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Watching Cars Go By
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Silke

“Chicken or pasta?”

Ow! Silke pulled the elbow back in that had strayed into the airplane aisle and blinked groggily.

“Chicken or pasta?”

“Chicken,” mumbled the young man by the window. “Chicken,” echoed the large guy in shorts next to her, the main reason she was hanging as far to the left in her cramped seat as she possibly could.

“Chicken. Please.” She rubbed her elbow vigorously. “And one of those little bottles of red wine to go with it.”

Silke waited until the flight attendant had moved on before she unscrewed the Cabernet and poured some into a flimsy plastic cup. Ignoring her food, she took a good sip. Ahh. No Bardolino or Valpolicella and even further removed from her favorite Montepulciano, but it would do.

Wine sloshed out of her cup onto the gold foil that still covered her chicken as the guy next to her tore open his package of salad dressing.

Shit.

Hastily she fumbled her napkin out of its holder and dabbed up the wine before it could ruin her third-favorite pair of jeans. Oh, but to have money and fly business or even first class! Instead, she was sitting here crammed next to Hank—as he had introduced himself—Hank, the man of thick, overly hairy legs, arms and neck, and of the many bulges that overflowed onto her seat and forced her to tuck herself into the corner. At least she was thin, well, not thin exactly, but the stress of the last ten weeks had made her drop enough pounds to put her at her power weight of 140, the same weight she had been when she first met Alex almost seven years ago. The thought of her made Silke take another sip. Alex. Thirty-six and good-looking in a hip way, with her lean body usually decked out stylishly in all black, as befitted a woman making money by selling style to others. Only last year she had become her own boss, running a graphic design studio in Munich that employed two and had made her put in ever longer hours.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” Hairy Hank was shoveling his food in like there was no tomorrow.

Didn’t your mother teach you to chew with your mouth shut?

Disdainfully, Silke eyed first him then the limp salad before she peeled back the foil from the chicken. Knife in the right hand and fork in the left, she cut a small piece as properly as if she was in a gourmet restaurant, and paired it with a miniscule amount of mashed potato.

Ick. Rubbery and tasteless, and the slice of carrot she attempted next was overcooked and just as bland. With a sigh she put the plastic silverware down and reached for the roll. Having been warm once, it was stale now and somewhere between dried out and chewy. Fortified by another swallow of Cabernet, she nibbled on her crackers and cheese as she replayed the scene in her head. It seemed a lifetime ago, but in fact had been a mere ten weeks.

* * * *
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“Frau Williams? Herr Weißmüller will see you now.”

Paula, the secretary, had ushered her in to see Franz Weißmüller, head of technical support and her boss of five years. The minute she had seen normally jovial Franz hiding behind his massive desk, barely meeting her eyes, Silke knew something was seriously wrong.

“As you know, we lost the Schottdorf account,” he stated after a perfunctory greeting.

Boy and how she knew! She slunk out of said specialty laboratory only last week with hanging shoulders upon hearing that they had finally decided not to renew their contract and gone with the competitors instead.

“Anyway, we knew it was coming...”

She hadn’t known. She had tried and tried until the last minute to convince them of the superior quality and efficiency of their architects, especially the ci8200 which, in her opinion, was way better than the Beckman instruments. But, of course, money had spoken. Those sleazy guys from Beckman must have underbid them and there they were.

“...and headquarters is closing our Munich office.”

“No!” She stared at him, openmouthed.

“Some of us are going to Mainz or Berlin. I, myself, am taking over the Wiesbaden office.” He sat back in his chair.

Mainz, Berlin, Wiesbaden? Silke forced herself to swallow the saliva that had collected in her mouth. All three were too far from Munich to drive to a customer location and come home to Alex at night, especially the first two. “And me? Are you taking me with you to Wiesbaden then?”

“I’m sorry...” Again Franz didn’t meet her eyes. “Apart from Toni, I’m the only one headquarters wants there.”

Of course they would keep Toni, the engineering whiz, on, or rather Franz would, since he was the only one that could solve, singlehandedly, all technical issues the machines ever had and ever would have. “What then?” Silke demanded stubbornly. “Mainz?”

“No, Silke. Our higher-ups decided, what with losing the Schottdorf contract and all, we don’t need as many reps. Rudi, Sabine, Rüdiger and you being the newest on the team are being let go. Unless—”

“No!” Silke clamped her suddenly damp fingers around the armrests of her chair. “But Franz, how can you say I’m new? I have worked for Abbott for five years.”

“Indeed you have, but—”

“Please, Franz,” Silke wailed. “I love my job, I will do anything—”

“I am truly sorry. Believe me, it wasn’t my decision.” At least he had the grace to look pained. “I wish I could keep you all on, but it simply won’t work. Headquarters won’t go for it, not without the money coming in from Schottdorf.”

“Those greedy penny pinchers! What am I supposed to do? And I just bought my BMW, too...” Her dream car, brand new to boot—she had splurged on it by investing literally all her savings and the monthly payments were hefty still.

“Silke...” Franz cleared his throat. “You still have an American passport, don’t you?”

She blinked. “Of course I do. Why?”

Born to American GI Edward T. Williams, and her German mother, Renate, Silke had had both nationalities as long as she could remember. And her father had made sure that she not only received an American certificate for birth abroad right away, but also a Social Security number along with the blue passport she was currently using.

“You’re a smart woman and a hard worker and, from what I’ve heard, fluent in English. Why don’t you apply for a position abroad? We have openings, I checked already, and I could put a good word in for you. That way it would be only a transfer and you wouldn’t actually be fired. And who knows, maybe in a couple of years...”

* * * *
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That rainy April afternoon, Silke’s mind reeled as she stumbled out of Franz’s office. At home in the apartment she shared with Alex, she fired up her laptop and spent the next four hours curled up on the couch scouring the job openings in and around Munich. Nothing, zilch, nada. Nobody needed a biomedical engineer/service technician for medical analyzers. She was still looking when the key turned in the lock and Alex walked in.

“Hallo, Schatz. Did you pick up my jacket from the cleaners?”

Who cares about clothes, when my whole life is crumbling? “I lost my job!”

“Seriously? Abbott fired you?” Alex sat down in the chair opposite the couch.

“No, they didn’t! It’s just, they have to close our Munich office and...” Silke suppressed a sob.

“Talk about bad timing! Remember that new equipment I just invested in? Schatz, I need you to help with the bills here. Anyway, I have to go over the books tonight, but first I’m going back out. I’ll pick up those clothes and get us some sushi.”

And that had been it. Alex had crunched numbers while Silke continued looking for job opportunities until it was time to go to bed.

“Alex, I—” Silke wailed as she slipped under the covers.

“Shh!” Alex silenced her with a kiss.

