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ABOUT THE BOOK


A brand new collection of five bestselling standalone spicy romances featuring your favorite tropes!

Five full-length spicy rom coms packaged together for the first time! In Love in Duet you’ll get a falling for my best friend’s ex workplace romance in Birthday Suit, a friends-to-lovers/I-need-a-date-for-a-wedding romance in Instant Gratification, a marriage of convenience in Part-Time Lover, a fake fiancé romance in Dear Sexy Ex-Boyfriend, and an oops-he’s-my-boss romance in The What If Guy!

These five standalones are specially curated for your binge-reading pleasure!

Tropes: Friends to lovers, workplace romance, forbidden romance, best friend's sister, marriage of convenience, best friend’s ex, office romance, and fake fiancé
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BIRTHDAY SUIT


By Lauren Blakely

To be the first to find out when all of my upcoming books go live click here!

PRO TIP: Add lauren@laurenblakely.com to your contacts before signing up to make sure the emails go to your inbox!

Did you know this book is also available in audio and paperback on all major retailers? Go to my website for links!

Content Warnings For This Title on my web site.


ABOUT THE BOOK


The one unbreakable rule in the Man Code is this: no matter how beautiful, smart, and clever she is, do not fall in love with your best friend’s woman.

Yeah, so I screwed up big time when I fell for her.

I might have let my sin of unrequited love slide, given everything that went down in the last few years, but Lulu just walked back into my life as vibrant as ever.

And the cards are stacked against me once again. We’re working together, and the last thing I want to do is mess up her life with a forbidden office romance now that she’s finally got the fresh start she deserves.

Trouble is, she’s even more irresistible than ever, and this time around I’m not sure any code can hold me back.

Even if I stand to lose everything...


This story is dedicated to Jeanne Blum and Elizabeth Mantia


PROLOGUE


Leo

Let’s get one thing out of the way real fast. Regret is a waste of time. I don’t believe in it—never have, never will. I try to live my life without that useless emotion.

You know those articles where the journalist asks old people what they would have done differently, and they list all sorts of stuff—be a better friend, call your mom, tell the woman you love her? You don’t want to be that person.

There’s a simple way to avoid it.

Do the good shit now.

Say yes to that crazy job offer, ask out the girl who’s out of your league, climb the mountain and kiss the sky.

You’ll thank yourself later.

But the flip side of that kind of life is this: you need some rules. A few basic guidelines to follow to navigate the potholes.

Over the years I’ve assembled my top picks. Some from experience, some from listening to others.

Allow me to share my hard-won wisdom.

1. If you have to sniff the food in your fridge to decide if you can eat it, just toss it. You’ll be glad you did tomorrow.

2. You can tell everything you need to know about a person by how he or she treats the waiter.

3. Turn down that last tequila shot. Trust me on this one.

4. If your woman sends you to the store to pick up something, get that something, not another version you think is better. Her version is always the right one.

5. You can’t put your foot in your mouth if it’s closed.

6. No dude ever gets in trouble while cleaning the kitchen.

7. Don’t live to work; work to live.

8. If you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything.

9. Don’t get a tattoo that’s longer than your dick.

10. Men should never wear black jeans.

That’s my list and I’m sticking to it. Those mantras have served me well. They’ve made me the man I am today—successful, wise, and satisfied.

There’s one more though. An addendum, if you will. The postscript you need to achieve a life well-lived. This ought to be so damn easy that no one makes this mistake.

Gather close.

Write it down.

Follow this one to the motherfucking letter.

No matter what, don’t fall in love with your best friend’s girl.

Too bad that ship sailed long ago for me.
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LEO


Real men like chocolate. And they aren’t afraid to show it.

I have no shame over my love for this substance. I love it when it’s dark, when it’s bitter, when it’s semisweet. I love it slathered on ice cream; crafted into truffles, bars, and squares; or filled with nuts, fruit, or liqueur.

But there’s one form I can’t stand.

Chocolate fountains.

We’re talking the hardest of hard limits, especially here at The Big Chocolate Show in the heart of Manhattan.

As I head down the aisle in hot pursuit of the next rising star, I’m transfixed by a guy in the booth a few feet ahead. He has a bushy beard and gnarly hands, and he swipes his index finger through the chocolate stream in front of him.

Then licks said finger.

He wipes the chocolate drops from his beard.

And proceeds to lick that off his fingers too.

Shuddering, I jerk my gaze away from the Finger-Licking Good booth. This is worse than going to see the latest Ed Helms F-bomb laden comedy and getting hit with a preview for a “snowman came to life and eviscerated me with an icicle” flick. I don’t want horror trailers before my adult comedies, nor do I want to see cesspools of chocolate when I’m hunting for the next great chocolatier.

I adjust my cranberry-colored tie and turn into the Heavenly booth, admiring the classy layout, from the simple oak tables to the stone bowls the chocolates lounge in invitingly with silver tongs beside them.

Yes, tongs. Because chocolates should be distributed in public by tongs, not fingers.

With her usual cheery grin, our freckle-faced marketing director waves me over from her spot manning the table. Or womanning the table, as Ginny likes to say. She scans left, then right. Coast is clear. There’s a lull in the booth action. She drops her voice to a clandestine whisper. “Leo, I pilfered some goodies for you.”

“Ginny, you are brilliant and also quite nefarious.”

“I take that as the highest compliment, especially since when I was a little girl growing up in Sydney, I had secret dreams to become a chocolate thief.”

“Glad to see we’re making all your dreams come true.”

She slides a green ceramic plate at me then presses her finger to her lips, her heart-shaped necklace dangling perilously close to the table. “But I don’t want anyone to see you tasting someone else’s chocolate. It would make us look bad.”

I shoot her a look. “It would make us look like we were on a mad hunt for the next rising star to partner with.” As the exec in charge of business development, that’s exactly my role at this show—finding that person.

She waves off my reply. “C’mon. Play along with me.”

“Fine. Fine. Cover me, Ginny. I’m going in.” I glance behind me, like I’m checking for sniper fire.

“You’re all clear. Go for it. I’ve got you.” With a sly backhand move, she wields the tongs—God bless her—and drops a small truffle into my palm. “This is your kind of chocolate.”

“Do tell. What is my kind?” I take the chocolate, half-expecting her to say “bitter,” since she knows me well enough.

But her reply surprises me.

“Spice.”

I arch a brow. “Is that so?”

“Absolutely. You tell it like it is, just like a pepper.”

Laughing, I ask, “Is that what a pepper does?”

“Of course. All good peppers give it to you straight.”

“Then I will give this my true and honest appraisal, as if you’d given me Veritaserum.”

“I love it when you talk Harry Potter.”

“You only forced me to read them.”

Her jaw drops. “There was no forcing. That was love. That was only love I forced on you.”

“And several thousand pages of reading too.”

“That you adored.”

“I did,” I concede, since wizard battles rock, then I sniff the chocolate. It tickles my nose with a little hint of fire. I pop it in my mouth, the sharp, peppery taste tangoing over my tongue. “That’s a helluva kick.”

She pumps her fist. “I knew you were a spice. I have others for you to try too. But first, have you found our next rising star for our fabulous boss? She’s damn eager since the first partnership went so well.”

“No one who’s wowed me enough with his or her artisanal creations. Who does this deliciousness belong to?”

“I’m not telling you yet. You need to taste the others first.” She grabs another small square, placing it in my palm. “Try this one now. But smell it first.”

“As if I’d do anything but sniff it.” I draw a deep inhale, letting it fill my mind with . . . a most familiar scent.

Dark chocolate. A touch of vanilla. A little bit of coconut.

And like that, I’m thinking of her.

A woman who smelled like chocolate. I imagine she’d taste like chocolate too. I’ve wondered about her far too much for my own good.

As the memory of her scent floods my mind, I can see her face, her cheekbones, her mismatched eyes—one green, one blue. Or as she liked to say, one green, one not so green.

An impish smile.

She was bright, bold, and a little crazy in all the good ways.

She’d convince you to dance on the rooftop, climb the fence at Gramercy Park, and order the hottest dish on the menu even though you wouldn’t taste anything for days afterward. You only live once, she’d say. And when it came to chocolate, her favorite assessment was, “It’s so good it should be criminal.” Then she’d add, “But thank God it’s not.”

“Is it so good it’s criminal?”

At the sound of that voice, I snap to attention.

Am I hearing things? I spin around. Maybe I’m seeing a mirage.

Here she is now. The woman herself, in the flesh.

“Not that chocolate being illegal would ever stop you from eating it,” I say, since you can’t greet Lulu Diamond with a “Hello, how the hell are you?” or “It’s been forever.” Lulu must be greeted in medias res, and then you simply must keep up with her.

My eyes rake over her, drinking in the sight. She always looked like she’d ridden in astride a rainbow-colored unicorn while fireworks rained down on all of us.

Today is no different.

She’s decked out in an orange dress with sapphire-blue heels, and her Sarah Jessica Parker curls are piled high in a bun. She used to tell us she was mistaken for the actress, circa the Sex and The City years.

She gestures to the chocolates. “Nothing would ever stop me from eating my favorite treats.” Lulu glances at Ginny, meeting her eyes then pointing to me. “Also, you nailed it. Leo’s totally a spice.”

Ginny pats herself on the back. “Knew it.”

“But he’s also a coconut, don’t you think?”

“Is that so?” Ginny jumps right into it, like she went to the Lulu school of How to Talk to Strangers.

“You heard our entire conversation?” I cut in.

“It was either listen in or cover your eyes with my hands and shout boo!” Lulu says.

“But that sounds exactly your style.”

“You have me on that one.” Lulu extends a hand to Ginny. “Lulu Diamond. I love your necklace, and you have the best hair.”

Ginny pats her red locks, her smile blazing as Lulu does what Lulu does—makes you feel like the center of the fucking world.

“Ginny Perretti. And you’re hired. For anything and everything.”

Just like that, Lulu is making best friends with whomever she meets. The woman I’ve known since that fated day ten years ago flashes a grin at my friend and colleague. “Excellent. I’ll be there tomorrow morning at nine a.m. on the dot.”

As a group of chocolate connoisseurs heads into the Heavenly booth, Ginny trains her attention on them. Lulu looks at me then smiles again. It’s the warmest grin I’ve ever seen, and with it, her boldness momentarily melts away. It’s replaced by something else entirely—a sweetness, a tenderness. She has that in her, too, in spades. “How the hell are you?”

