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      “Would you like to see it?” I ask him. “The painting. Would you like to see it?”

      “Sure.”

      “Well. You have to come over here.”

      He seems to come out of his daze and walk over to me.

      He stops right in front of me, his eyes never leaving mine. “It’s beautiful.”

      I smile. “You haven’t even looked at it yet.”

      “I don’t have to see it to know. I already know it’s lovely.”

      I shrug and dab my paint brush into a mix of white and blue, making an even lighter blue. One that matches the color of his eyes.

      I touch the paint lightly to the canvas, turning a dot of paint into the image of a pale blue wildflower.

      “You make it look so easy,” he says.

      I glance up. He’s watching me paint now.

      “Do you paint?” I ask.

      “No. But I appreciate art. And you have talent.”

      “You know art?”

      “I spent a fair amount of time in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.”

      “I’m impressed.” I dab more flowers onto the page, mostly because he seems to like them. “And surprised.”

      He looks back at me now, with a little smile on his lips. “You don’t expect to meet anyone out here who appreciates art.”

      “I rarely meet anyone anywhere who appreciates art.”

      “I find that very sad.”

      “It is sad.”

      “You must be Wyatt,” I say, adding some green paint to my brush.

      “And you must be Lilah.”

      “Impressed and surprised once more.”

      “My brother is in love with your sister and your name has come up.”

      “I knew she was wrong,” I say, stepping back to study my canvas.

      “Who was wrong about what?”

      “Audrey. She thinks Bradley is just here temporarily. To protect her.”

      “Sometimes it takes a minute to figure those things out.”

      “Sometimes,” I say, meeting his gaze again.

      “Sometimes not.”

      Something in those blue eyes tug at me and tell me we aren’t talking about our siblings any more.

      “What’s that?” I ask. “Under your arm.”

      “What?” He seems to have forgotten he was holding something. He pulls it out and glances at it. “Security camera to keep you safe.”

      “Are you supposed to be installing it?” I glance past him. “Bradley’s on his way out here with a ladder.”

      “Right. Yes.” He doesn’t look away. “Will you have dinner with me? Tonight?”

      “Okay,” I say, more than little amused.

      “And tomorrow night?”

      “I don’t know. Aren’t we supposed to see how tonight goes?”

      “Who makes these rules?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Wyatt,” Bradley calls. “Where do you want me to put the ladder?”

      “I have to go. I’ll pick you up at six.”

      As he walks away to join his brother, I remember with a bit of annoyance at myself that it was only days ago that I vowed to myself to never date again.
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        Lilah Sinclair

        Houston, Texas

      

      

      

      I would have been better off taking a job as a showgirl.

      Not that I knew any dance moves.

      And learning choreographed dance moves would definitely have been more challenging than learning how to mix a Paper Plane cocktail and knowing the nuances of how that’s different from the Last Word cocktail.

      As a bartender, I’m not only required to know how to mix every possible drink, but also know a little bit of the history of each one. For example, the Last Word is a pre-Prohibition cocktail that has suddenly become popular again.

      People like it when their bartender can give them factual information. I only make it up about ten, maybe twenty percent of the time.

      If I don’t know how to mix a drink or some interesting fact about one, and I have time, my good friend Perplexity can help me out.

      Fortunately, I have an excellent memory and I never have to look anything up more than once. So far. That, I am certain, is destined to change, simply because there are over ten thousand distinct mixed drinks.

      Not to mention wines, beers, and spirits.

      I work at two different bars. When I go in, I go all in. Besides, no point in not squeezing the most out of everything I’m learning about alcoholic drinks.

      Tonight I’m at the Hobby Center. Only open when there is a Broadway event. Opening nights, like this, are my favorite. I love the elegance. The richness. The sophistication of it all.

      With a tray of drinks in hand, I head off to deliver them to a group of well-dressed people who were standing in the far corner near the window when I left them.

      I weave my way unobtrusively among the other patrons. Like moving furniture. No one notices the servers.

      I find my group of three women and three men easily enough. Separately, they all look stunning, but together, they make an unforgettable picture. The men are wearing black-tie tuxedos and the ladies are wearing sparkly evening gowns. All in their twenties, about my age.