Desperately, Silke clung to her, and when Alex’s hands started roaming, she did not resist. Only later, when she lay spent yet unable to sleep next to the softly snoring Alex, she cried the tears that threatened to choke her.

That had been on Monday. On Wednesday, Silke discovered an ad in an online forum. A small company in Fürstenfeldbruck was looking for a technical consultant. She called and obtained more information, and it sounded promising, fun even, but...

“I found something!” she declared more triumphantly than she felt when Alex came home from an evening out with a potential customer.

“That’s great, Schatz.” Alex hugged her this time, but Silke could smell the alcohol on her breath.

“It’s only part time,” she cautioned, “but it’s a good opportunity really and anyway, we could move into a smaller apartment or maybe even away from Munich a little bit. And, Alex, I am thirty-three, I’m not getting any younger—maybe that’s a sign that it’s time for us to get serious and all, you know? Maybe start our own little family—”

“Forget it!” Abruptly, Alex let her go. “You know I am not cut out for this bourgeoisie ‘marrying and having babies’ crap. And even if I was, I am right in the middle of building something for myself here. No, no, no, Silke!” She glared at Silke for a good thirty seconds, then stepped back with a shrug. “I honestly don’t know what your problem is. You’ve worked long enough to draw assistance and that’s got to be around seventy percent. Just file already, goddammit!”

Except Silke couldn’t bring herself to do that. It was one thing, being the lesbian in the family, but at least she’d always been more successful than her sister. Her dad had been so proud when she got her degree, especially when she ended up making more money than anyone else in the family. She couldn’t disappoint him now. So she kept looking, diligently, night after night. Within a week she received her letter of termination. While she still had time to officially sign everything, since they couldn’t let her go until the quarter was up, she became more desperate every day. And after no leads turned up anything, she trudged back into Franz’s office and asked him to follow through on his offer. Abbott Diagnostics USA called her only two days later, the next day she had her phone interview, and a week after that the job was hers. If she wanted it, that is. As simple as that. Yet she waited one week, and then another.

“Let’s go to Luigi’s tonight,” she suggested to Alex on Sunday, the day before she had to sign her exit papers at the office.

Cut, chew, swallow. Cut, chew, swallow. But the calzone which she normally loved didn’t want to go down and not even the Montepulciano helped. There was still half a pizza left when Silke gave up and put her knife and fork down. “I have news,” she mumbled, dreading Alex’s reaction already.

“Yes?”

“I can stay on with Abbott. For a year anyway. But, in order to do so, I have to move out of the country.”

“And?”

“What is wrong with you?” Silke demanded hotly. “My whole world is shaken up and you sit there eating your quattro stagioni as if nothing happened. Don’t you understand? In order to keep my job I have to move away from here. And not just a few kilometers either: I have to move all the way to Texas.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I wish I was! But I already talked to them and the offer is on the table. The only offer, mind you. There is just no demand for biomedical engineers right now. Not in this part of the world.”

Alex exhaled forcefully, but she continued eating until her pizza was gone. “Want to share a dessert? Waiter! Due espressi, per favore.”

“Aren’t you going to say anything?”

“What is there to say? You’re out of a job, you’re out of a job. Way I see it, you have two options. One, you go on unemployment.” Alex shot her a pointed look. “Two, you take what they offer. Is the money any good?”

Money, always money. Alex hadn’t been like that in the beginning. Or if she had been, Silke hadn’t noticed. But then Silke had never not paid her share of the bills, actually more than that lately, when Alex had been putting every Euro into her business.

“Yes, the money is good,” she forced out between clenched teeth. “But of course I don’t know anything about the cost of living there and I would need a car as well.” Why were they discussing this like some sort of business deal? Shouldn’t Alex be begging her not to go?

“You sound like you’ve made up your mind already.”

“Yes, I have,” Silke informed her haughtily, doing her best not to show that something inside her was breaking into a million little pieces. “I am taking the job in Texas. I’ll notify Abbott in the morning.”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Lauren

With the bulging suitcase likely well past the allowed fifty pounds, Lauren shook her head as she watched Kayla struggling to zip it closed. Already breaking the promise she’d made to herself only hours before, Lauren stepped back into the role of mother.

“Here, honey. I think if you put some of these books in your carry on, you might actually be able to lift this thing.”

Kayla sheepishly transferred the four biggest of her multitude of “must have” books from the suitcase into her well-worn duffle bag, muttering a vague expletive as she attempted to heft it onto her shoulder.

“Geez, Mom! All those years playing soccer gave me super-powered legs, but I can’t very well kick this thing through the airport. My shoulder is already killing me and it’s only been two minutes.”

Lauren sat down on Kayla’s bed, trying not to smile at her daughter’s typical melodramatics as Kayla sorted through the contents of the carry on.

“I can’t leave this behind.” Kayla moaned as she pulled out several less than practical items. “What if someone wants to have a game night? I need to take Apples to Apples. It’s my absolute favorite and I almost always win.”

Lauren’s heart contracted with the knowledge of how much she was going to miss her daughter. She’d done her best to hide her misery when the much-hoped-for acceptance letter came, taking her only child so far from home. But Kayla had been so excited when she was accepted at the University of Michigan, Lauren’s own alma mater, tied with Harvard for its program in Geochemistry, and Lauren was tremendously proud of her. At least Kayla wouldn’t be that far from Lauren’s sister-in-law’s house in Lansing. Even though Kayla had vowed to come home so often her parents would be sick of her, and made her mom promise to keep her room exactly as it was for just such occasions, Lauren knew the visits would not be frequent enough to satisfy her and they, in all likelihood, would gradually become further and further apart.

Taking a deep, bracing breath, Lauren put on her sternest “mommy look.”

“Where are you going to put all this stuff, anyway? Your dorm room is barely as big as my walk-in closet, and you have to share it with that girl...what’s her name? Princess?”

“Contessa, Mom. And don’t make fun of her. It’s not her fault her parents gave her a weird name. She’s really nice and I think it’s going to be great rooming with her. She’s already promised to dye my hair purple.”

Lauren shuddered, pulling her hand back before she gave in to the urge to stroke Kayla’s beautiful auburn hair, so unlike her own mousy brown with a decidedly untamable mind of its own. Instead, she made one more maternal sacrifice and pretended to join Kayla in her delight.

“That’s nice, honey. I’m glad you were matched with someone fun. I know how much you hate leaving Jessica and Francine.” Best friends since kindergarten, the girls had been inseparable till graduation, their lives now leading them in different directions.

Lauren felt a frown furrowing her forehead at the memory of Craig dragging them to Texas all those years ago, miserable at leaving her family and friends for another of his schemes. “But babe, I have what it takes to make it big in the oil industry. Just wait, you’ll see. This move will be the solution to all our problems.” Ha! Typical grandiose notion of his that never came to fruition, that’s what the move was. As usual, she suppressed her long-standing resentment and pasted a smile on her face. Kayla had made the adjustment just fine with the help of her two friends, thankfully. Lauren wished she’d been as successful. Oh well. Water under the bridge.