At last, we can greet each other like normal people as we drop the rat-a-tat banter.

“I’m . . .” My voice trails off as I consider all the ways to answer her. Busy? Focused? Alone? Ambitious? Determined? Kicking unholy ass? Lonely? Escaping from the world? “I’m all good.”

“So glad to hear.” She glances around, surveying the aisles of the show. “I didn’t expect to see you here. It didn’t occur to me. That’s so dumb. Isn’t that dumb? Of course you’d be here.”

Laughing, I scratch my jaw. “I didn’t expect you to be here either. Maybe that’s dumb too.”

“I thought you were still in . . . Where exactly were you for the last year or so?”

“South America. I thought you were in California.”

She needed to get away from New York, far, far away, she’d told me the last time I saw her, nearly two years ago, through tears and mascara-stained cheeks.

“I’m here now. Now you see me.” She gestures to her trim frame. She’s a sexy carrot today.

“You look . . . great.” That’s the understatement of the century. She’s always looked fantastic, but the happiness in her eyes has been restored. At least I hope it has.

For a moment, her smile slips off, and in that sliver of time, I can see all the ways the last decade didn’t go how she expected.

How any of us expected.

I blink away the past, shucking off the pangs of regret. Fuck regret. I hold out my arms for a hug.

She moves in closer, and I tense for a moment. But as she embraces me in return, I don’t feel what I used to feel.

I swear I don’t.

Years of training has paid off.

Lulu Diamond, I am so over you.
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LULU


If Leo were chocolate, I’d easily add up the ingredients that comprised him. With a touch of pepper and a dash of spice, he’d be a strong, full-bodied dark chocolate, bordering on bittersweet. You’d pair him with a rich red wine and enjoy him by the fireplace.

Fitting, I suppose, with that whole tall, dark, and brooding thing he works like a charm. It suits him, with his nearly black hair, a Henry Cavill–style swoop to it, and a jawline the actor with the most coveted jawline would surely covet. Leo’s light skin is more tanned than the last time I saw him. The other side of the equator must have done that.

I shouldn’t have been surprised to bump into him here. But still, I was when I spotted his familiar silhouette at the Heavenly booth. I didn’t think he was back in the country.

In some ways, I’ve never been able to truly add up what makes Leo tick. He’s been both an open book and a complete enigma. Except one thing has always held true—the man can rock a suit. I gesture to his Tom Ford ensemble, minus the jacket he’s surely stowed behind the counter. “I can’t believe you’re in a suit at the chocolate show.”

“Would it have been better if I’d worn my safari shorts?”

I press my palms together, loving that image. “Please tell me you own safari shorts.”

“Of course. How else would I have ventured into the depths of South America to find the best cocoa beans?”

“Ever the explorer,” I say, since that is Leo to a T—always checking things out, wanting to test, to try. “Was it just like Romancing the Stone?”

He laughs, a rich, deep sound that warms my heart. “Exactly like it. I trekked to the heart of the Amazon, zip-lining through the forest to uncover chocolate and develop co-ops.”

I punch his arm, like an old friend, since that’s what we are. Old friends tethered across the years by someone else. Someone who was the sun, and we were his moons.

Now, Leo and I are untethered, and I don’t know how we’ll orbit without our star.

“It’s kind of mind-blowing to see you again.” I press my fingertips to my skull and mime an explosion. “I haven’t seen you since . . .” I gulp. It’s still hard to say. I don’t know when it’ll stop being hard to say.

“Yeah. It’s been a while.” He exhales like he needs to take a breather too. “How was California?”

Maybe we’ve both moved on from all the stuff that went down. I know I had to. So I chose to, long ago. “San Francisco was great. Exactly what I needed. I worked with Christopher Elbow, sort of like an artist in residence.”

“But a chocolatier in residence.”

“Exactly. I built up my line there while you were in—where exactly did you go in South America?”

“Brazil, Chile, Argentina, Peru.”

I can’t help but smile. “You always wanted to see those countries.”

He nods, drags a hand through his hair. “A dream come true, as they say. It was a great way to spend a year. Mostly.”

I tuck that “mostly” away in my mind, knowing I’ll come back to it later, knowing it means something he’s not saying. “And now you’re here in New York again?”

He points to the booth behind him. “I’m back in the corporate offices, working on new biz dev deals. What brings you to this coast? Are you just here for the show?”

I start to answer, but as the words take shape, I wonder why I haven’t reached out to him sooner. Maybe because I needed a fresh start in the city, unattached from all the men in my past, and from all the ways they were attached.

That’s not the only reason. Leo was a fixture in my life for so long, but now he’s finally found someone to be a fixture in his. Amy, his fiancée, seems lovely, from the little he’s told me. Of all the women I’ve seen try to win his heart over the years—and plenty have stepped up to the plate and taken a swing at that fastball—she’s seemed best suited for it.

But that’s hardly an answer to his question, and I owe him one. “I returned to Manhattan a month ago and found a place in Chelsea, all so I could relocate Lulu’s here and open my second shop. I’m all moved in now, and the important items are even put away. The shoes, my chocolate-making tools, and my collection of antique cookbooks.”

Whew. That was a mouthful of news I dropped on him.

“Wow. I can’t believe you’re in New York. It’s like old times,” he says.

But it’s not really like old times. It’s new times, so I focus on what’s new—me forging ahead at last in my business. Now nothing, and no one, holds me back. “I opened my new shop in the Village.”

He stares sharply at me, his eyes narrowing, the dark brown in them oddly icy. He heaves a sigh, shakes his head. “You’re in so much trouble for not telling me.”

I crack up, grateful for the tension relief. I poke him in the chest. I’m a toucher. It’s my mom’s fault. I was raised by a hugger. “It’s not like you were exactly accessible in the last year. Every time I checked your Facebook page, you were posting pictures from Machu Picchu or Rio.”

“Spying on me, Lulu?”

“I’ve always been curious.”

“And what did you learn?”

I park my hands on my hips. “That you didn’t post often enough for me to glean any clues.”

“And trust me, it took all day to post now and then. The internet service was terrible.”

“Poor Leo. Struggling without his first-world broadband.”

“It would’ve been a struggle for you too. Waiting for Etsy to load for your daily online shopping ritual would have killed you.”

“Hey, I’m industrious. I’d have shopped locally.”

“Good to know you’d have had a solution to a shopping dilemma.”

“So what’s your agenda here at the show? I don’t suppose you’re still sourcing cocoa.”

He tips his head in the direction of the chocolate fountain. “Besides trying to figure out how many people dipped their heads under that and licked it? Like that person is doing right now?”

I jerk my head toward the fountain once more, and sure enough, it’s a repeat of my friend’s kid’s birthday party when the guest of honor shotgunned chocolate.

Admittedly, I was tempted too.

If I had my own private chocolate fountain, I’d absolutely dart out my tongue into the stream every day. I’ll be honest—I do love me some high-end chocolates, but every now and then, I like to slum it at a chocolate fountain.

Right now, an intrepid teenager in a skater T-shirt—likely on a dare from his buddies—is drinking a stream of chocolate. He’s adjusting himself under the liquid, bumping the silver trough slightly.

“I feel like that might be a signal to skedaddle.” I glance at my watch. “Plus, I have to do a demo in fifteen minutes on the center stage.” And yet, I don’t want this time with Leo to end. “But I’d love to catch up. Do you want to go to a hot chocolate tasting class later? There’s one at three thirty. I hear this buttoned-up sommelier is running it. We could ask crazy questions and try to stump him. Even throw riddles at him. I'm sometimes a bar, but I'm not made of metal. I’m sometimes a chip, but I'm not made of potato.” I’m talking too fast. I’m nervous. Seeing Leo is stranger than I thought it would be.

Or rather, seeing him by myself is what’s throwing me off.

“The answer is chocolate.”

I stomp my foot dramatically.

“You gave me an easy one. Regardless, I would love to stump a chocolate sommelier and also hear what you’ve been up to,” he says, as the guy in the skater shirt hoots victoriously, thrusts his arms in the air, and then takes off running, his buddies by his side. Yes, definitely a dare. We scoot closer to Finger-Licking Good to avoid being trampled. The fountain gurgles louder. “But first, what demo are you doing?”

I smile, proud of my news. “I was asked to appear at the James Carson booth.”

His eyes widen, flickering with astonishment. “You won that award?”

“I did.”

“Damn, Lulu. That’s amazing.” He reaches for me, to tug me in for another hug perhaps.

But it’s not a hug that comes next.

Out of nowhere, a sharp pain radiates in my arm, and it takes a millisecond to register that someone has knocked into my shoulder blade, so I bump into the chocolate fountain. Leo yanks me away.

But my heel catches on the rug.

Then on something slippery.

And wet.

Heels are the devil, and my shoe snags as the world tilts and I lose my balance, the scuffle knocking me off-kilter. Everything goes belly-up as I careen, ass first, toward the floor.

But before I slam my back, my skull, and surely my tailbone too, Leo’s right here like Superman, diving after me, grabbing me, and shielding me.

It all happens so fast, I can barely register the order of events.

The next thing I know, he’s rolled me onto his chest, and I’m staring down at him. He’s looking up at me, breathing hard.

Chocolate seeps into the side of my dress, since it appears the fountain spilled over.

But that’s not what stands out most. What I notice above all is how firm Leo’s chest is and how strong his arms feel, holding me.

I’ve never experienced an embrace quite like this.

Brown eyes have never looked at me so fiercely.

I swear, it’s as if the armor he wears disappears for a split-second as he stares at me, swallowing sharply, a gust of breath crossing his lips.

Then, in an instant, the wild, foreign sensation is gone.
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LEO


Positions I’ve dreamed of being in over the years? This would have ranked top of the list.

Wait. Not true. Only because I’ve pictured so damn many positions with her, how the hell can I possibly rank them all?

All fours is definitely up there.

Bent over the bed.

Reverse cowgirl.

But yeah. Fine. Lulu on top of me has to be near the peak.

And before other matters peak, I need distance. A lot of fucking distance.

Somehow, I disentangle from her at the speed of sound, lifting her up and off me as Ginny races over. “Are you okay? Or do I need to get you to the infirmary inside the Willy Wonka chocolate factory?”