      And yet they obviously come from a world I can only dream of being part of.

      There was a time when I somehow thought I would

      I have no misperceptions that I landed this particular job at the Hobby Center in downtown Houston based on my bartending skills.

      They hired me because I make people look twice.

      No one notices the servers. Until they do.

      I’m not particularly tall. An average five six. One hundred fifteen pounds. Long, healthy blonde hair that I’m supposed to wear loose around my shoulders when I’m out on the floor.

      My work uniform is a black form-fitting cocktail dress. Very tasteful with a high neck and long sleeves. I’ve been told I wear it well.

      I’ve even been told that I have a rich girl look, whatever that means. I assume it means my figure. Maybe a combination of my figure and my straight hair with just a hint of curl on the ends.

      It helps that I have a ready smile. I sometimes wonder where I got that.

      The figure and hair I come by honest. Both my sisters have a similar build with similar hair. My oldest sister has more of a serious sultry look and the middle sister wears a perpetual vexed expression that men, for some reason, find sexy.

      I definitely came out ahead with my ready smile, in my humble opinion.

      This particular group ordered champagne. Their loss and no challenge for me.

      Holding my tray on one arm, I hand out glasses of champagne with my free hand.

      Moving furniture.

      The women take their flutes without bothering to acknowledge me. The men give me quick glances, artfully designed to not make their girlfriends or wives jealous.

      I don’t care. This is just a job for me.

      “Hey,” the slightly plump girl with blonde streaks says to me just as I lower my tray and start turning to leave.

      I look at her with a pleasant, questioning smile.

      She doesn’t look the least bit familiar to me and she shouldn’t. I’ve worked here for three months and I’ve only recognized a repeat customer a couple of times.

      Honestly, they would recognize me before I would recognize them.

      “Can I bring you something else?” I ask politely.

      “You look familiar. Lily? Layla?”

      “Lilah,” I correct, feeling an unease creep along my spine. We don’t wear name tags and there’s no reason for this young woman to recognize me.

      “Yes. That’s it.”

      As though I don’t know my own name. But I keep my expression schooled in politeness. “Enjoy your evening,” I say, starting to turn again.

      “Didn’t you date Trey?”

      How could she possibly know this? “I think you have the wrong person.” There’s a time for honesty and there’s a time for most definitely not admitting to something. This is the latter.

      “No,” she insists.

      “Bernice,” the man next to her says in a warning tone. “Let it go.”

      But Bernice does not appear inclined to let anything go.

      “He told me about you.”

      “Enjoy your evening,” I say again and this time I do turn around.

      “He said you’re a little too clingy for his taste.”

      Two steps away, I stop. My heart is beating like a jackhammer. But I take deep breaths and count to ten.

      The man murmurs something to her.

      She’s had too much to drink. It happens. There’s no need for me to take offense. I don’t even know this woman and she has no reason to know me despite knowing my name and that I dated Trey for all of five minutes.

      But Bernice follows me. I feel her following me. Hear her heels clicking on the marble floor behind me.

      Then I sense her breath as she walks up behind me.

      “Trey told me that you’re a good lay, but you’ll never be more than that. Someone to just fuck when he feels like it. But he said he’s not a garbage collector and you’re just trash⁠—”

      I’ll never really be able to explain what happened after that.

      All I know is that I turn around, my fingers closing around the stem of a glass of red wine from the man standing nearest me and tossing it. I just toss it and the deep crimson liquid sails through the air. Right across Bernice’s smug elegantly painted face.

      Her gasp is sharp and wet, the wine dripping from her chin, running down her neck, and blooming in red blotches across her white silk blouse.
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      Half an hour later, I’m sitting in Natalie’s office. Natalie is the boss. The big boss. Vice-President big boss. I normally would have to go through three other bosses to get to her kind of big boss. I don’t think she was even here. I’m pretty sure they called her in. For this. For me.

      My heart is still pounding faster than is natural, but I keep my gaze down.

      I’m in a precarious situation and I know it.

      Twenty minutes later, Natalie, in her perfect light blue trim business suit walks in and leans against her wooden desk.

      “Please tell me you have a good explanation for what happened,” she says. She stares at me, her lips pressed tightly together.