“By the way, did you pack that stuffed armadillo I gave you for your cousin Shella? She’ll be so excited to have something from the ‘wild west.’”

“Yes, Mom. It’s right next to my little stuffed Butterscotch dog. And don’t even think of trying to talk me out of taking that.” Kayla bent to pat the cream and white beagle by the same name, a tear escaping her eye.

In the baby-talk voice she reserved for her beloved canine of thirteen years, Kayla murmured sweet nothings to the dog who’d slept at the foot of her bed since coming into their lives as a stray the summer they’d moved to Texas. The now-elderly dog had been there for all the important milestones of Kayla’s life. With no idea he was about to be left out of this adventure, he thumped his tail enthusiastically as Kayla found the favorite spot behind one floppy ear, scratching distractedly.

Emotions threatening to overtake them, both women said in unison, “We’d better go.”

Together they managed to get the heavy bags out the door and into the back of the battle-scarred SUV that had carted teammates and gear to numerous soccer games and other school events over the years.

“When are you going to get a new car, Mom? I’d be ashamed to be seen in this thing if I were you.”

“You mean you’re ashamed to be seen in it. You’ve been complaining about it for years, but it gets us where we need to go, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, but seriously. Haven’t you ever wanted something nice? And what do you need all this room for now? You should get a little Nissan like Francine’s mom. It’s really cute and not a gas-guzzler like Dad always says this old thing is.”

Lauren felt the familiar tension in her shoulders as she bit back a caustic remark. Kayla loved her dad of course, and was blind to his shortcomings, but it wasn’t like it was her life’s dream to drive around in that rusty tank either. But, thanks to him, money was always tight. She clamped her hands on the steering wheel, wondering how much he was spending even now...

“MOM! You almost took out the mailbox!” Kayla shrieked. “I didn’t mean total the thing, just think about getting a new one.”

Maybe totaling it was not such a bad idea, though the eleven-year-old car wouldn’t bring in enough insurance money to net even a decent down payment on another vehicle. Craig. Damn him. As usual, she worked a real job, juggling the bills to keep their heads above water, while he chased another pipe dream, trying to get backing for some harebrained scheme of his that would likely clear out the last of their savings. Lauren couldn’t even remember what this latest idea of his was all about. She’d stopped listening to him years ago.

Finally finding a spot in the short-term parking lot at the airport, Lauren helped Kayla drag her suitcase out of the back of the SUV. Together they struggled to the terminal, panting by the time they squeezed through the door and headed for the baggage check-in counter.

“Mom! Look out!”

A woman struggling with an overly-full baggage cart, oblivious to her surroundings, narrowly missed knocking into them. Kayla’s shouted warning roused her from her apparent mission to bowl them over and the woman glanced up with a mildly guilty look on her face, her eyes meeting Lauren’s for a long moment before she mumbled something in another language and continued on her way. Must be nice to be a world traveler. Lauren had never been out of the country. She cast an envious glance at the foreign woman’s rapidly departing back.

“Next.”

Their turn at the counter came all too soon.

“Well, I guess this is it.”

Lauren reluctantly handed over the carry-on bag, her breath catching in her throat as she watched Kayla hoist the bag onto her shoulder, its weight forgotten in her eagerness to be on her way. Together they headed in the direction of the gate number on Kayla’s boarding pass. There was a long line at security, and Lauren wasn’t sure she could handle standing there watching as the crowd absorbed her baby, sweeping her away. Kayla, too, seemed disinclined to drag out the goodbye, and gave her mother a quick hug.

“Say goodbye to Dad for me, will you? I wish he could have been here. Think about what I said about a new car, okay, Mom? Dad’s going to make plenty of money really soon and you won’t have to worry about a thing.”

“Of course, honey.”

“And Mom, why don’t you have lunch with one of your friends today? I don’t think you should be alone.”

The concern in Kayla’s voice made her smile. “I may just do that, my dear. Now that I don’t have to cater to your every need, I can actually have a life of my own.”

“That’s the spirit. Oh, gotta run! The line’s moving.”

One more quick hug and a last admonishment to be careful, and Lauren was left standing alone. She hastily turned toward the exit, unwilling to let Kayla see her break down.

Somehow Lauren managed to hold it together till she was alone in the car, but as soon as she pulled the door shut, she leaned her head on the steering wheel, giving in to all the pent-up grief she’d been holding in while Kayla was around. She allowed herself to sob it out for a few minutes before finally blowing her nose and giving up the parking space to one of the many cars honking.

Merging onto the freeway, Lauren speed-dialed her best friend and former coworker, Victoria. If anyone could get her out of this funk, that feisty Southern belle could.

“Victoria?”

“Why, honey, are you all right? Oh, that’s right, Kayla left today, didn’t she? Don’t say a word, I can hear it in your voice already and I’m there for you. Just tell me where you want me to meet you.”

“Denny’s okay?”

“Why, you bet, honey. Just give me a few minutes to put on my face and I’ll see you there. Drive carefully, now, y’hear?”

Lauren wiped her face and smiled. Good old Victoria. Lauren may not have made a lot of friends during her years in Texas, but at least she had one she could count on. They’d met in the coffee shop at the hospital where Lauren worked, on her very first day there. Lauren had arrived well ahead of the start of her shift, and she found herself killing time with a frappuccino when Victoria sashayed in, calling greetings to everyone within earshot. The woman seemed to have an uncanny ability to sense when someone needed her, and she immediately singled Lauren out, joining her with a high-calorie bakery item and engaging her in conversation. Since then, they’d shared numerous stories about the highs and lows of their respective lives whenever they could coordinate breaks on days Victoria was volunteering at the hospital. Married to a man who, in her words, “has enough money to burn a wet mule,” Victoria certainly didn’t need to work, but took great pleasure in helping others.

It would be nice to see Victoria. It had been awhile, since Victoria had cut back her hours since her husband had retired, and though she was happy her friend was enjoying life with a husband who was her whole world—did people really feel that way?—Lauren couldn’t help feeling a little envious. Craig was hardly ever around. Hmm. That wasn’t what bothered her, if she were honest with herself. It’s how she felt when he was around that was worrisome. Hmph. Judging from comments she overheard at work, Victoria’s infatuation with her husband was probably less the norm, and her own irritation with Craig more typical. Maybe it was because Victoria and Martin had met later in life and neither had ever had children that they were so dedicated to one another. But no way would Lauren ever want to trade lives with her. She couldn’t imagine life without Kayla, and felt herself tearing up again at the thought.

