker. 

And because then I'd have someone to share things with. Someone to take some of the responsibility off my shoulders.

I pulled the cash out of my bag. Fifteen hundred bucks. Three deposits. Not four. Because the eager red-head hadn't been as easy a mark as I'd thought. She'd refused to leave a deposit until her boyfriend could see the place. She'd refused to make a decision alone, wanting to share the responsibility with someone else. And I was angry, mad, but inside I understood.

Having someone else there must be nice.

I'd buried the box at the far back of a drawer, one loaded with denim skirts and fishnets, a drawer I knew Mia would show no interest in. She was more the yoga pants and sweatshirt kind of girl.

My fingers plowed under the fabric, searching for that hard edge. And when I didn't find it my pulse quickened.

“Calm, calm. Look again,” I whispered.

But still nothing. I started pulling clothes out of the drawer, started flinging them on the bed, getting more desperate, more sweaty, more panicky as the drawer emptied.

Shit. Fuck.

I pulled the drawer to its limit, sliding my hand down the back, bending down to reach all the way down into empty space. And then I saw the corner of the box just peeking from under the bed.

I knew before I opened it, before I touched it even, that it would be empty.

It wasn't the first time.

I should have taken it with me. I knew that. I should have looked after it more carefully. Because this was the problem with having someone else. Sure, sharing the responsibility for things must be nice. But then you have to trust them too, don't you?

Anger was sour in my mouth and my stomach ached. Mia was still in front of the TV, oblivious, eyes half-closed. There was no point in talking to her about this. She'd deny it, she always did. Even though we both knew where the money had gone.

And there was no point in demanding it back. Because it was gone. Gone into little plastic baggies that would be hidden in places too sneaky for me to find. Baggies that I didn't want to find because I had no interest in what was inside.

Fuck it.

We'd gotten so close this time.

I stood up, trying to control my anger, stalking back out into the living room, yanking at the front door.

“Hey, what about that pizza?” Mia yelled.

I slammed the door to cut off her voice. I didn't want to hear it.

See, in the end, it's better to be alone. Better to work alone, to live alone, to trust alone. Because there's only one person in the world that you can trust and that's yourself.

I hesitated at the top of the stairs and thought about going back, thought about trying to reason with her. Maybe she could sell the drugs, return them somehow. But trusting an addict to do that was even stupider than trusting them not to find a wad of cash hidden in a shoebox. 

No. I needed some time alone.

I skidded back down the stairs, anger chewing through my bones, blinking back tears that I refused to cry.
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