      “I—” I clear my throat and try again. “I do.”

      But Natalie doesn’t seem to hear me. “I know it wasn’t an accident. It’s on camera. Do you want to see the footage?”

      I shake my head. I really, really, really do not want to relive the moment.

      Less than one hour. It only took one hour for my life to be flipped upside down.

      “Do you know the definition of assault?”

      I look up at her then, searching her eyes for some semblance of compassion. Anything.

      I see nothing but coldness.

      “I’ve never been in trouble,” I whisper. From the look on Natalie’s face, nothing about me or my history matters right now.

      I should have called my sister while I waited for Natalie. Brianna would know what to do.

      But I don’t know her phone number and, besides, my phone is in my locker. I memorized hundreds of drinks and I didn’t bother to memorize my own sister’s cell phone number.

      Brianna can bail me out of jail. I’m going to jail.

      I straighten in my chair and raise my chin. My uncle is an attorney. I can claim temporary insanity. Or permanent insanity. Whatever it takes.

      Don’t panic.

      After making me sweat for what seems like an eternity, Natalie finally breaks the silence.

      “Get your things out of your locker. Get out of here.” She stands up straight. “Needless to say you’re fired.”

      With disbelief, at being fired or not being hauled off to jail, I’m not sure, I stand up, feeling wobbly on my heels. I grasp the arm of the chair.

      “You got lucky,” Natalie says. “The girl’s husband convinced her not to file charges.”

      “I don’t even know her,” I say as though that would work in my defense.

      “All the more reason to not let her get to you. I suggest you find a different line of work.”

      I nod. I could not agree more.

      I’m almost to the door when Natalie stops me.

      “Lilah,” she says.

      “Yes?” I turn. I feel about two inches high and any kind word from Natalie. Any semblance of understanding. Would be a balm to my soul right now.

      “Leave the dress.”

      I nod again and walk dazed back to the locker room.

      I keep my eyes straight ahead. Fortunately I’m the only person back here. Everyone else is behind the bar or out on the floor working.

      I never want to see any of these people again.

      Grabbing my clothes out of my locker, I head to the dressing room. My hands tremble as I slide the dress off over my head and put on a t-shirt in its place.

      I manage to hold my emotions at bay as I scramble into my jeans. Slide my feet into my sneakers.

      The woman, Bernice, could have pressed charges. I could have gone to jail.

      If Trey said those things about me. About me being trash, then all I’d done is prove him right.

      By the time I make it to my car, tucked away in the far corner of the parking lot, my hands are trembling so hard I can hardly wrap my fingers around my key fob. I close the door, and the quiet slams into me harder than any insult ever could.

      In the darkness, I lean my forehead against the steering wheel. The scent of wine still lingers on my fingers. And then the tears come. Hot. Unstoppable. Until I’m shaking too hard to breathe.
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      “Drink this,” Brianna shoves a mug of hot tea into my hands.

      “I don’t need tea,” I say. “I need a whiskey.”

      I didn’t call Brianna on the way home from work. She called me.

      We have a circle of friends and family app on our phone that alerted her that I had left work early. I hadn’t even considered that when I’d finally stopped crying long enough to drive out of the parking lot.

      As such, she’d known something was wrong before I even answered the phone.

      “I got fired,” I’d told her.

      “What happened?”

      “I’ll call you tomorrow. I just want to go home and go to bed.”

      Being the older sister that she is, she was waiting for me when I got home. I pretended to be annoyed, but the truth of it was I was happy to see her.

      The first thing I’d done when I’d gotten home was to wash off my makeup. The streaks of dried mascara down my cheeks took a special solvent to get off.

      And now Brianna wanted details. I got fired was not nearly enough to satisfy her.

      “Drinking isn’t going to solve anything. We need to figure out your next move.”

      Déjà vu. Almost unnaturally so.

      It’s been less than a month since Brianna and I’d had a similar conversation with our oldest sister Audrey.

      Admittedly, Audrey’s situation was a whole lot more dire than mine. Even though… if I’d gone to jail… my situation could have been pretty dire.

      “You can’t compare this to Audrey’s situation,” Brianna says, sitting on the arm of the couch, breathing in the steam from her own mug of tea.