The SUV shuddered to a stop in front of Denny’s just as a familiar cherry-red Miata convertible pulled in with a screech. The door flew open and there was Victoria in all her glory, windblown but, as always, perfectly made up, sporting a white cowboy hat, her ample boobs (non-surgically enhanced, she bragged) threatening to spill out of a red, rhinestone-studded western shirt, her signature too-tight jeans tucked into Golondrina boots. Now there was the picture of the wife of an oil baron! Despite her obvious wealth, she was not above eating at Denny’s, and Lauren loved her for that.

After releasing Lauren from a heavily perfumed hug, Victoria stepped back and looked her up and down, frowning.

“Bless your heart, sweetie. If you don’t look like you ain’t worth two dead flies! Come on, honey, you need to get you some good strong coffee and none of that sissy Starfucks Frappuccino shit.” She grabbed Lauren’s arm and nearly dragged her to a booth in back, ignoring directions from the server.

Lauren gratefully succumbed to Victoria’s brash, take-charge attitude, and sank heavily onto the bench seat. Victoria brushed off a crumb from her own seat before gracefully lowering herself onto it, and instructed the waitress to bring two cups of “high octane” coffee and some kind of “sticky buns” before turning her attention back to Lauren as the waitress hurried off. “Well now, what has you grinnin’ like a Cheshire cat, darlin’? A minute ago you looked like you just lost your best friend, and you know that’ll never happen.”

“How do you do it?” Lauren asked in awe. “Get everyone to act like they’re thrilled to be your servants?”

“Oh hush now. You know that ain’t true. It’s just my normal southern charm, that’s all. You Yanks just ain’t accustomed to it. But what about you, honey? How you holdin’ up?”

“Oh, well, I guess as well as can be expected for a woman with no life. I just feel like I don’t have any purpose anymore, you know? Kayla’s been my whole life since she was born. What am I supposed to do now?”

Steaming cups of coffee arrived. “Thanks, darlin’,” Victoria exclaimed with a smile. “This smells divine.” The waitress all but curtsied before exiting, leaving the two women alone once again.

“Now, what are you goin’ on about? ‘No life’? Why, you’ve got a good, well, a job, a handsome, well, a husband, an ugly piece-of-shit car, a half-dead dog...Why, I guess you’re right. Damn good thing you’ve got me for a friend or you might as well end it all.”

Despite herself, Lauren grinned. “I knew I could count on you to lift my spirits.” In a poor imitation of her friend, Lauren tried, “Why, I was lower than a grasshopper jest this mornin’.”

Victoria laughed with a very unladylike snort, smacking herself on the thigh. “Oh, girl, don’ you even try to talk southern. It ain’t befittin’ y’all a’tall!”

The two talked well past two sweet rolls, through salads, and almost into dinner before the restaurant started filling up and they finally slid out of their seats with a promise to meet again soon. Victoria had given Lauren a lot to think about on the drive home.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Silke

“You have to be kidding.” Aghast, Silke stared at the lumpy mattress in the middle of the room. Stains of every imaginable origin decorated the faded blue and tan stripes. One particularly bad one seemed to very nearly match the moldy blob on the wall not far behind it. No scrubbing would ever get that clean.

“Hey, it’s furnished, isn’t it?” The youngish guy with the bad haircut who had unlocked the door for her shrugged.

Yes, but how? Granted, there was a built-in closet, and in one corner a makeshift kitchen held a microwave and a coffeepot, but what this guy called furniture defied all description: three chairs around a rickety table that was supposed to look like wood yet didn’t, a formerly red two-seater sofa with torn cushions, and a scuffed coffee table across from an ancient tube TV—all looking like something that, back in Germany, she would have put out for the garbage men to take. “And you are asking $550 a month for this?” She gestured in disbelief.

“Take it or leave it, lady. But I’ll guarantee you that for the money, you won’t find any better.”

And alas, he turned out to be right. Silke checked out four more “fully furnished” studio apartments (what a euphemism that was!) and all were the same: Awful furniture, as old as it was old-fashioned, everywhere. The one place that at least sported a somewhat modern couch was in the back of an apartment complex so close to the next building that she was sure, if she moved there, within a few months she would be borderline depressive.

“What am I to do?” She wailed to her sister Claudia on Skype as soon as she got back to her motel room on day three of her apartment hunt. “Who would have thought that renting could be so expensive? When I Googled San Antonio they made it sound like it was one of the cities with the lowest cost of living in the U.S.”

“What did you put in your ad again? Looking for one bedroom?”

“Yes, and I did get more answers, but...”

“But you don’t want to live in somebody else’s home.”

They had gone over this before. Yet, after Claudia hung up, Silke sorted through her emails again. Seven more offers, all in private homes. With a sigh she pulled out her cell phone and called the first number. Number one and number two went straight to voicemail, and number three was already taken as far as she could comprehend from the broken English of the man on the phone. Number four not only answered on the first ring, but the woman spoke clear, understandable English which sounded downright sophisticated.

“Yes, yes, I can come today. Right now even.” Excited, she almost ran out of her room, only to bump into a middle-aged, business-looking type.

“Tschuldigung.”

Dang. English had always been familiar to her, what with her dad speaking nothing else to her even after all his years in Dasing, yet in situations like this it was always German that came out. Just like at the airport, when in her groggy state she had almost mowed over some housewife. Briefly she remembered disheveled hair and a frazzled look out of strangely beautiful eyes before heat hit her like a wall and she was out in the San Antonio sun again.

Google maps led her away from the main roads into an affluent-looking subdivision. Two-story, single-family homes lined the street. Behind ornate wrought iron gates she glimpsed the blue of a large pool, with a children’s playground next to it. One front yard was as manicured and pretty as the next: 317, 321, 325...there it was, 329. She parked her rental—buying or leasing a car was next on her list—in front of the two-car garage and paused for a second. The front door was already opening and a woman stepped out.

“Good afternoon! I’m Ruth. And you are?”

“Silke, em, Silke Williams,” Silke stuttered as the woman pulled her into a sideways hug.

“Do come in, my dear, it’s so dreadfully hot today. The summers are terrible here.”

It was as cold within as it was hot outside. Silke felt as if she had stepped into a walk-in refrigerator and immediately wished she had brought her jacket.

“Let me show you everything.”

The fortyish Ruth was wearing just capris, flip flops, and a sleeveless top that showed glimpses of her bra straps, but she seemed perfectly comfortable as she led Silke into a gleaming kitchen with a huge side-by-side stainless steel refrigerator. “All state of the art.” She shrugged lightheartedly. Close up she looked older, the wrinkles on her neck proving her to be at least fifty, if not more. “You can keep your food in there of course.”

Ruth led the way past a formal dining area that looked like it was only used on holidays into a living room with a gigantic TV and a just-as-enormous fireplace. Large, overstuffed couches and chairs in bold colors dominated the room, and expensive looking knickknacks adorned every possible surface. “This over here is the family room.”