Ginny’s always ready with a Band-Aid or a joke.

Lulu cranes her neck to stare at the back of her lovely orange dress that’s not so lovely anymore. Even with my dive-and-grab roll, she still bore the brunt of the chocolate mess.

“I’ll live,” Lulu says to Ginny, deadpan.

“Do you want my shirt?” Ginny offers, plucking at her red pullover top.

“Only if you’re interested in walking around in just your bra. And since I don’t want to ask you to do that the first day we meet, I suspect I’ll have to make do.”

Ginny laughs. “But the second day would be okay?”

“Oh, definitely. We’ll trade shirts tomorrow.” Typical Lulu—roll with the punches.

I peer behind me. The back of my white dress shirt sports a tire track of chocolate. Meanwhile, a stocky dude who must be running the Finger-Licking Good joint marches over to us. “What in the ever-loving heck happened here? Did you jump into my fountain? Try to take a bath in it? Splash around and roll in the goodness like a pig in mud?”

I scoff, because he couldn’t have it more wrong. “Are you kidding me? Your fountain bubbled over, and some kid had his face under the stream. That’s what ruined your fountain. He must have bumped into it and that sent it spilling all over the floor.”

His jaw drops. “Someone drank from the fountain?”

“Shocking, isn’t it?”

The man scratches his jaw. “Come to think of it, that’s not so shocking. It’s kind of like a dream, isn’t it? Chocolate flowing from a fountain. Drinking it straight from the source. What could be better?”

“Gee. I don’t know. Maybe literally everything.”

“Well, I’d say you should try it, but you clearly don’t have a fun bone in your body. Now, where did this fountain-knocker-overer go, because I don’t have time to mess around.”

Lulu flails, pointing dramatically down an aisle. “He went that-a-way. Black skater shirt. Checkered Vans. You can probably still find him if you run fast enough.”

“I gotta catch him. My boss will kill me if anything happens to the fountain, and if I’m home late, my wife will kill me.” The Finger-Licking Good Guy mimes slicing his throat then makes a spooky, don’t-mess-with-the-wife sound. With a brash nod, the square-shaped man takes off, running down the industrial-grade carpet, chasing a chocolate-drink stealer he likely won’t catch.

I take a closer look at the woman I toppled to the floor with. “You look like you’ve taken a mud bath.” I can’t help it. I laugh. I laugh so fucking hard because she’s absolutely coated in chocolate.

She laughs too. “We’re quite a sight.”

“We are indeed.”

Her laughter ceases. Her brow furrows. “Shoot. I have my demo. How the hell am I going to do it looking like this?”

That sends me into action. My job isn’t to stand around and let other people solve problems. “Stay here.”

I dart into our booth, duck behind the stand, root around in a box, and find a chef’s jacket and a hand towel. Ginny follows, and she’s by my side, whispering, “The pepper chocolates?”

“Yeah?”

“They were hers.”

I arch a brow as I grab a plastic bag. “No kidding?”

“Swear on my fourth grader.”

I shoot her a most skeptical look.

She huffs. “Hey, I like my kid. But fine, I swear on my love of chocolate. Now do you believe me?”

“Indeed, I do. They were amazing. Did Lulu give them to you?”

“I snagged some from a booth. She wasn’t even there. Do you know what this means?”

“What does it mean?”

“It means this was meant to be.”

“If I were a conspiracy theorist, I’d say you planned this.”

“But you’re not a conspiracy theorist. You just believe in fate.”

“Ha. I do not whatsoever believe in any such mumbo jumbo. If I believed in the poetic notion of some grand kismet scheme, I’d be in a whole different position than the one I’m in now.”

The position I’m in now has nothing to do with fate, I remind myself privately.

Like I need the reminder.

But I repeat the mantra in my head anyway.

There is only choice or no choice.

My choice right now, amid the noise and clatter of this epic chocolate show fail, is singular—fix shit. Save the day for Lulu. Demos at The Big Chocolate Show are career-making. Lulu can’t miss hers.

I rush out of the booth, rejoin Lulu, and hand her the towel. Quickly, she wipes down her arms. As I guide her through the crowds, I tell her she can wear the chef jacket for her demo.

She darts into the restroom and pops back out a minute later with clean hands and arms. She takes the chef jacket from me. “You saved the day.” Her smile shines with the wattage of the sun.

“See how it fits first before you pronounce me king of awesome.”

“I’ll make it fit, and then pronounce you ruler of awesome.”

I go into the men’s room, wash up, and unbutton my shirt. The back is covered but my shirt is, fortunately, the only collateral damage. My pants are fine. I stuff the shirt inside the plastic bag and take a minute to breathe, checking out my reflection in the mirror. I’m wearing a white T-shirt. Not my most professional style but it’ll do in a pinch. Good thing I haunt the gym regularly.

I take a moment to add up the facts, only the facts.

Lulu is here.

She’s living in New York.

I’m living in New York.

I’m about to add in one more fact, but I can’t in good conscience go there.

Besides, my heart is pounding too fast.

It’s from the incident, I tell myself.

It’s from the adrenaline rush.

It’s not from feelings.

I don’t feel a thing.

I leave the men’s room, take a drink from the water fountain, and wipe my hand across my mouth.

When I look up, she’s there.

With outstretched arms, she spins in a circle, waiting for an appraisal of her new outfit.

Her new, jaw-dropping, sexy-as-sin, might-as-well-throw-in-the-towel-and-raise-the-white-flag-of-surrender outfit.

What the hell was I thinking?

I clearly wasn’t using my brain at all. Because she’s even more alluring in this garb.

She’s only wearing the chef jacket and heels.

“Are you . . .?” I gesture to the outfit, the end of my words making my meaning clear. Are you naked under that?

She rolls her eyes. “Please. I have on my alpaca panties.”

“Alpaca panties?”

Her eyes twinkle. “I couldn’t resist. There was a sale on cute animal print undies with faces, you know, right here.” She gestures to her pelvis. “A six pack of giraffes, zebras, dolphins, and llamas too.” She casts her eyes down. “Wait. I have on the llama ones. I always get them confused.”

“Alpacas have shorter ears. Llama ears are banana length.”

She snaps her fingers. “Yes. Exactly. I’m wearing the big-eared animal undies, so it’s totally fine.”

Great. Now I’m thinking of her in underwear. In fucking llama underwear. Precisely the visual I’ve assembled way too many times without help, thank you very much. Minus the llamas, of course.

She tugs at the hem of the jacket, revealing the bare flesh of her thigh.

“Lulu.” It comes out like a warning.

She laughs at me. “Relax. I’m tiny; this jacket is huge. It’s like a short dress on me.”

“A very short dress.”

“I can handle a short dress. I’ve worn shorter.”

“Shorter as in ass-cheek length, Lulu?”

Her eyebrows wiggle. Her eyes—green and not so green—sparkle. “Yes. I’ve worn ass-cheek length, Leo. But I’m still decent. And you’re still my hero.”

She leans closer, rises on tippy toes, and moves her lips close, closer, closest. She dusts those lips across my cheek, and it’s like she’s an arsonist.

In one swift move, I’m on fire.

She grabs the plastic bag from my hand, stuffs her ruined dress in it, and hands me back the bag.

When she swivels around and walks toward the demo stage, “decent” isn’t exactly the word I’d use.

More like decadent.

The jacket hits the top of her thighs. Her legs are toned from kickboxing—and I know why she boxes, I know why she started, I know why she doesn’t miss her kickboxing sessions with her girlfriends, and my heart squeezes from knowing this.

Llama panty–wearing Lulu makes it to the cooking stage at master food critic James Carson’s booth, steps up, slides on a lapel mic, and smiles.

As if it’s the most natural thing in the world to do a chocolate demo dressed like the sexiest chef in the world. Looking like the woman I fell in love with ten years ago.

Mad, crazy, unrequited love that required years to get over.

And seeing her now, commanding an enrapt audience, wearing a Heavenly jacket, having concocted a chili pepper chocolate truffle that made my taste buds sing the “Macarena,” it hits me.

Lulu should be our next rising star.
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Earlier today I was swimming in a sea of chocolate.

Now?

I’m shaking hands with the woman who runs Heavenly Chocolates. Kingsley goes by her last name only, like the badass businesswoman she is. She doesn’t simply nab honors as a top female CEO or a top Asian-American female CEO—she’s plain and simple a top CEO. She’s become renowned for her market acumen, her fabulous holiday parties, and her tastemaker skills.

The company launched its Rising Star line last year to highlight, market, and distribute artisan chocolate alongside its bigger, mass-produced treats, and it was a huge hit. It never occurred to me I’d be in contention for a role as Rising Star chocolate-maker, much less chosen in one freaking day.

But Leo had marched her over to my demo, and when I finished, Kingsley stared at me over the top of her red glasses, asked for some chocolate, and then rolled her eyes in a sign of unmitigated pleasure. Seriously, those food-induced eye rolls are literally the best thing ever.

Now, Leo’s gone, and Kingsley has offered me the coveted post as we chat behind the demo stage. She grabs my arm affectionately, her swath of silver bracelets jingle-jangling against each other. “Just the other day, I was in your shop, gorging myself on those new Earl Grey creations. They are sinful. Positively sinful. Look what you’ve done to my hips.”

Kingsley gestures to her hips, and they’re not tiny, but they aren’t an ox’s width or anything.

“You look lovely.”

“And I wear Earl Grey chocolate so well.”

I laugh. “You wear everything well.”

She smooths a hand over her belly. “And sea salt, and caramel, and lavender, and raspberry, and strawberry, and so on. But no regrets, right?”

“As I like to say, I never put anything in my mouth that I’ll regret later.”

She chuckles, squeezing my arm tighter. “Aren’t those some words to live by, sweetie.” She clears her throat, her expression turning serious, her dark eyes staring intently at me through the glasses. “Now, listen. I want you to make something amazing for us. I want it to light up the night sky. I want it to be so good Aretha Franklin would sing a tune about it, may she rest in peace.”

Nerves slam into me. She’s asking for the moon, the sun, and the stars.

I’ve been shooting that high for years. Shooting and missing by miles. I need to be able to deliver the solar system to her, starting now. I give the nerves the heave-ho, raise my chin, and aim high. “Do you think Aretha might have sung about a milk chocolate ganache with peanut butter and toasted corn? Or truffles with pistachios and cherries? Perhaps even a buttery caramel with dark pecans?”