      “You’re being a freaky mind-reader.”

      “Audrey’s husband died. You getting fired doesn’t even compare. You’ll get another job.”

      “I don’t want another job.”

      “Right. You do know you have to work, right? Our family is not independently wealthy.”

      I look up at her with something that tells her I think she’s wrong.

      “No,” she says. “You cannot count Audrey’s inheritance.”

      “Stop reading my mind!”

      “It’s hard to not read it when you just put your thoughts out there like that.”

      With a huff, I sip my hot tea. Even though I won’t tell her, she’s right. The hot tea is soothing.

      Sliding next to me onto the old comfortable couch I’d gotten from my grandparents, she picks up a stack of index cards on my coffee table. It’d taken plain index cards and turned them into flashcards. The name of a drink on one side. The recipe on the other. Riffles through them.

      “You spent so much time learning all these mixed drinks.”

      I shrug. “Yeah. Well.” It stings. I can at least admit to myself that it stings. I could have been doing what I really love instead of memorizing drink recipes.

      She hasn’t even seen the cards on my nightstand. Different kinds of wines and what they go with.

      “You’re good at it, too.”

      “It’s good brain exercise,” I say.

      “That’s for sure.” She puts my cards back down, slips off her shoes, and curls her feet beneath her.

      “At least you still have your other job. Maybe you can pick up more hours there. You said they tip better anyway.”

      I’m already shaking my head. “No. I don’t want anything to do with bartending.”

      “But…”

      To make sure she understands just how much I mean it, I set my mug down and pick up the index cards. Well over four hundred of them. I take them over to the garbage can in my kitchen and dump them in.

      “There,” I say, wiping my hands together. “It’s done.”

      “Maybe you should sleep on it.”

      “I’m going to sleep on it,” I say. “But I won’t change my mind.”

      “You might be overreacting.”

      I slide back into my spot on the couch and pick up my mug. “I almost got arrested. I don’t think I’m overreacting.”

      Brianna just shrugs.

      “It’s not what I want to do anyway,” I say.

      “I know,” Brianna says with genuine compassion. “But sometimes it’s like that.”

      “You don’t understand.” I murmur.

      “I’ve known you your entire life,” Brianna says. “I think I have a general idea of what makes you tick.”

      “Then you know I’m not cut out to work in the service industry.”

      She looks at me sideways. “You say. And yet out of the three of us, you’re the most cut out for it.”

      “Well then, we must all be pretty bad off.”

      Brianna leans back and closes her eyes. She has brunette hair like Audrey. Long enough to curl softly around her shoulders, but she keeps it pulled back, leaving just a couple of strands loose around her face.

      In addition to her usual vexed countenance, she looks tired.

      “You didn’t have to come over here tonight. I’ll be okay.”

      “You’re lucky she didn’t press charges.”

      “I know. Can she change her mind? Come back and press charges anyway?”

      “Yes. She has a two-year statute of limitations.”

      “Oh. My. God.” I cover my face with my hands. “I have to sit on pins and needles for two years hoping she doesn’t decide to press charges?”

      “Yes.”

      “What do I do?” I turn to my sister.” You’re a paralegal. You must know some way to resolve this.”

      “I do,” she says. “You wait,”

      I close my eyes. My life just became a living hell.

      “But… you can get a good attorney. They have footage showing that she provoked you. She followed you across the room and provoked you.”

      “Slander,” I say. “She slandered me.”

      “What did she say exactly?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” I sit back and hide my embarrassment behind my tea mug. How had Bernice known exactly what to say to me that would provoke me into a haze of anger?

      Brianna gets up, goes to my kitchen, and comes back with a little notebook and a pen.

      “What’s this for?”

      “Write it down. Write down everything you remember. Word for word. I know they have the video, but you need to put it down in your words. Include what you were feeling.”

      “I really don’t want to relive it.”

      “Do it anyway. You asked what you could do. This is a way for you to preserve your memory. Don’t look at me like that. I know you have a good memory, but two years is a long time. Memories fade.”

      “Fine.” I set my mug aside and start writing. Once I start, I can’t stop. The words just flow out of me onto the page.

      Finished, I close the notebook. “What do I do with it?”

      “Just keep it.”