Another huge TV and more couches. Next came the husband’s study, and after Silke not only saw the guest bathroom, but also admired the master bathroom with its walk-in shower and Jacuzzi tub, she began to wonder why the woman was showing her all this. After they left the walk-in closet that was bigger than the room Silke had grown up in, she concluded Ruth must either be tremendously bored or overly proud of her decorating skills.

“I had the bedroom redone just last year,” the woman was gushing now, which pointed toward the latter conclusion, and Silke’s mind drifted off as Ruth continued to explain every detail of every fabric and drape in the room, and where she purchased what. Not that the room wasn’t nice, of course, in its overdone way. What surely must be a mahogany headboard, with intricate flowery carvings, matched the six-drawer dresser and the two nightstands. Neither the style of the furnishings in the room, nor all the dark greens and earthy browns and golds and reds, were Silke’s taste. She preferred simple lines and light colors, if not the chrome Alex was so fond of. Alex! A deep longing washed over her and for a moment she was back in the stylish apartment in Munich they had shared for the last four years, languishing in bed on a lazy Sunday morning, the smell of coffee permeating the air and Alex just stepping out of the shower she always took after her morning run. Determinedly she pushed the memory away, concentrating once more on the not-so-pleasant present.

“As I was saying, dear...”

“Where is the room you are renting?” Silke blurted out, unable to endure yet another lecture on fabrics and each and every one of their distinctive qualities.

“I was just getting to that,” rebuked Ruth gently as she led Silke out of all this ostentatious glamour that she couldn’t have cared less about, and up to the second floor.

When they eventually made their way back down the carpeted steps, Silke was sold. What Ruth was renting out was not one but two spacious rooms, separated by a more than adequate bathroom, and while the décor upstairs wasn’t Silke’s style either, it was at least more subdued, in lighter and neutral tones that she thought she could easily learn to live with.

“And you’re really only asking $350?” Silke exclaimed happily as she sank deep into the cushions of one of the living room couches to discuss ‘further details.’

“Indeed we are, dear.” Ruth placed a crystal goblet in front of Silke and then joined her on the couch, her own goblet in hand. “You see, George and I like to have young people around and, well, you Silke,” she pronounced it Silk-y, “are an admirable young woman, smart and pretty. Very, very pretty.”

Was there a slight blush on Ruth’s face?

“Now, George and I are rather open-minded...” She slid closer on the couch and rested her hand lightly on Silke’s knee. “Let’s drink to the beginning of this new and wonderful relationship!”

Her glass clinked against Silke’s and as Silke savored the excellent Pinot Grigio, chilled to perfection, her mind began to swirl. Was she imagining things? Was this the often spoken of Southern hospitality or was this woman...? No, there was no mistaking it, Ruth was fondling her knee!

“Em, what exactly are you proposing?” Silke’s heart was rapidly sinking.

“Oh, you know...” Ruth pulled her hand back and nervously ran it through her hair.

“But that’s just it: I don’t know.”

“Well, dear...”

Don’t you dear me, you—you—! “Yes?” Silke prompted as silkily as Ruth had pronounced her name.

“George and I, we’re hoping for whoever moves in with us—and we’re only offering the room to young ladies of course—to become friends with us. Think about it, dear Silk-y, how lovely it would be to share a cozy evening in front of the fireplace right here, just the three of us, em, getting to know one another.”

Again she reached over to put a hand onto Silke’s knee, but this time Silke intercepted it and firmly placed the offending limb back into the woman’s lap.

“Dear Ruth-ee,” she drawled in an attempt to mock the suaveness of the woman. “No matter how tempting your offer may be, I have no intention whatsoever of playing your dirty little games.”

“Just think about it, dear.” Ruth smiled what she must have thought was a seductive smile.

“There is nothing to think about. I don’t do threesomes. Not with you, not with anybody. So next time you and your lecherous husband are looking for some stupid girl that finds nothing wrong with hopping into bed with a couple twice her age as long as it secures her a decent place to live, go take out an ad in the porn section instead of the rental classifieds! Goodbye.” She emptied her glass—no reason to waste good wine—and, leaving a satisfyingly crushed Ruth behind, stormed out.

* * * *
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Chapter 4
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Lauren

That evening, after a microwaved frozen pizza and some leftover salad from Denny’s, Lauren wandered from room to room. The dog followed her expectantly.

“You miss her, too, don’t you, boy? It’s just you and me, Butterscotch, and I’m not sure I like that. And I know you don’t, do you? But don’t get any ideas about sleeping on my bed.”

Lauren shooed the dog away from the temptation of her king-sized bed as she sat down on it. I probably shouldn’t call her already, but surely one little text won’t hurt. Lauren picked up her phone and scrolled to Kayla’s name.

Hi, just wanted to say good night from Butterscotch. He’s missing you a lot but we’re fine. Hope you’re having fun. Love you.

There. Not too suffocating. She leaned forward to scratch Butterscotch in all his favorite places, smiling at the dog’s happy noises. “Life is so simple for you, isn’t it? Food on a regular basis, a little attention, and you’re good.” Butterscotch followed her when she rose and went into Kayla’s room and plunked himself down on the worn rug Kayla had been so proud to have hooked by herself in seventh grade. Lauren’s eyes scanned the room, taking in framed pictures of Kayla and her friends proudly displaying trophies and ribbons. Damn, the place was so full of her even with her a thousand miles away. She felt herself tearing up again.

“I have to get out of here.” Butterscotch faithfully got up, accompanying her as though sensing his mistress’s need for companionship.

Lauren closed the door to Kayla’s room behind them and wandered into the spare bedroom next to Kayla’s. Now this was a room that always gave her comfort. Looking around the neat little space, sitting empty for years now that her parents were gone and no one visited anymore, Lauren remembered the fun she’d had decorating it with no input from Craig whatsoever. Nothing manly about it. She fingered the soft mauve curtains that generously let just the right amount of light into the room by day and complemented the bedding perfectly. It had taken her weeks to find something that gave a warm, welcoming ambience to the room.

Lauren sat down on the double bed, savoring the feel of the soft, downy comforter beneath her. She remained there for a few minutes, mulling over her conversation with Victoria. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to rent out this room. It’s a nice room. Kind of a shame that no one’s using it.

Lauren returned to her bedroom and began undressing for bed. Catching sight of herself in the mirror over the dresser, she assessed with a critical eye as she pulled her shirt over her head. Okay, so she never was a ravishing beauty, but she was holding up pretty well, all things considered. At her fifteen-year high school reunion a few years back, many of her friends were already overweight and graying, whereas she was only ten pounds above her pre-pregnancy weight. Not too bad. In the light from the bedside lamp, kind in its low wattage, Lauren ran her hand through lifeless brown hair neglected for too long. A still youthful face, devoid of all but the slightest touch of makeup, frowned back at her.