Her eyes widen, and she lets her tongue loll out of her mouth. “Oh, I believe she’d be hitting the highest notes.”

I breathe a sigh of relief, chased by giddiness. Holy shit. This is a huge opportunity that could do wonders for my fledgling brand. “Thank you again. I’m truly thrilled.”

“Also, this look you have going on?” She waves a long red fingernail at my ass-cheek-length jacket. “It’s hot as hell. But maybe consider some pants next time.”

My face flushes beet red. “There was a chocolate fountain incident.”

She furrows her brow. “What?”

“Never mind.”

Now isn’t the time to talk about what went wrong. A few years ago, my life was upside down. I was a pastry chef working in someone else’s struggling bakery in the East Village and fighting to find a few free hours to design and create my own chocolates. It wasn't enough time. My dreams were tabled indefinitely.

Now, thanks to Leo, my dreams—the ones I clutched to my chest even in the darkest of times—are racing to the stratosphere. I can’t wait to tell my mom and my best friends and so many other people.

When Kingsley is done, I look around for Leo to thank him, but he’s gone.

I head to my shop, roll up my sleeves, and get to work making recipes.
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I feel the slightest bit intrusive when I send Leo a text later that night, asking if I can take him out for a drink to celebrate. I imagine he’s at home, curled up with his fiancée on a dark leather couch, watching Netflix and chilling while ignoring his phone.

The image should make me happy.

I was rooting for that for so long, hoping he’d find someone who fulfilled his heart.

He doesn’t reply right away, so I send a text to Cameron, my best friend and business partner at Lulu’s Chocolates, the guy who is handling our expansion plans.

Lulu: We’re partnering with Heavenly!

Cameron: So much goodness it’s like great balls of fire!

Lulu: Not too shabby, right?

Cameron: That’s the stinking definition of un-shabbiness. Wait? Heavenly’s the company where the dude you’ve been friends with since culinary school works?

Lulu: Leo. Yes.

Cameron: Interesting . . .

Lulu: Why is it interesting?

Cameron: He was best friends with Tripp, right?

Lulu: Yes! You know that! Why is it interesting?

Cameron: You know exactly why it’s interesting.

I’m about to reply when Leo’s name pops onto the screen with a text telling me to meet him tomorrow at The Pub.

I picture him in his apartment near the park, the one with the green awning and the doorman who always called me Carrie Bradshaw.

I can see the elevator, and with sharp clarity, I remember all the times we took it, heading upstairs to a fifth-floor dinner party. Dinner, wine, dessert, Scrabble, Cards Against Humanity, riddle books.

Now, I imagine Leo is setting down his phone, turning it to silent, and giving all his focus to Amy for the rest of the night.

That’s the way it should be, and I decide that image must make me happy.
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As the Arctic Monkeys warble at their usual Mach speed from the speakers overhead and some guy in shorts kicks some white-and-black ball on a TV screen in a sport I will never like, my buddy Dean pours me a pale ale, chuckling the whole time.

“Wait. Tell me again the part where you had the brilliant idea to partner with the woman you’ve been in mad love with for a decade.”

I shoot him the sharpest of sharp stares. “I’m not in love with her. That ship sailed long ago.”

Dean nods solemnly. “Right, of course, mate. The ship sailed around the world. Is that where it went?”

“Precisely.”

“Or was it more like around the world and right back in the harbor?”

I sigh. “That would be stupid. Do I look stupid?”

With intense brown eyes, as dark as his skin, Dean meets my gaze, parking his hands on the bar. “Do you want me to answer the question seriously?”

Thinking better of it, I wave him off. Dean would answer me seriously. “No. Don’t answer. But I have moved on.”

He nods again and stage-whispers as he slides the glass of beer to me. “I get it now. We’re pretending for the cameras, right? They’re here somewhere. And you want me to go along with this ruse.”

“You do know there are a million bars in New York City, right? I could frequent any of them.”

His lips quirk up in an evil grin. “And yet you always come back to mine. Admit it. You can’t resist the call of The Pub. Nor can you resist the call of me.” He pats the wood proudly.

“It’s only because you have good beer.”

He scoffs. “It’s only because I am the most extraordinary bar owner on this side of the pond. Also, because I tell it like it is.”

I lift the glass, tipping it in his direction. That is indeed Dean’s strongest trait, but he’s wrong on this count. “Look. I freely admit I had it bad for her when we met. I had it bad for her for a couple years. I’ve never denied that. But the reality is I had to get over her, and I did, thank you very much. I couldn’t spend my fucking twenties mooning for someone else’s girl. I’ve dated plenty of other women. I’ve been serious with plenty of other women. Hell, there’s Amy too.”

He wipes down the bar. “Yes, Amy. Great example.”

“She is a good example.”

“Fine. You got over Lulu. You found the occasional woman to throw dinner parties with.” He pretends to wretch violently, reminding me why I never invite him to dinner parties. “And, evidently, you’ve swung your dick around and fa la la la la.”

I flip him the bird. “That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it.”

“I thought you were saying all the ladies loved you? Is it your broody, growly charm that wins them over, or your dinner parties?”

“No, it’s my huge . . . personality.”

Laughing, he raises an imaginary glass to me. “Well done.” His tone shifts to serious now. “Level with me. Are you prepared to work with her?”

“She’s a contractor. We’re not going to be in the same offices.”

“You completely dodged the question.”

“It’ll be fine. We’re friends. We’ve been through plenty. And plenty of people who have history work together.”

Laughing, Dean slaps his palm on the bar. “That is the best understatement among all the understatements in contention for Understatement of the Century.”

I grin, shrugging. “Who doesn’t have history?”

“You two have so much history you could write a new textbook.”

“Look, I’m in chocolate and she’s in chocolate. It was inevitable we’d wind up working together in some capacity. I saw her at the show, and I chose to introduce her to Kingsley. It’s that simple.” I point to the bar. “It’s a choice you’re here, right? And not in London still?”

“Sure, it’s a choice. Or it might be that I’m simply a stunning sex god and completely irresistible to hot, inked, bearded professional hockey defensemen.”

“My point exactly. You made a choice to move to the States and follow your guy.”

“Ahem, my husband. I’m no fool. I didn’t move without a ring.” He waggles his ring finger, showing off his platinum band.

“You made sure he wasn’t getting the cow for free.”

“Exactly. This cow has a fantastically high price tag and is so worth it.” Then, he makes sure I’m looking him in the eyes. “I’m only pulling your leg. I know you two went through the mill together. You love each other like we love each other.” He points from me to him, then furrows his brow. “Wait. Maybe not at the beginning, because try as you might, I just wasn’t that into you.”

I groan, dropping my forehead into my hand. “Why do I bother talking to you?”

Laughing, he slaps my shoulder from across the counter. “Listen, all I’m saying is, once upon a time, you were in love with her. You kicked the habit, you moved on, you got over her. Which is fantastic. Hell, you went on to get your sorry arse engaged. Good on you. Now all you have to do is keep it on the level as you work with her. It ought to be easy, right?” Dean looks at me with an intense earnestness that’s his hallmark along with the cheeky bluntness.

“I can do that.”

On that note, the woman in question breezes in and drops a kiss on Dean’s cheek, then on mine, smelling like coconuts and a summer breeze that stirs up memories.
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Ten Years Ago

“Coffee. I need coffee.” I muttered it like a mantra at six thirty in the morning as I opened the door to the Audi Tripp’s father gave him when he earned his bachelor’s degree. It was a gift that served double duty—a present and a dig at his mom. “Why did anyone ever think waking up early was a good idea?”

As we peeled away from the curb in front of our apartment, Tripp glanced over, his quarterback-in-the-huddle energy too much for the hour. “You can do it, man. You did it in college.”

I shot him a dubious look. “Hello? Have you met me? I famously took no classes before eleven a.m.”

“Except for one. You powered your way through Business Strategy at nine. Remember that?”

I scratched my jaw. “Admittedly, that was my favorite class.”

“Or maybe it was because you had my cheery, happy face to keep you going at that hour. Remember my daily wake-up dorm room knocks?”

“Yes. It was like a rooster cock-a-doodle-dooing in the morning.”

He raised his chin skyward as he drove. “Cock-a-doodle-doo!”

“Stop. It was hard enough to take in college.”

He laughed as we drove from Hoboken, where we’d opted to live after graduation, toward the Path station.

He reached behind to the back seat console. “Do I know you or do I know you? I popped out early to grab this.” He produced a cup of coffee, the deli kind with the blue-and-white writing and a beautifully curling plume of steam coming from it.

“Dude.”

That was all I needed to say. He knew what I meant—thank you so fucking much. Gratitude flowed through me as I drank the life-sustaining beverage.

“All right, so you’re finally going to master more than boiling an egg?” Tripp pulled into the parking lot at the Path station.

“Please. I refuse to master that. Hard-boiled eggs are the worst. But the more apropos question is this—will you ever learn how to balance a checkbook?”

Tripp cracked up. “Why do I need to? I can always lean on you for that side of the business.”

When we reached campus a little later, he went his way to his culinary courses, on a fast track to become a chef, and I went mine, to a program that was mostly on the business side of food management, but with a few food classes too. The candy company I’d snagged an internship at during my senior year wanted me to learn the business from the ground up, and it was paying for my additional school, now that I’d graduated.

I grabbed a spot at one of the kitchen counters, and as I was sorting ingredients, I smelled coconut. I leaned in closer to the chocolate in the silver bowl. Was there coconut in it?

“It’s so good it should be criminal.”

That voice. Pure and sweet and confident.

I straightened and looked into one blue eye, one green eye. A straight nose. Bow-shaped lips with a hint of gloss. A green sweater the color of an emerald. Everything about her was bright. It energized me more than the coffee had.

“But no one should ever outlaw chocolate.” I spoke quickly. Usually I was the thinker, waiting a beat or two before weighing in. This time, I jumped.

“Can you even imagine a world where chocolate was outlawed?” The woman with the wild mane of hair moved closer to me.

“That sounds like a dystopian hell.”

“I hear if you’re very bad in this lifetime, you’re sent to an afterworld without chocolate.”

I shuddered. “I’ll be a very good boy, then.”

She nudged her shoulder against mine, nodding at the ingredients. “What do you say we crush it here? I have big dreams.”

