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The prep room always began the day with the same smell until Nina Davidson massaged it to where she needed it to be, not unlike how she massaged rich people's bodies for a living. There were the soapy sheets of steam, the chemical tang of Windex from the spotless mirrors, the ghost of past clients' cologne or perfume, all of it layered inside that room so thoroughly it may as well be part of the furniture. From there, depending on the client, Nina accentuated different notes until the experience was perfect. Men generally preferred earth, white tea and cedar or some such, while women wanted floral and citrus. On this particular morning, she replaced the old diffuser pod with a fresh one, capping the bottle of oil—her own blend, heavy on neroli, cut with coconut—and pressing her thumb hard into the label as she rotated it into alignment with the others on the shelf.

A quick glance in the mirror confirmed that nothing was out of place. Long blonde hair upswept and held in place with a pink Goody claw, skin still close to flawless, breasts surgically-enhanced and gravity-defying, looking magnificent and straining the zipper of her work robe in precisely the way high-end clients expected. Her body was her tool for this job, and she kept it in fantastic shape through hours at the gym and a mortgage's worth of cosmetic investment. She was forty-one now, but could pass for late twenties without much trouble. She adjusted the robe's tie, checked her nails—pale opal, trimmed for minimal drag—and ran her tongue along her teeth. Everything was set.

She moved to the reception area, her bare feet making zero sound on the imported bamboo floor. The day’s first client, a venture capitalist with a startup-gut and spray-on hair, was finishing his small-batch cold brew by the window. He looked up as she passed, wondering whether (perhaps hoping) she was his girl today (she wasn't, and she was fine with that). She pretended not to notice the apprising once-over he gave her, offered him a professional smile, and swept behind the front desk where the morning’s schedule glowed on the monitor.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket: a text from Bella, her youngest. Mom can u Venmo for textbooks? Love you! Nina sent back a string of emojis and a transfer confirmation, then opened the staff portal to check her assignments.

Two noon appointments, three late afternoons, and a “VIP” slot at three PM, which always meant some man with enough ego to fill the extra-large soaking tub. Nina rolled her eyes. There was also a note from the manager, flagged red: Special Request for ND. Please confirm. She tapped it open.

Nina, 

Client ‘Alex Dane’ specifically requests you. (Yes, THAT Alex—thought you’d want a heads up.) He is recovering from a sports injury, requires full Nuru therapy, and is a big tipper. Please confirm you can accommodate.

– Marta

Nina froze. The name felt like a prank or some computer glitch she couldn't look away from. She inhaled slowly, practicing a few box breaths until her lungs felt clean. Of all people to request her, it had to be that smug, golden, overgrown frat boy. She could almost hear Bella's voice: ugh, mom, no, don't you remember he cheated on me in high school?

Of course he would end up here. That would be just her luck. The last time she'd seen him in person, he'd been at her kitchen table, sunburnt and sweat-damp and shirtless, drinking all her orange juice and not apologizing. He'd gone from son's friend to daughter's girlfriend to persona non grata in the Davidson household in about a year's time. He'd been athletic back then, but of course she hadn't known he would become a blue-chip baseball star who stayed home to go to the local college and was a surefire first round draft pick in the coming season, the kind of player who made major league scouts start coming around your small college town. 

Nina pictured herself sliding slick along his body, naked in the oil and the blue-lit room, and she felt her stomach lurch in an unpleasant way. She typed out a refusal, erased it, then stood and circled the desk, her pulse jumping against her collar.

She found Marta in the break room, hunched over a vat of protein yogurt and a sheaf of printouts.

“Not gonna happen,” Nina said, voice low.

Marta didn’t look up. “You haven’t even seen the tip yet.”

“That’s not the point. He’s—he’s a child. I knew him when he was twelve. He’s friends with my—” She stopped herself.

“Not a child anymore, babe.” Marta lifted her phone and spun the screen around.

"How could he afford us, anyway?" Nina knew that such speculation was strictly forbidden by house policy; clients' money was none of their business. But she pressed on anyway. "He's not in professional baseball yet. Isn't this some kind of likely ethics violation?"

"You must have confused me for the police or the NCAA," Marta said. "Turns out I actually run a luxury massage studio. And it turns out you work for me. So... do I really have to finish the next sentence?"

Nina sighed. Marta did not. She'd be an absolute fool to walk out on the massage therapy position that had practically paid for their five-bedroom house and put the kids in college. 

"Besides," Marta said. "The girls are excited to get some autographs. Should be worth something in a couple years."

Marta nodded to a stack of glossy 8X10s on the other break room table that Nina hadn't seen when she'd come in. The photo was from some sports magazine, Alex, number six, bat over one shoulder, arms looking delicious and grin dialed up to a dare. Nina felt her face go hot.

"There's got to be an ethics clause somewhere," Nina said, though she was fully aware of how weak it sounded. 

"Consider it an honor, Nina," Marta said, barking a laugh. "You're literally the most requested provider on staff, so this shouldn't surprise you. Besides, you’d be doing his mother a favor. She tipped me off, actually, says he’s been a miserable bastard since the injury. If you can get him to shut up for five minutes, you deserve a Nobel.”

Nina pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth, thinking. She knew full well that Alex Dane had not requested her for her massage skills. She wanted to say no. She wanted to walk out and quit, right there, dramatic and final. But Bella needed books, the dogs needed shots, and Nina’s name had been on the VIP board for so long she could barely remember what it meant to say no.

At least Alex was beautiful. She had taken care of more VIPs than she cared to count that she wouldn't have touched with a ten-foot-pole if gobs of cash hadn't been involved. If not for the history, she had to admit to herself, she'd have touched Alex Dane for free. So what if he was half her age? That was still legal. 

“I want an extra twenty percent,” she said. “And I’m taking the rest of the day off after.”

Marta lifted both hands. “Done. You’re a saint.”

The days went as days do. She handled two clients before the fateful one, the only one she could think about that day, doing her best to give those earlier clients one hundred percent of her talents when she was so thoroughly distracted. At least those previous two clients were only in the market for a standard massage, not the upgraded Nuru package. She scrubbed her arms in the sink between clients, watched her nearly-perfect skin glow under the fluorescent light. At 2:55 she changed into her “VIP” robe, the one with the discreet logo and nothing else. She re-slicked her hair, pinched her cheeks for color, and checked the prep room again. The table was covered in a fitted sheet of synthetic silk. The bottles gleamed in their row. She adjusted the temperature, dialed up the “soothing modern” playlist, and waited.

She opened it to find Alex Dane almost as she remembered, if anything more handsome, more arrogant. He was tall and well-proportioned, always perfectly-tanned, bright smile that belonged on a billboard. He wore sweats and a compression shirt, and moved with the rigid care of someone nursing a persistent limp. 

“Nina,” he said, and his voice was deeper than before, softer. “I was hoping it’d be you.”

“You requested me,” she replied, annoyed by the feigned surprise. “So... I guess here we are.”

He stepped into the room, not even pretending to look around, and set his gym bag on the floor. He leaned back on the massage table and looked her up and down with a kind of idle, expectant appraisal. She suddenly
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