Well, what’s the point of working for hours to be attractive to a man who couldn’t be bothered trying to please her? Craig still wanted sex even if she didn’t shave her legs for weeks. She might be more interested if he actually complimented her once in a while, or helped out around the house. Or even came home, for that matter. Ha! Who was she kidding? Lauren was happiest when he was gone, but tonight, with Kayla absent...

Removing the rest of her clothes, she appraised the body now exposed to her. Was it vanity to be a little turned on by the sight of her own nakedness? Oh who cares. It’s been a long time since anyone made me feel attractive.

Lauren’s hands strayed over her breasts, and she closed her eyes and savored the feeling of her hands on her nipples and the hardening of them against her palms. Giving in to the erotic feelings she hadn’t experienced for a long time, Lauren lay back on the bed, spread her thighs, and went through the familiar motions, but several frustrating minutes later, she gave up. Damn it! Nothing’s working. I don’t have control over anything anymore! She turned over on her side, wrapped herself in the blanket and buried her head in the pillow, soaking it with her tears.

* * * *
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The following morning, Lauren poured herself a cup of coffee while she waited for the computer to power up, then checked her phone for a message from Kayla.

Sorry. Mom. Just got your text. I’m fine. Having a blast! Contessa is totally cool! Give Butterscotch a big hug for me. Love ya.

So that’s that. Logging on and typing in “Craigslist San Antonio,” Lauren pondered what to put in her ad for the room. She would worry later about what Craig would think. Funny, “Craigslist.” Well, she could tell him she got the idea from him. He always went along with anything Lauren convinced him was his idea. And on the plus side, a renter would bring in much needed money.

What to say, what to say?

Lauren scrolled through for ideas of how to present her room for rent. “Single father needs room.” No. “Need a place to park my RV.” Don’t think so. Tough-looking woman in a pick-up truck wanting someone to “share a space and maybe a ride.” What was that supposed to mean? “Will exchange tats for place without rats!” Oh my God.

Ah ha! “Looking for: Furnished one bedroom/studio apartment. Temporarily moving to San Antonio from Germany on a job assignment in the medical field, will be working for Abbott Diagnostics Inc. as a biomedical/technical engineer in the greater San Antonio area. I am female, thirty-three years old, non-smoking.

Serious offers only, email with details. No solicitation of any kind of sexual or other services, please.”

Lauren found that the addendum was added just that day. Hmm, must be kind of a risky proposition for a renter, too. The poster sounded pretty normal, and was probably just as wary of hooking up with someone freaky. And, she apparently hadn’t had any luck just yet.

Lauren called Victoria for her input and read the ad out loud. “It’s got to be hard being a stranger in a foreign country like that. She obviously speaks at least some English unless she had a friend place the ad for her. Someone else in the medical field. That could be interesting. Close to my age. Non-smoker, definite plus. What do you think?”

“Life’s about takin’ chances, hon. You got nothin’ to lose by callin’ her and feelin’ her out. You’re a pretty good judge of character other than that husband of yours. But everybody’s entitled to one mistake, and after that doozy, well, how much worse could this foreign lady be? You should find out if she cooks.”

“I’m not looking for a servant, Victoria. It’s just for a little more cash, and because the house is so damned quiet and empty. And Craig is going to kill me if I make a decision like this without him, but I have to tell you, the thought appeals to me just a little. He never consults me about anything. You know what? I’m going to email her.”

“There you go, sweetie. You didn’t need my help a’tall. But if she does turn out to be a gourmet cook, don’t forget who made it all possible. Just make sure her grits ain’t from a box.”

“You nut. She’s probably never heard of ‘grits.’ I am curious about the ‘sexual services’ comment, though.”

“Now see? You have something to talk about already. Gotta run. I’m fixin’ to go to the hairdresser. These damn roots of mine keep trying to make me look old and I sure as shit ain’t ready for that. You oughta come with me sometime. You’d like Sylvie, and she has the inside scoop on everyone and everything. I’m sure she can squeeze you in.”

An image of herself done up with gigantic Texas hair came to mind. “Uh, no, really, that’s okay.”

“Well, just make sure you keep me up-to-date on things, will ya?”

“Of course. Wish me luck.” Lauren clicked off and looked again at the contact information in the ad. Before responding, though, she searched her phone contacts and made one more very important call.

“Hey, babe.” Craig answered on the fourth ring. “What’s up?”

“I miss you too, dear,” Lauren responded with more than a little sarcasm. “I just wanted to let you know Kayla got off all right and is settling in at school, and the car needs an oil change but I’m going to take care of it next week, and I had lunch with Victoria yesterday, and—”

“Uh, I’m kinda busy, hon. Was there something important you needed to discuss, or did you just feel the need to share your itinerary with me? I mean, I don’t really need to know what that Dolly Parton wanna-be is up to and I’m sure you can handle the oil change.”

“Well, I thought you might actually be interested to know what our daughter is up to, being a thousand miles from home now and all.”

“Of course I am. You don’t need to get all snippy with me. I know you don’t like me traveling, but I’ve got a good lead on a backer and I’m actually going to have to be gone a little longer. Why don’t you use your time productively instead of sitting around chitchatting with that woman you insist on being friends with? Maybe you can do something online to bring in some extra cash. A lot of people are making stuff and selling it on Etsy. You’re pretty crafty but you always give everything away when you could be contribu—”

“I get it, we need money!” This was just the opening Lauren needed. “So I decided to see how you felt about renting out our spare room for a little while. Victoria knows someone who is visiting from Germany and needs a place to stay temporarily.” Okay, so she fudged the facts just a little.

“A guy? Because if you think I’m going to go along with having some strange guy getting all cozy in my house with my wife, you can just forget it.”

Lauren could almost see the jealous scowl that crossed his face any time she had a conversation with a man, no matter how innocent. “Of course not. A woman about my age who is here on business. It would be good to have someone else in the house, and as you said, we could use the money.”

“Another dig about me not being there?”

“Craig, for heaven’s sake! I know you’re doing what you feel you need to do. I’m just saying it gets lonely, and this is a way I could kill two birds with one stone. Of course I’ll meet with her first and get a feel for what kind of person she is.”

“Well, as long as she’s not somebody off the internet or something. I mean, Victoria can be a nut-job, but she’s done well for herself and maybe this woman has money, too.”

Always money! Lauren was so sick of his obsession. They weren’t starving, and anyway, there would be enough money if he only knew how to manage it. Well, if Craig thought what she wanted to do was okay for a friend of Victoria, however manufactured that information might actually be, then screw it, let him think what he wanted.

“I should know more soon. I just wanted to get your input on it.”

“Use your own judgment I guess. If I said no, I’d probably never hear the end of it anyway.”