“Big dreams are the best kind.”

She smiled at me, her mismatched eyes holding my gaze in a way that made my breath catch. I wanted to say something else, something witty or clever. But I figured there would be time. Maybe over lunch. When the class ended, we left together, and I asked if she wanted to grab a bite to eat.

Once we sat down, Tripp strolled in. He scanned the tables to find me, and a flicker lit his eyes when he spotted Lulu. Like a spark—a spark that wouldn’t fade.

He parked himself at our table with a dramatic huff. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to boil water?”

“How hard is it to boil water?” Lulu laughed, Laurel-and-Hardying with him right off the bat.

Tripp dragged a hand through his blond hair. “It’s virtually impossible. You have to turn on the stove, then pour the water in the pot, and then put the pot back on the burner. It’s too many steps. Who can keep track?”

“I think you’re supposed to fill the pot first, then put it on the burner, then turn it on.” She counted off on her fingers. “But I understand it might be hard to remember these in order. Did you want me to write it down?”

“Would you please? It’s too complicated without a cheat sheet. I’ll never make it.”

She laughed again. “Do you need a private tutor?”

“I do. Please, please tell me you’re a water-boiling expert?”

“I can teach a master class in it. I can also make toast without burning the bread.”

He leaped up from the table, dropped down to one knee, and held out a hand, clasping hers in his. “You’re a goddess.”

I laughed, only to cover up what I was really feeling. Left behind.

Some things you just know.

I knew then that he’d win Lulu.

Tripp had an easy way about him. An effortless charm. He was sunshine and go-for-it mornings. I was nighttime and careful plans.

When he returned to the seat, he extended his hand toward Lulu. “Tripp Hudson. You have one green eye and one . . . not so green.”

Her smile grew galaxies bigger, like someone had seen into her soul. She leaned closer to him, their body language instantly fluent. “Everyone says one is green and one is blue. But really, they’re just different shades of green.”

“Everyone else is wrong. We’re right. One is a darker green than the other. And you wear contacts too.”

She shook his hand. “I’m Lulu Diamond. I want to be a great chocolatier, and someday I’ll get Lasik.”

“How fortuitous. I want to be a great chef, and I’ll pick you up from your eye surgery.”

As if he’d just remembered I was there, he jerked his gaze to me. “And Leo? Leo Hennessy is going to fucking dominate. He’ll be running your chocolate business and owning my restaurant. This man?” He pointed at me exaggeratedly. “He’s got game when it comes to numbers and business and how shit runs. No one is better.”

I just shrugged, smiling softly.

Maybe I should have said something else.

But it was clear that the brief chocolate-utopia moment from class was no more. And that Tripp had won a race neither one of them knew had started.

I took the back seat.
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Present Day

Three-legged stools work well.

Better than four-legged ones. That’s what my friend Cameron told me years ago when I had explained that yes, it was weird on the surface, but Leo, Tripp, and I got along like the Three Musketeers.

He reminds me again tonight as I bound up the subway steps, phone to my ear, chatting with him as I walk to The Pub after working in the shop all day.

“It has less constraints that would make the stool wobble.”

“English, please.”

“It’s the theory of the three-legged stool. Its power. Its strength. Its stability. Ideal governments strive for a three-legged-stool model because the foundation is solid.”

“You’re such a brainiac.” Cameron is a foodie by job and a philosopher by heart. “Why is it more solid?”

“Why do tripods have three legs instead of four?” He’s like a professor practicing the Socratic method.

“Why? Tell me why?”

Laughing, he answers, “Because it’s the ideal number for maximum stability, but not too many to make it wobble.”

“So Leo, Tripp, and I were better as a threesome than we’d have been as a foursome? Is that why we worked well even when Leo wasn’t involved with anyone?”

“That is indeed why.”

“What about when he had girlfriends?” I pause, reflecting back on those times. Truth be told, I didn’t see him as much then. “I guess we never hung out as much when he had girlfriends.”

“Because you hated them all.”

My eyebrows shoot into my hairline. “Take it back. I did not hate any of them.”

“Fine. You simply didn’t think any of them were good enough for him.”

“They weren’t! No one was good enough for him.”

“I love that you’re the self-appointed arbiter of who is good enough for Leo.”

“I like Amy,” I admit, picturing the smart brunette I met once. “She was intelligent and sweet, and she seemed like she really cared about him.”

“And it hardly sounds like it pains you at all to admit that.”

I lift my chin as I march down the block. “She’s lovely, I’m sure.”

“Be sure to let him know she’s obtained the Lulu seal of approval.”

But something gnaws at me as I think of Leo’s woman, and it’s not about approval. It’s not even about her.

I wonder how Leo and I will be without him.
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From the day I met Leo in the chocolate course, we were instant buddies. We had that repartee that reminded me of all my favorite sitcoms that my mom and I would watch, then analyze, then discuss. Only Mom could make commercial TV educational. Bless her heart.

Leo made me laugh, and then as we came to know each other, he made me think. He was patient, more introspective than Tripp. He was a quiet rainstorm at night, the kind that turned the air earthen and fresh the next morning.

Tripp was fire and lightning. He crackled and burned, a burst of bright, dangerous light across the sky.

The three of us clicked. I’d at last found my people. My mom and I had moved around so much when she went back to school, then for her master’s, that I’d never settled anywhere. I’d been forced to adapt, to make new friends every few years since I was a little kid.

With Tripp and Leo, I felt like I’d finally discovered friends I could have for a long time.

That’s what we were for a few months. A trio of buddies.

Until Tripp grabbed my arm after class one day, dragged a hand through his hair, and said, “I can’t take it anymore. Go out with me. Go out with me tonight.”

I said yes in a heartbeat.

On our first date, he took me to play boccie ball. As we played, he ordered a beer. Then another. He’d only had two by the end of the date, and that wasn’t a lot by any stretch.

But hindsight is twenty-twenty, and looking back, I can see clearly what I couldn’t see then—the first sign of a coming hurricane that I missed in the thunder and lightning of Tripp Hudson. Now, I try to be wiser, to use my peripheral vision more.

I turn the corner, looking up at the wooden sign written in proper English calligraphy. Even though I’m eager to see Leo, my chest squeezes and my pulse quickens. One of the legs in the three-legged stool is gone. I don’t have a clue how Leo and I will work without that vital support.

After all, no one makes two-legged stools.

As I head inside The Pub, I tell myself to focus on our friendship, not on Tripp and not on Amy.

I can’t think about how handsome Leo looks casually sitting at the bar, chatting with his friend. It would be wrong to think of him like that, especially since he’s involved. But my heart beats faster with relief when I see she’s not here.

It sighs ever-so-happily that he’s solo.

Then a dash of guilt chases me.

I choose to ignore it, sliding into my everything-is-fabulous mode, dropping a kiss to Dean’s cheek. “Hey, you handsome thing.”

“Hello, you pretty creature.”

Then I squeeze Leo’s arm. “And hello to you, most amazing person.”

“Oh, please.”

I stare at him. “Seriously. You’re incredible. This opportunity with Heavenly is huge. Thank you. I can’t thank you enough. Drinks are on me.”

“Please don’t wear them. I’d hate for you to lose another dress.” He gestures to my striped dress. Green, yellow, and light blue. “By the way, your orange dress is at the cleaners. She thinks she can make it brand-new again.”

I throw my arms around him. “You are my hero a thousand times over now.”

He tenses briefly then hugs me back. When I extract myself, I turn to Dean, tapping my chin, thinking of what to order. “What should I get? We need something fabulous to celebrate.”

He narrows his chocolate-brown eyes. “I bet you want something pink and glittery.”

I love that Dean gives me a hard time. It’s part of our routine and has been since he and Leo became friends a couple years ago. “But pink and glittery drinks are so delish. Let’s be honest. You can make fun of piña coladas and strawberry daiquiris, but everyone secretly loves them. Leo, don’t you secretly love piña coladas?”

Leo shakes his head adamantly. “I despise them.”

“You’re only saying that to stay on Dean’s good side. You love piña coladas.”

Dean growls at me. “Lulu, if you say those words again, I’m literally going to have to ask you to leave.”

“Piña colada, piña colada, piña colada.”

He points to the door.

I pretend to be shocked. “You would throw a nice girl like me out on the street?”

He pretends to be annoyed. “You think you being a woman is going to stop me from throwing you out on the street?”

“No, I think me being a huge fan of your hot-ass husband would stop you. Did you see that slap shot the other night?”

Dean’s eyes light up. “Did I see it? Or did I fucking reward him for it?”

I smile and offer a palm. “Man after my own heart.”

Dean smacks back. “It wasn’t his heart I was going for. It was his⁠—”

“A beer for Lulu, please,” Leo says.

“But it was just getting good,” Dean says. “Lulu and I have so much to discuss about . . . rewards.”

Leo rolls his eyes. “Shockingly, you can imagine that’s a conversation I don’t want to have.”

I bump shoulders with Leo then speak to Dean. “Leo’s no fun. I bet Amy thinks he’s no fun either.”

Dean coughs, sputtering, “Amy?”

Leo holds up one hand as a stop sign, nodding to Dean. “Thanks for the beers.”

Dean plunks a beer down for me, depositing a pink umbrella on the edge of the glass. Leo grabs the drinks, and we head for a table in the corner.

The second we sit, I nearly spit out the question forming on my tongue.

I’m crazily curious.

I don’t know if I can wait any longer.

I’m dying to know what’s going on with Leo’s fiancée, and my curiosity is a living, breathing thing.

As he raises a glass and toasts our new partnership, I blurt out the question. “How’s Amy?”
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LEO


She stares at me with wide and curious eyes, asking a question I should have known was coming. But even when you know something is coming, you’re still not prepared for how it blindsides you.

I take a drink, thinking about why I feel weird answering her. Maybe because there was a part of me that liked being able to say to Lulu that I was getting married. Maybe some vestigial part liked the shield it provided.

She must take my silence to mean something else, since she fills it. “I’m not upset that Amy didn’t want to invite me to the wedding. It’s okay. I understand. I mean, I love weddings. I love all weddings. They make me cry. I always cry at weddings, no matter what. But you know that. I cried at mine. Of course I’d totally cry at yours too.”

A sharp pain lashes me at the memory of her wedding, but as I’ve learned to do, I shove it away, stuff it into a corner, and ignore the fuck out of it. I rub my hand over the back of my neck, half tempted to play with her only because it’d be funny, and Lulu loves jokes.