      Great. A tangible reminder of what happened tonight.

      The neighbors, a friendly couple in their thirties, pull into the lot, their headlights sweeping across the pavement before clicking off. They climb out of their car, their voices low and intimate, as they walk past, carrying the kind of easy warmth that only comes from years of being together.

      “So you’re quitting your other job?” Brianna asks.

      “Yes.”

      “And then what? How are you going to pay your rent? What are you going to live off of?”

      “I’ll figure something out. Just not tonight.”

      “Like what?” Brianna challenges.

      “I can go back to school. Get a master’s degree.”

      “Good idea. I think that’s a good idea. How much money do you have saved up?”

      “Saved?” I look at her like she’s lost her mind. “I can hardly pay my rent and my student loan payments.”

      “Lilah.” Brianna gives me with that long-suffering look of hers.

      “I can sell my paintings.”

      “Maybe. Didn’t you try that once before?”

      “Yes. But I didn’t keep at it like I should have.”

      “You’re back to the idea of being a starving artist.”

      “Maybe. Although I’m hoping to be something more than starving.”

      “Okay.” Brianna takes a deep breath. Lets it out slowly. “I hate the idea, but you can come live with me.”

      “No. I don’t think so.” I pick up my mug of what is now lukewarm tea. “I have a better idea.”

      “That’s not a good idea and you know it.”

      “You don’t even know what my idea is.”

      “I know perfectly well what your idea is. You’re thinking about going to live with Audrey.”

      I hate it when she does that. “Just until I figure things out.”

      “That’s what they all say. I really think you need to reconsider.”

      “Fine,” I say. “I’m going to sleep on it.” I stand up. Stretch. “Right now would be good.”

      I want tonight to just go away. I want to wake up in the morning and find out it was all no more than a bad dream.

      But unfortunately, my older sister has other ideas.
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      “Lilah,” Brianna says. “I know how much you love your art. Your painting and sketching.” She looks around at the half dozen pieces of art I have displayed on my walls.

      They’re some of my favorites. But I can sell them if I have to. Anything to keep from going back to being a bartender.

      The thought of walking back into a bar and working with the public makes me feel sick to my stomach.

      “I know. It’s not a real job.” I sit back down and pull a throw around me.

      Brianna is talking about my art now and it’s like catnip to my soul. So I stay.

      “Only a few people make a living at it. You can do it in your spare time. Like you’ve been doing.”

      What she really means is like I haven’t been doing. Despite my good intentions, by the time I get home from working, I’m so exhausted, all I can do is fall into bed, then get up and do it all over again.

      “We should call Audrey,” Brianna says.

      “No. We should not call Audrey.” I don’t want anyone else to know what happened tonight. I don’t want anyone to know that I almost got myself arrested. I’ve never been so embarrassed in my entire life.

      “You’re going to have to tell her eventually,” Brianna says.

      “Why?”

      “Don’t ask stupid questions.”

      “Okay. I’ll tell her I got fired. But not tonight.”

      “Okay,” Brianna says. “Maybe tomorrow you’ll wake up and decide that you can go back to the job you still have.”

      “The woman knew I’d dated Trey.”

      “Trey? That ass hat?”

      “Yes.” Brianna never liked Trey and obviously that has not changed.

      “What did she say?”

      I shake my head. I can’t say it out loud. I’ll never say it out loud. I’d rather die than tell anyone what Bernice said.

      “It doesn’t matter. But I’m never going to date again.”

      Brianna gives me one of her rare smiles. “You’ll date again. You’ll forget all about Trey. All about this night. And you’ll date again.”

      “I don’t think so. I’ve got two years for this to hang over my head. I can’t be with someone and then suddenly get arrested. What would be the point? Just more embarrassment.”

      “Lilah. It’s not the end of the world. Everything will look better in the morning. Whatever happens, you’ve got family support. You know that.”

      “I know.” I blink back tears that threaten to spill over. I’d cried so much sitting in my car, I don’t know where I could possibly have more, but here they are, welling in my eyes.

      Maybe it’s a sign to do what I’ve been thinking about.

      “Will you help me pack?” I blurt.

      “What?”

      “Will you help me pack up this place?” I straighten, gesturing
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