That’s it. Not so much as an insincere “Have a nice day” or “Love ya.” Just a loud click in her ear.

“Oh well. I did my wifely duty and cleared it with him, didn’t I?” Lauren put the phone aside and turned back to the computer keyboard.

“Saw your ad...” Obviously.

“Have a furnished bedroom for rent in quiet neighborhood close to schools...” You’re not trying to sell a house for Pete’s sake.

“Furnished bedroom for rent in safe neighborhood near major roads...” No, makes it sound like the area around is NOT safe. Lauren took a sip of her now cold coffee and tried again.

“Twelve by fourteen furnished bedroom to rent. Queen-sized bed. Ample closet space. Private full bath. Available immediately. Home of medical professional (wife) and husband who is out of town a lot...”

Uh, no, scratch that last part.

“Twelve by fourteen furnished bedroom to rent in quiet neighborhood with easy access to freeways. Queen-sized bed. New carpet. Private full bath. Available immediately.”

There. Short and to the point. Any more little facts could be discussed in subsequent communications. Before she could lose her nerve, she hit SEND.

* * * *
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When Lauren got home from work, she immediately logged onto the computer to check for responses to her ad. There was only one.

When can I come and see it? Please call me at (210) 555-4366. Silke.

She got up from the desk and put away her hospital work badge, pens, purse, hair tie, and lip gloss. In the kitchen Lauren emptied her lunch bag, washed out the Tupperware containers, and poured a glass of water. She set the glass on the table then went into the bedroom, where she pulled off her scrubs, tossed them in the hamper, pulled on the jeans she’d worn the day before, pulled those off and put on a clean pair before donning a T-shirt, doffed that, then finally selected a soft tank top. After combing her hair and brushing her teeth, Lauren sat down at her desk, then moved to the couch, relocated to the swivel rocker in the corner, got back up to get her water glass, then returned to her desk.

“I’m sorry, Butterscotch. You’re probably starving. Okay, I’ll feed you.” The dog slept on. Enough, just call her! Lauren grabbed her phone, took a deep breath, and punched in the number this Silke woman had provided.

“Williams.”

“Huh?”

“Em, hello? Silke Williams here. Who is this?”

Lauren cleared her throat. “Sorry. My name is Lauren McKnight. I emailed you regarding the room for rent. “‘Quiet neighborhood, easy access to freeways...’”

“Oh, ja, of course. Could I please get a little more information?”

“I’m thirty-six, have one daughter, Kayla, but she doesn’t live with me, well, with my husband and me, well, not anymore, she just started college in Michigan. Oh, you meant about the room?”

“Em, ja. I have no idea how big twelve by fourteen is. I mean, I get the measurement, but...”

“Right. Kind of an average middle class bedroom by American standards, a little bigger than most actually. I don’t know what to compare it to that you’d be familiar with.”

“I get the picture now. A queen-sized bed you say? Isn’t that normally for two people?”

“Not necessarily. Some people like a lot of room. I got it for when my parents used to visit, and there were two of them at the time, but I suppose I could get a twin bed if that’s a deal breaker.”

“No, no, of course not, I’m sure more room is nice. Sorry if I’m being weird, but the last time I lived in just one room was at my parents’ house.”

“No, it’s fine. This is the first time I’ve done this myself, so I don’t exactly know what the proper protocol is. Please, feel free to ask whatever you’d like to know and I’ll do my best to answer, but it might be best if we just plan on having you come look at it. Have you been looking long?”

“Define ‘long’,” snorted Silke. “I’ve only been in the U.S. since Thursday but it feels like I have already looked at every crappy one-bedroom place in town. Oops, that came out wrong—I am sure your room is totally delightful.”

“Define ‘delightful’,” Lauren laughed. “It’s a matter of opinion, but I like it. Simple, clean lines, modern but warm. If you’re into antiques you’ll be disappointed, but I like to think it’s cozy.”

“I am so not! To me, antique is just a dress-up word for old. And from what I have seen so far, there’s plenty of that out there. Even this motel feels, well, kind of old-fashioned. But hey, I did find it on Groupon. Anyway, when can I come by? How about tonight? Right now would be perfect actually.”

“That works for me.” Lauren would have preferred a little more time to clean up, but she didn’t want to lose the only person interested in the room so far, not to mention her nerve. “The address is 7130 Forest Brook. It’s on the northwest side of town. Do you need directions?”

Assured that Silke had sufficient information to find her way, Lauren hung up, feeling slightly queasy now that someone was actually on the way to look at the room. Well, too late now. She was pretty much committed to renting—if the woman actually liked it, that is.

Walking down the hall toward the guest room, Lauren assessed her home with a critical eye, straightening pictures that didn’t need straightening, picking up miniscule bits of lint off the floor. How will things look to an outsider? She went into the room and scanned it with a frown. Is it clean enough? She ran her hand over the surface of the bookshelves next to the window. No dust. She fluffed the pillows and adjusted the blinds. More light? Less light? Which looks cozier? After fussing a little more, Lauren exited the room, wishing she’d asked the woman which hotel she was staying at so she’d have some idea when to expect her.

Back in the living room, Lauren looked out the window, never noticing before how much traffic seemed to be on this road. She stood there a minute, lost in thought, before turning for a last look around. This would be the first room the woman saw, and she wanted to make a good impression.

Butterscotch was stretched out in his favorite spot on the couch, snoring, only half his body on the blanket she’d put there to try to confine his constantly shedding coat, the rest of him spilling over onto the suede cushions. “Oh, for Pete’s sake, dog! You’re not helping.” He raised his head with a worried look at her outburst.

“I’m sorry, fella. It’s just that I don’t even know if she likes dogs and I totally forgot to mention you. What if she’s allergic?” He gazed at her engagingly with his soulful eyes and she smiled. “I know, boy. What’s not to like, right? Anyway, we wouldn’t want a person here who didn’t like dogs, now would we?”

She scratched Butterscotch for a second before nudging him fully onto the blanket, brushed away stray hairs that clung tenaciously to the fabric, then adjusted the throw pillows a few times before looking out the window again. She jumped when the old dog let out a single “woof,” but it was just the guy across the street getting his mail. Lauren plunked down in the swivel rocker where she could see out the window and waited. And waited. And wished she’d gone to the bathroom fifteen minutes ago.

“This is ridiculous. I won’t make a good impression if I sneeze and wet myself.”

Lauren headed for the bathroom and quickly sat down.

“Woof. Woof. Woof. Wooooof!”