But it would also be cruel, so I choose honesty. “We’re not engaged anymore.”

Her jaw hits the floor, cartoon cash register–style. “What?”

“She’s not my fiancée anymore.”

For a second, it looks like Lulu is rearranging her lips from a grin to a ruler, and I don’t know why she’d do that. I must have imagined it.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” She reaches for my hand and squeezes.

I will myself to feel nothing. I do feel nothing. “It’s fine. There’s no need to apologize. It’s all for the best.”

“Why didn’t it work out? She’s great. You two were perfect together.”

“We were great together. She’s thoughtful and kind. She remembers birthdays and anniversaries. She liked to restore old furniture with me. She’s pretty, and I definitely loved her.”

“But that wasn’t enough? It doesn’t sound like there’s any animosity, so I’m guessing there was no cheating or dismemberment?”

I crack up at her Lulu-ism. “There was no dismemberment, nor disembowelment. Only disengagement.”

She frowns. “Really?” She seems immeasurably saddened by this, like I’ve somehow committed a sin against love.

“Sometimes love isn’t enough. Sometimes it can’t bridge the distance and the miles.” I take a drink, reflecting on my year in South America, away from my then-fiancée. “And sometimes absence doesn’t make the heart grow fonder. In fact, shitty broadband service makes the heart grow weaker.”

“Seriously? You broke up because of bad internet connections?”

“I wasn’t in major cities. We couldn’t keep in touch. I remember calling her one night, and the entire conversation was like a bad commercial. Can you hear me? Can you hear me now? I can’t hear you. I still can’t hear you. It wasn’t really conducive to maintaining a relationship.”

Lulu stares at me like I’m speaking in Morse code. “You split up because it was hard to make a phone call from South America?”

Apprehension crawls into my muscles. “Yes. And we didn’t see each other often either.”

She leans closer across the table, her eyes locked on mine. “But you loved her?”

I grit my teeth, breathe out through my nose. “Yes, Lulu, but it’s not always poetic. It’s not about love conquering all. Hell, you ought to know that better than anyone.”

She looks away, swallowing hard, and instantly, I feel like a jerk. But I also don’t want to explain all my choices to her. “I tried as hard as I could with Amy, and it wasn’t working—case closed.”

She pinches the bridge of her nose, sighing. “Sorry I pressed you on it.”

And I feel like a total shit now. “I didn’t mean to get angry.”

She flaps her hand in front of her, exonerating me. “No, it’s okay. Sometimes I get caught up in all the poetry-of-love nonsense. My God, I was all about that.” She forces out a self-deprecating laugh.

I soften my voice. I can’t ever stay annoyed with her. “You weren’t all about poetry. You were practical too, Lulu. You tried hard always, especially at the end. Don’t beat yourself up.”

“You were always the practical one.” She exhales as if she’s sorting out her emotions. “I understand what you’re saying. I just liked Amy, and I was happy for you. It seemed like you’d finally found your person.”

Was Amy my person? I’d like to think, for some people, there’s not one person, as in the one and only. I hope that’s the case.

“Amy was great. And I don’t mean to sound cold and calculating. I loved Amy. I didn’t propose to her on a whim. I proposed to her because I wanted to be with her. But duty called, and that was what I did. Even if the relationship was collateral damage. I was too busy with work, and I was committed to making the deals I was assigned to make. I couldn’t do both.”

“She didn’t want to wait?”

“I don’t think either one of us did. Look, in the end I suppose we could have chosen to be patient and see what happened after a year. But she chose one thing, and I chose another.”

“Do you regret it?”

I regret so many other things so much more. So many things I didn’t say or do.

“No, I wanted to grow the company, and it was an amazing experience in South America. I’m fluent in Spanish now. So there’s that.”

She raises her glass, toasting again. “To fluency.”

Soon enough the conversation shifts to safer topics, and we catch up on other things. I tell her I’m still living near Central Park, I’ve become obsessed with South American history thanks to my time there, and I’ve committed to learning the history and geography of a different country every month. I’m also still restoring old furniture I find at garage sales.

“Much to the chagrin of your neighbors?”

“Ah, but they are no longer chagrined. I have a little warehouse space that I use for restoring the pieces I find.”

“Why do you do it?”

“It keeps me busy, and I don’t think about deals when I’m working with my hands.”

“It’s your necessary break from work.”

“Exactly.”

She tells me about her mom, who’s still teaching media and culture classes at the college level. After years of moving around to earn an advanced degree when Lulu was younger, then to chase various teaching jobs, her mother has finally settled right here in New York, and that makes Lulu very happy.

She tells me she’s living in Chelsea, has joined a new women’s kickboxing class with her friend Mariana, and plans to connect with a local rescue so she can foster small dogs again, like she did in California for the last year or so.

“I can do that now. Tripp was allergic.” She says it with a mix of apology and promise.

I run a finger along the rim of my beer glass. “We can do this now too.” I take a beat. “It’s still weird though.”

“It is,” she says softly.

“I can’t remember the last time we went to a bar.”

“Or the last time we went to one and didn’t have to worry. It’s freeing, in a way.”

“Yeah, it is.” I hate admitting that, but it’s also a massive relief.

But even though it’s freeing, the flip side is that the knot of guilt that started to loosen is tightening again.

Because I’m here with her, and he’s gone, and there’s a part of me that’s truly enjoying his absence right now.

I’m enjoying it so incredibly much.
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LULU


A few weeks later

I’ve been concocting truffles with pistachios and cherries, been crafting buttery caramel with dark pecans.

I’ve flown to Miami for a quick meeting with my business partner.

I’ve been working like a madwoman in the shop.

Now I’m heading to the office, and it feels like the first day of school.

Nerves flutter up my throat as I turn in the mirror, FaceTiming a suit-wearing Cameron in his Miami hotel room, since he’s on the road for a few weeks – Miami, Vegas, Chicago. I adjust my collar and tug at the waistband of my pants. “What do you think? Good first-day outfit?”

When I meet the team today at Heavenly, I want to make a great initial impression. My contract started three weeks ago, and since then I’ve been working on the recipes. While I won’t be debuting them this morning, I’m eager to share some details of what I hope to make for the chocolate giant.

Cameron gives me a cheesy thumbs-up. “You have my vote.”

I arch a brow. “Do I detect a note of sarcasm in your tone?”

“Me? Nah. Never.”

Huffing, I stare at him. “Why are you being a hater?”

He rolls his steel-blue eyes. “Two reasons. One, you called me for fashion advice. I’m the guy who has reduced his wardrobe to minimalist business basics, and when I’m not wearing a suit, I think jeans are acceptable for everything. Also, I wear Crocs.”

I wince. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.”

“But you can’t unsee them.” He points his phone at his shoes, and garish, horrid green Crocs fill my screen.

I slam my palms over my eyes, my right hand pressing the phone to my face. “La la la la la.” I yank the phone back in front of me, wagging a finger at him. “Next time I see you, I’m taking all your Crocs and donating them. Wait. No one wants them. They will need to be burned as an offering to the gods while you ask for forgiveness for ever having worn them.”

He cackles. “They’re comfortable. Also, when women dig me, I know it’s for me and not for how I dress.”

“That’s for damn sure.”

“Second, you want to know why I’m being a hater?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Because . . . wait for it.” He wields his imaginary drumsticks and performs a drumroll, then gets up close and personal, shoving his face against the screen and shouting, “YOU’RE WEARING A PANTSUIT!”

I glance down at my outfit, royal blue with slim, tailored, high-cut cuffs that show off my heels. “But it’s a trendy pantsuit.”

“There is no such thing. I know nada about fashion, and even I know that. How do you even own one?”

“I borrowed it from Mariana,” I mumble sheepishly, caught in the act of having stepped in sartorial mud.

“Well, un-borrow it. You are seriously getting me down. My mojo is at an all-time low. Seeing you in a pantsuit is like seeing a unicorn giving traffic tickets. That shit isn’t right.” He waves his hand dismissively at the screen. “Now, I’d say go burn that, but Mariana might need it to scare people when she’s in court or doing depositions. So return to sender, and let us never speak of this again, unless it is to mock you for that day you went temporarily presidential-candidate on me.”

Oddly enough, I breathe a little more easily thanks to his dressing down. Truth be told, this outfit isn’t me. I’ve known it since I buttoned the slacks—hell, since I checked out my reflection and called Cameron for a second opinion. Still, I want today to go perfectly. I’ve lined up all my ducks in a row—I’ve staffed up at the shop to ensure my partnership with Heavenly gets off to a flying start. I want Kingsley to be proud of me, and I want to do right by Leo for recommending me, and I thought looking more corporate, less candy, was the way to go. “You’re right. Let me find something else. I love you for being so . . . diplomatic.”

“Yeah, that’s me. I was so easygoing in my assessment of the worst outfit you’ve ever put on. Now go grab something dope, as the kids today say, and look like a boutique chocolatier, not like a politician. No one likes them, no matter which party, but everyone likes chocolatiers.”

“Except Willy Wonka. He was kind of a perv.”

“He is the poster child for pervs.”

I say goodbye to my friend; rummage through my closet; rip off the suit that isn’t me in any way, shape, or form; and slide into a cute purple dress with white polka dots, adding a chunky red belt.

I snap a selfie, send it to Cameron, and am rewarded with a return text full of clapping emojis.

Cameron: Lulu and the Purple Crayon!

Lulu: Is that good? Do I want to be Lulu and the Purple Crayon?

Cameron: We have reached the end of your allotted questions, thank you very much. You may now proceed to the corporate offices of Heavenly. Please send a report by the close of business. PS I am on my way to meet a mystery woman. Do you vote Crocs or no Crocs?

Lulu: NO CROCS! ALSO, I WANT ALL THE DETAILS!

Cameron: You will get them in due time.

I stretch my neck from side to side, take a breath, and send a wish that things go well with his mystery woman. Then I visualize my day unfolding perfectly. I’ll meet the team, share some of my plans, pose for a few marketing pictures, and be on my merry way.

Lulu: I am Lulu and the Purple Crayon, and I am going to look so dope in photos in my purple polka-dot dress.

Cameron: I know how hard you’ve worked. Go kick ass. You deserve it.

