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    Dedicated to all those who've supported me, especially F & Z

      

    


It had been a long, long time since 44-year-old Joel Sheldon had been hung over, but when he slowly came to, he recognized the signs immediately. The headache, the dry mouth, the overwhelming listlessness... it hit him harder now than it ever had in his 20s. As his eyes opened, he was able to discern that it might have been sometime in the mid-late morning for the way the sunlight peeked through the curtains, burning into his eyes.

He winced, turning away. No, he definitely wasn’t going to look over there yet.

The light shouldn’t be coming in at him this way, not normally... no, no, this wasn’t normal, was it? No, as memories returned to him, quite slowly, at that, he was able to put together enough clues that helped him remember where he was. The comforter being different, the bed slightly harder, no, he wasn’t home. He was in a hotel room. His hotel room. The one he’d gotten for this business trip he’d been planning for the better part of a month. The wall colors and what little he could see only confirmed that, and chancing opening his eyes again, he was able to confirm this memory. As a businessman who’d spent almost as much time away from home as not over these past 15 years, he knew the ins and outs of business class hotel rooms like they were the back of his hand, and the nightstand and alarm clock (currently reading 10:17 am, Jesus, how long had he been out?) sitting next to him were about as close to regulation as you could expect to find.

Slightly more anomalous were the large bottle of Gatorade and the bottle of ibuprofen sitting on top of the nightstand, a folded in half note standing next to them reading: “TAKE THESE IN THE MORNING, YOU’LL NEED THEM.”

The letters were clear, if a little shaky, but with good fortune like this, he wasn’t in a position to really question them. Sitting up in bed and finding the world unsteady, his stomach feeling like a perpetual storm and his brain not quite working where it should be, he gratefully downed a pair of ibuprofen tablets and chugged the Gatorade in one long, greedy gulp, feeling a little better, if still unsteady.

Briefly, Joel recognized that the handwriting on the note wasn’t his, but it wasn’t something he decided to put much analysis to while he was still figuring out just what the hell happened.

The room was cool, the air conditioning working, but it looked like a bomb had gone off, clothes all over the damn place. This made sense as he saw that he was naked, which wasn’t how he usually went to bed, but when he was as drunk as he was the night before, he couldn’t really trust any of the decisions he’d made. Given how he hadn’t drunk like this in years, he liked to think that it meant the deal had gone through with the Nakomoto people, and that he might have spent the night celebrating with the clients (celebrating too much, as luck would have it)... but it wasn’t something he could easily determine. There was still a lot of investigating that needed to occur... once he got the world to make some sense.

Slowly, he stumbled toward the bathroom, taking a long, necessary leak before he made his way to the sink. He turned the water on as hot as he could, letting the steam fill the air, before washing his hands and throwing some of the water onto his face. It wasn’t going to fix everything, but it was the jolt to his system that he needed, one that brought him some level of clarity. It wouldn’t fix everything, no, only time and more water and painkillers would do that, but for now, it brought him more to where it felt like he ought to be. He nearly felt human, and capable of doing the sorts of things a human needed to do to go on living constructively.

Then, deciding to survey the damage, he fumbled for the light switch and turned it on, bracing his eyes against the light before forcing himself to look in the mirror.

For the most part, he recognized what he saw, his stocky, 5’11” frame, muscular for a guy his age who worked an office sales job, with a hint of a tan that spoke to the time he liked to spend outdoors in his off time. His face was his, even if he sported a fair bit of salt and pepper stubble on his square jaw, and his normally commanding, dark brown eyes looked sunken and bloodshot this morning. He ran a hand through his well-trimmed brown hair appraisingly, finding the bedhead hard to shake, but at least that was familiar.

It was as his eyes adjusted to the light, and to what he was seeing, that he saw more that he didn’t recognize. Like the lipstick on his neck... more than one shade of it, at that. And the lipstick on his nipples, and on his thighs, and the scratches on his chest and back. While this didn’t sober him up, it did increase Joel’s blood pressure just enough to give him some semblance of alertness. As he examined his body in the mirror, the glint of his wedding band seemed brighter, and heavier all at once, because he sure as hell knew that his wife wasn’t along for this trip.

Heart pounding uncomfortably, he slowly walked back into the bedroom and verified the suspicion, seeing the passed-out form of a young, gorgeous blonde woman. Slightly rolled onto her side, her face buried in a pillow but still half visible for how she’d rolled, he couldn’t see much about her other than the fact that she was young, and gorgeous, and every
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