* * * *
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Chapter 5
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Silke

This time Silke didn’t burst out of the hotel room. Instead she changed clothes and parked herself in front of the mirror. Dressed well enough to impress a landlady? Check. Her light gray slacks fell nicely and the darker gray shirt with a white layer underneath matched perfectly. All body parts adequately covered? Enough so that even the most lecherous landlord wouldn’t get the wrong idea? Check. All that showed were her bare feet and her arms. She twisted to one side and smoothed her shirt down as she was doing so. Check. No, uncheck that! Her nipples showed under the fabric, even with the bra. Only when she turned, but still. She touched the tip of a finger to the left breast and watched the nipple harden. Alex. Silke’s image became blurry as she tried to push the memory away. But even as the tears fell her body responded to what should have been Alex’s hand caressing. Within minutes she cried out and some minutes later she splashed water onto her flushed, tear-stained face. Damn her! Damn Alex and her deft hands and her lean body that felt so good next to hers!

“Don’t be too sad now, Schatz! It’s only for one year after all. We can survive that. And we’ll each visit.”

Alex’s last words to her the day Silke left Munich. Granted, she hugged Silke afterward and when Silke clung to her, Alex had allowed her another few minutes, but then Alex rushed out of the apartment claiming to be late for her meeting with a customer. A heartbroken, blubbering mess herself, Silke watched her from their kitchen window. Watched how Alex, already dry-eyed and composed, crossed the street for the tram and minutes later boarded it. So it had been Claudia who drove her to the airport, Claudia who helped her lug her heavy bags into the terminal and to the check-in counter, and Claudia who had held her and patted her back when she sobbed uncontrollably outside security.

So much for being a couple!

* * * *
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Forest Way and Forest Knoll and Forest Brook...Thank God for Google Maps! A couple of Forests-this and Forests-that later, Silke clicked out of the app as she had arrived at her destination. Slowly she got out of the car, but this time nobody was pouncing on her. No door opened, not even as she hesitantly ventured past the bulky old clunker in the driveway.

“Woof. Woof. Woof. Wooooof!”

If that wasn’t enough to announce her, nothing was. It sounded like a big dog, too, and as she stood there Silke debated the wisdom of her coming. God, was it hot! A rivulet of sweat was running down her back just from walking up to the house and it sure wasn’t going to get any better the longer she procrastinated. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the doorbell.

Ding dong.

More woofing, but nothing else. Uncomfortable, she shifted from one foot to the other and—for lack of having anything else to do—took in her surroundings. The house itself was no different than any of the other houses she had driven by. An unimposing one-story with three windows facing the street, it looked like it had been there a while and would still be for some years to come. The front yard seemed a bit dry and needed to be cut, and the purplish-pink blossoms of a hanging plant were slightly wilted, with numerous petals strewn across the porch, but all in all the place appeared to be reasonably well taken care of. Apparently someone else had noticed the grass was a few centimeters longer than what appeared to be the norm here, because an ad for lawn care hung from the nickel doorknob. Silke watched a spider busily spinning its web inside the porch light for a few seconds, then she once again checked the number above the door against the one in her iPhone. It was 7130 all right, the same number the woman had given her. This was it, unless she had somehow ended up on the wrong Forest-whatever road.

“Butterscotch! Hush, boy.”

There were some scrambling noises and then the door opened, revealing a middle-aged woman in baggy jeans clutching the collar of a dog. A rather small dog, Silke was relieved to see. She would have thought it a chubby Beagle except that its white coat had tan patches rather than brown.

Silke smiled tentatively. “Em, hallo. We spoke on the phone earlier.”

“You must be the lady interested in renting the room. Silkie, was it?”

“Silk-e.” Mentally she rolled her eyes.

“Sorry. Silkeh. Unusual name. Um, yes, well, um, come in. Don’t mind the dog. He’s harmless.”

“That’s not what it, em, he was saying a minute ago.” Despite its nonthreatening size, Silke still eyed the dog warily, even more so when it thrust a long, wet nose into her purse.

“Butterscotch! Get out of there. I’m sorry. The old boy is always hoping for a treat. Really, he won’t hurt you. Just curious is all.” Lauren pulled the dog back inside the house.

“Thank you.”

Silke followed the woman into the hallway past a padded bench. A mirror hung above it and between that and the door was a wooden plaque with several hooks on it. A leash was draped over one of them. A doorway on the left led into a bright, open room with a couch half-covered by a blanket. The dog immediately jumped up on the couch, made a few circles, then settled himself on the blanket, closing his eyes.

“Not so scary now, is he?” Lauren patted the sleeping dog on the head. “This is the living room, which of course you’d be welcome to use.”

Silke flinched just a little. Cozy nights in front of the fire? Pretending to be focused on the room, she surreptitiously looked the woman over instead. Scratch middle-aged. This lady was not only younger but also prettier than the horrible Ruth who had made Silke that abominable offer. Also, there was nothing predatory about Lauren, as she quite obviously had not bothered to fix herself up for Silke’s visit. No make-up, hair that hadn’t seen a salon in quite a while, and a nondescript red top that didn’t even fit her well. And those awful jeans. No, Lauren looked exactly like what she probably was, a housewife wanting to bring in a little bit of extra money. But she did have a nice smile. Nervous as it was, it reached all the way to her eyes. Quite striking eyes, actually. They were a deep green with golden brown flecks in them. Plus, they somehow seemed familiar.

“It has a nice view of the street, if you like watching cars go by.”

Watching cars go by? Having spotted her rental out by the curb, Silke pivoted around to look directly at Lauren, who, rather than kidding, appeared to be dead serious.

“Em, ja, of course. Sounds, em, nice.” What the heck? Nobody in their right mind would be doing that. Having deemed Lauren harmless only a few minutes ago, she was now seriously wondering what was wrong with the woman.

“Sorry, I’m afraid there’s just not a whole lot of excitement on this block. What sort of things do you enjoy doing, anyway? We’re not too far from a movie theater, library...or maybe you like outdoorsy things? There’s a nice park with nature trails a few blocks over.”

Taken aback, Silke shot her a hard glance. After all, she just needed a room, not someone to run her life. But Lauren looked so guileless and was so earnestly trying to please, Silke simply had to revise her impression.

“What I like to do? Hm, let me think.” Rainy Sunday mornings in bed with Alex. With nowhere to go and nothing to do but...

“It must be pretty boring here for someone from Europe. I mean, Texas is okay, almost never rains, which I hate personally, and of course there are always festivals going on of one kind or another, but I imagine things are pretty strange to you here. How long do you plan to stay?”

“A year. For now,” Silke added in case the woman preferred a long-term renter.

“I’m sorry. Just let me know if I ask anything that’s none of my business. As I told you, I’ve never done this before. You’d probably like to see the room before you commit to anything.”

“That would be nice,” Silke confirmed the obvious and let the woman lead her to the prospective rental.

The room was smaller than what the lecherous couple had offered, but it had a feel to it that she immediately liked. While a far cry from the sleek look Alex favored, the furniture was at least light-colored, and even though
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