But do I? Does anyone deserve anything? I’ve never bought into the life-is-fair or life-isn’t-fair debate. I don’t believe certain people deserve bad things and others deserve goodness.

As far as I can tell, life is about how we play the cards we’re dealt.

Today, I’ve been dealt a pair of queens. The last few years, I was playing with a three of clubs high, at best, and bluffing my way through everything. Now, I have something worthwhile, and I’m going to treat it like the precious hand it is.
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I’m thirty-two, but in some ways, I feel younger. Perhaps because my twenties feel like missing years. Back then, I was stretched thin and pulled in so many different directions and none of them were the direction of my dreams. I would work on recipes late at night, wait up for Tripp, then fall asleep at the kitchen table, worried and wondering what else I could do to help my husband. I’d rise at six in the morning, crick in my neck, cocoa bean on my face. Money was tight in those days, my focus was narrow, and my emotions were spent in one store and one store only—my marriage.

I was running on fumes, and there was nothing left in the tank to build a business. Now that I’ve worked through the pain and the heartache, I’m a dog chasing a Frisbee with my career. I won’t lose sight of it or let it go.

And as I look into the lobby mirror at Lulu and the Purple Crayon, I feel like a new woman with a new chance.

I head to the food labs inside the corporate offices of Heavenly and work with my colleagues there on the recipes I’m mapping out.

Later that morning, Leo texts that he’s at a business meeting, but he recommends the edamame salad for lunch and he’ll see me before the meeting starts.

I reply: Edamame rocks, and so do you.

As I send it, I smile, loving that he’s looking out for me in his way. I lose a little more of the first-day-of-school jitters, knowing I have someone in my corner backing me.

At lunchtime I pop into the company cafeteria, where Ginny waves, motioning for me to join her. I wave back, indicating I will, then walk past a pack of guys discussing a call in last night’s Yankees game.

One of them looks my way, then flashes a friendly smile. “Am I right or am I right?”

I doubt the shouter needs my affirmation that he’s right, but I shoot him the thumbs-up, giving it to him anyway. “Totes. That was one hundred percent infield fly rule.”

He jerks his gaze sharply at me, his hazel eyes widening in admiration as I head in the direction of the edamame.

Thirty seconds later, the shouter strolls over to the salad bar. He’s tall and toned, and he sports a neatly trimmed goatee, the same chestnut shade as his hair. “Hey, you’re new, right?”

I smile, eager to make friends here. “Yes. I’m Lulu.”

“And you’re like a play-by-play analyst. Whipping out that infield fly rule.” He snaps his fingers with gusto. “Damn. Can I call you SportsCenter? Wait. No way. I’m calling you the Color Girl, like the color commentator. Scratch that. You’re the umpire. I’m Noah Rivera. Want to join my fantasy baseball league, Umpire?”

Holy crap. He’s already bestowing nicknames and asking me to do corporate-y stuff. “I’m not that good with fantasy leagues, but I can⁠— ”

“It’s just something we do for fun. You should do it. You should absolutely do it. It’s awesome. In our league, we go head to head with the guys and gals from Frodo’s Snacks, Wine O’Clock, and Violet’s Dry Soda,” he says, mentioning a big packaged goods company, a vino distributor, and one of those hip, trendy soda companies. “The league is literally the definition of awesome.”

He’s the Energizer Bunny dipped into a vat of espresso, then pumped up from a session at the gym. “Sure. I can give it a shot.”

“Email me. I’ll hook you up. I promise it’ll be rad.” He shifts gears lickety-split, nodding at the chicken spinach salad on my side of the salad bar. “I’m training for a 10K. I intend to finish in first place, and my times are awesome. You know what that means?”

“You’re going for a run the second you finish your salad?”

“After work, you bet I am. But right now? I need a helluva lot more protein with my greens. Do me a solid and toss me some of that chicken salad, will ya?”

“Sure.” I deposit some greens on his tray.

He lifts his eyebrows like I’m the stingiest bastard in Salad Land. “A little more? I’m a growing boy, and I burn a lot of calories.”

“Of course. Here you go.” I serve him a heaping dose of salad, amused by his one speed—sixty miles an hour.

Then he surprises me, dropping his voice. “Put in a good word for me with the Gin-meister, will you?”

He’s such a guy, angling for a girl through her . . . friend? I guess I’m Ginny’s friend. “Should I tell her you’re excellent at burning calories?” Then my eyes widen. “Wait, not that.”

He laughs. “Tell her I’m supremely friendly.”

“You’re definitely extraordinarily friendly.”

“So are you. Great to meet you, Umpire Lulu. Catch you later,” he shouts as he speeds across the cafeteria to join his fellow Yankees fans. That right there is why energy drinks should be banned. That man likely has a secret stash in his cubicle and mainlines them in between spreadsheets.

I find Ginny again. With a neat red ponytail cinched high on her head, she points to the empty seat across from her at the end of a table. Like she’s a taste tester, she has food spread out before her—a plate of carrots, a bowl of blueberries, and a tray with three different salads in the divider sections.

“Hey there.” I sit, plucking at the strap of my dress. “It might be tough to trade shirts today. I’m afraid it’d be rather difficult for me. But I’d consider it for that necklace.”

She eyes the heart-shaped necklace that dangles against her chest. “Difficult, schmifficult. I want a purple polka-dot dress. It’s totally a fair trade.” Then she smiles. “I’m glad Kingsley nabbed you. I was hoping it’d be you for the Rising Star line. I have to admit, I had an awful premonition it was going to be a male chocolatier again. Too many of the stars in the food field are men. We need more chicks. More girl power.”

I take a bite of my salad, nodding. “I’m all for that.”

She plucks a blueberry and pops it in her mouth. “But that’s not to say you’re only valuable for your ovaries.”

“Why, thank you. Though I honestly don’t know the value of them.”

Ginny cups the side of her mouth and whispers, “I know the value of mine. They work too well. I have a ten-year-old. No dad.”

I raise a hand. “I was raised with no dad. I think I turned out okay.”

A whooshing sound passes my head, and I crane my neck as a paper airplane soars past me and lands next to Ginny.

She rolls her eyes. “Noah.”

“Is he the paper airplane maker?”

She picks up the winged object. “He likes to send these to me at lunch. He’s such a goofball.”

My curiosity is piqued. “Regularly?”

“Once or twice a week.”

“Pretty sure that means he’s into you.”

She laughs, dismissing the idea with a fervent wave. “Oh, no. He’s just . . . festive.”

I glance behind me, and Noah waves from his table. To Ginny. “No. He has a thing for you. A big thing. What about you? Is it mutual?”

“I’m thirty-five. I’m ten years older than he is. Is that terrible? Does that make me a cougar?”

“Perhaps it makes you wiser.”

“But is dating him wise? My daughter’s in fourth grade. He’s only fifteen years older than my daughter. Fifteen.”

“But he’s not her father.”

“I know, but still. Robbing the cradle much?”

“I don’t think you should worry about that.”

“What should I worry about?”

As I take a bite of edamame, I consider her question. I consider my track record. I consider what I knew and didn’t know then offer my best answer. “Whether he’s as good at dating as he is at piloting paper airplanes.”

“Good point. But I’m finding it a bit hard to make that decision.” She gestures to the vast array of items in front of her. “I couldn’t even decide what to have for lunch.”

“Dating and lunch are different beasts. For now, I guess you have a little of everything.”

“Now that’s an excellent decision.” She drops her voice to a knowing whisper. “With lunch and men.”
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As promised, Leo waits for me outside the conference room, his back to me.

Out of nowhere, a wave of goose bumps rushes over my skin when I see him.

Now that—that’s the kind of man suits are made for. Screw politicians. Suits are for men like Leo—broad shoulders, strong thighs, toned arms.

And he possesses another attribute that sure makes a suit look like it’s whistling a happy tune being worn by him.

His ass.

Those tailored charcoal pants seem to hug his ass worshipfully, praying at the altar of perfect cheeks.

Tingles sweep down my chest, and absently, I lick my lips.

Wait.

I stop in my tracks, talking back to my wildly inappropriate self.

Did I just think of Leo’s ass?

Oh hell, I did, says Wildly Inappropriate Lulu.

I did just think of his firm, succulent butt that’s begging to be grabbed, held on to, woman-handled.

Stop!

I clench my fists, my nails digging in, a mildly painful bid to wrest control of the runaway train of my libido. I shove away the errant dirty thoughts. I should not be thinking about Leo’s butt.

But how did I never notice he had such a fine ass before? I’m not even an ass woman. I’m an eyes woman.

When he turns around, his smile spreads lazily, taking its time. His grin is crooked and kind at the same time, reaching all the way to his eyes, his brown irises so damn soulful they seem to see inside me.

That’s when I do a clean sweep of my brain.

I can’t let him see inside me. He can’t know I was thinking of his . . . assets. I’m here to work, not to perv on the man. After all, I’m no female Willy Wonka.

But, more importantly, I’m working with him. And yeah, sure, no one has asked me to sign a contract forbidding contractors like me from fraternizing with key employees like him. But hello? I’m here to work, and I need to focus on this opportunity to build my business at last. And to build it free of distractions of the male variety.

I vow to think friendly thoughts.

I say hi, then head into the conference room with him by my side. Once we sit down, I don’t make eye contact. Not with his eyes, nor his ass.

Well, he is parked on it. It would be hard to check out his chiseled butt right now anyway.
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LEO


I grew up as the oldest of three brothers in a middle-class family outside Philadelphia. My father worked as a manager at a hardware store, my mother as a florist. Our lives were simple. My parents worked hard and long.

When times were leaner, I tried my best to make sure my younger brothers had everything they needed—the warmer jackets, the better sneakers. At five years older than my middle brother and seven more than the youngest, I was keenly aware I’d make it out of the house before they did, so I did my part to put them first and to make sure I could contribute to the family too.

In high school, I snagged a busboy job at a swank surf-and-turf restaurant. Its sprawling oak booths and burgundy leather seats were home to the wheelers and dealers in the city.

I worked my way up from busboy to waiter, and along the way, I was privy to bits and pieces of the deal-making that went down in those booths. There, as I served porterhouse and Cobb salad, I learned the lingo.

Now, at age thirty-two, I have the job I want. I’m the guy who strikes the deals. I’m exactly where I want to be in business, and that’s because I set a goal when I was younger, and I worked my ass off to reach it. When I went to college, I paid for it myself, thanks to loans and scholarships I earned.

I take pride in what I do, especially because I don’t merely love deal-making—I love doing it for Heavenly. My family had one indulgence growing up—chocolate—even when money was tight. My mom would bring out a treat from her secret hiding place when we had all done our homework and chores.

As I grew older, my love affair with chocolate stayed strong. Work feels a lot less like work and more like an indulgence.

Now, the chance to introduce my old friend to my company gives me a healthy injection of pride.

Friend, I remind myself.

Lulu has only ever been a friend.

That’s the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

No one needs to know I once had a Pandora’s box full of feelings for the woman.

Kingsley leads the meeting, and after a few minor items, she gives me the floor. “And Leo has found our next Rising Star. Leo, why don’t you introduce Lulu to the department heads?”

I stand, gesture to the woman in purple and white, and dive into it. “I consider myself lucky for a lot of reasons. But first and foremost, it would have to be because, back in the day, I was this woman’s guinea pig.”

Lulu laughs softly, her smile warming me up. I swear I can see the memories flickering before her eyes—of late nights sampling goodies, testing recipes, asking me to try just another bite. Those were the nights I fell in love with her.

I blink the images away, doing my best to stay rooted in the moment.

“What a trooper I was back then. So gallantly offering myself up whenever she needed someone to taste test a peanut butter truffle, or a chocolate-covered salted caramel. Mind you, this was before salted caramel became a thing.”

Lulu’s expression turns faux-confused. “There was a time before salted caramel? Sounds terrible.”

“The world before the salted-caramel craze was a devastating one,” I say.

Noah chuckles loudly. “So, Lulu was one of the movement’s founders, and you were the salted-caramel taste tester. That must have been so rough.”

“It was difficult and incredibly challenging. I had to add in extra daily workouts to maintain my figure.”

That’s Kingsley’s cue to jump in once more. “Maybe you ought to send me the name of your personal trainer, then. Because I haven’t cracked the salted-caramel resistance code either.”

I smile then cut to the chase. “Folks, Lulu Diamond has been crafting the most delicious chocolate since I first had the pleasure of tasting her creations. We’re talking melt on your tongue, make your taste buds sing, and turn your world upside down with pleasure. In a word—heavenly. I am pleased she’s joining us as a chocolatier in residence for the next year. Thank you, Lulu. It is an honor.”

Lulu beams, and it’s the kind of smile that can’t be contained. For one terribly selfish moment, all I can think is I did that. A voice in the back of my head taunts me. You’re the one who can do that for her now in other ways. You don’t have any competition.

I cringe inside, telling that voice to shut the hell up.

There was never any competition with my best friend. I didn’t fight for her affection. I didn’t throw down the gauntlet and say, My name is Leo Hennessy, and I am here to battle you for the green- and blue-eyed beauty. We were all friends, and I never made a play for her.

He did.

I focus on the here and now, as Lulu stands. Her eyes shine with a hint of wetness. Lulu had the softest heart, and she’d cry at any sad story in the news or touching moment in the movies. She’s tough as nails too, so I know she won’t break down here. Still, I love knowing that my introduction matters to her.

She smooths a hand over her clothes, something I’ve learned is her nervous tell. But when she speaks, there’s only confidence in her tone. “It’s truly an honor to partner with Heavenly, and my goal here is quite simple: I hope to make all the customers as addicted to my chocolates as Leo and Kingsley are.”

Lulu and I sit, and Kingsley takes the floor again, tucking an errant strand of silky black hair behind her ear. “Thank you, Lulu and Leo. And I imagine, like me, you all want this new partnership to succeed?” She looks to the crew.

Everyone nods.

“Good.” She takes a breath. “But how badly do you want it to succeed?”

“So badly!” Noah shouts.

“That’s what I thought. And while the last Rising Star did very well, we can’t rest on our laurels. Finger-Licking Good has had a whole heap of press lately after they played the sympathy card when someone contaminated their fountain at the chocolate fair.”

“Oh no they didn’t!” Noah says, dramatically.

“Oh yes they did. But something’s rotten in the state of candy.”

“Please say it’s not my favorite flavor of Mars bar. Please say it’s not rotten,” Noah mutters in a prayer to the gods of candy.

Kingsley whips her gaze to him. “You better not be eating Mars bars while I pay your salary.”

He scoffs. “No way. Just testing you. I only eat Heavenly chocolate.” Under his breath, he adds, “I only eat protein bars.”

“Chocolate is good for you, Noah Rivera.” Kingsley strides to the head of the conference table, taps the keyboard on her laptop, and points to the image projected on the whiteboard. “This is the problem, folks. Big problem.”

An Instagram post from Frodo’s. It’s an array of potato chips, artfully arranged on a silver plate, in the outline of a lovely woman. Chip legs are crossed invitingly, a hand is parked on a chip hip, and the salty breasts are full.

Holy potatoes. Some chip sculptor turned salt and vinegar chips into something succulently suggestive. It’s pure snack porn, and my mouth is watering.

Noah lets his tongue loll out. “Hot damn. I want to⁠—”

Kingsley holds up a hand and slices off the dirty thought that was surely about to make landfall. “Don’t go there, Rivera. Whatever you were going to say is, I’m sure, inappropriate for mixed company and for my company.”

“But Mrs. Potato looks so hot.”

Kingsley stares down the bridge of her nose at him. “I know. Trust me, I know. But that’s not the big issue.”

“Well, they are quite big,” Ginny mutters, then gestures to the chip lady’s knockers.

“That’s what she said.” And that’s courtesy of Noah, naturally.

“The big issue is what Frodo’s posted next.” Ginny shifts to a more serious tone.

Kingsley glances at the offending photo again. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Ginny. Because this is a big, stinking, hairy hairball of a problem.”

She clicks to the next image, and it’s a caption. Devour chips, not chocolate. Savory is better than sweet.

A collective gasp echoes across the conference room.

Noah slams a fist on the table. “Those are fighting words.”

“Plus, look at the comments. The likes. Dear God, the likes.” Kingsley emits a long, tortured moan, like she’s Edward Munch’s The Scream and the complete and utter devastation of humanity has set in. She snaps her gaze away as if she can’t bear to look at the number. “But there’s more. It’s worse.”

Kingsley taps the screen one more time, displaying what I can only presume will be the pièce de résistance.

A Twitter post of a chocolate fountain spilling over at the chocolate show. And the words below it? Potato chips don’t make this kind of mess. Just sayin’.

She slams the laptop closed. “And the Twitterinos love it.”

Ginny scrunches her brow. “I don’t think Twitterinos is a thing.”

Kingsley waves a hand, four rings sparkling brightly as they catch the afternoon sun. “Twitteristas, Twitterati, Twitter-schmitter. Whatever. The point is, Frodo’s is eating our lunch. And laughing at us. And do you all know who runs Frodo’s?”

“Your sister runs Frodo’s,” Ginny answers.

“My older sister, Scarlett, who loves to needle me. So I did the only thing I could do.”

“Challenged her to a duel?” Noah asks.

“Poked her till she begged you to stop? That’s what I used to do to my little sister. My daughter tries it with me now, but I always beat her. I’m a champion poker,” Ginny suggests.

“That’s a good one, and I’ll consider it, along with photoshopping a vampire bat on her face and posting that on her LinkedIn profile.”

I fold my arms, groaning silently. Something’s coming. I don’t know what, but Kingsley can’t resist a crazy battle royale with her sister.

One year, she and Scarlett hosted a competitive costume party. The next year, it was a trivia matchup with prizes like movie vouchers and dinners at fancy restaurants, nights on the town and tickets to Broadway shows dangled in front of us.

Lulu looks to me with big, expectant eyes, asking silently, What is it?

“Wait for it,” I whisper.

Kingsley takes a deep breath. “This will be good for us. It’ll be a morale boost. It’ll strengthen our teams. It’ll bond us. It’ll help us roll out the most amazing line of craft chocolate. Better than last year. Better than we’ve ever been before. Let’s not forget, last year the Rising Star line outsold chips at many of our competitors. And I believe we can bring that same spirit to our rollout this year. Because this year . . .” She stops, sweeps her arms out wide like she’s about to launch us into the Hunger Games, and let’s hope she’s not sending us as tributes into the wilds of Manhattan.

I wait, poised on the edge of my seat.

Just because I let Tripp take the lead doesn’t mean I’m not competitive.

Just because I put my brothers first doesn’t mean I don’t care about winning.

I’m where I am today because I’m willing to go for it. Whatever Kingsley has for us, I’ll rise to the occasion. Hell, for the costume contest, Ginny and I competed in the Best Pun category and won as “Green with Envy.” She dressed head to toe in emerald, and I showed up as the letters N and V from Scrabble.

“This year, we are going to take on Frodo’s in a multi-day scavenger hunt. And I bet the Frodo’s CEO that we’d win.”

Lulu’s jaw drops, and she mouths, Is she for real?

I whisper, “We’ve done a few of these in the past. But don’t worry. It’s just for employees.”

Kingsley clears her throat once more. “And this year, since our focus is on teamwork, bonding, and introducing our brand-new partnership with a premiere craft chocolatier, it would be a great honor if Lulu would join us on a multi-day, team-building, bonding extravaganza starting next Wednesday morning.”

My spine straightens.

Shit. She’s going to feel obligated. She’s going to say yes. I should let her know I can help her get out of it if she wants. She’s only a contractor, after all.

But Lulu nods excitedly. “I was hoping you’d ask. I love riddles, and I killed it at hide-and-seek as a kid. I’d love to do a scavenger hunt.”

When the meeting ends and Kingsley’s photographer snaps a photo of Lulu, Kingsley, and me, Lulu’s arm wrapped around my waist, all I can think is after this weekend I’ll be in close quarters with Lulu for the next few days.

And I’m loving that and hating that at the same damn time.

Sort of like how I felt at Lulu’s wedding.
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LEO


Eight Years Ago

I sprawled across the lounge chair in our apartment in Hoboken, late at night. We were finished with cooking school, and I had scored my first corporate job, while Tripp had landed a gig as a sous-chef, and Lulu worked in an entry-level post with a boutique chocolatier.

“Another one. Give me another one,” Lulu demanded from her spot on the leather couch that Tripp’s dad had given him, another show-off gift. Her legs were draped over her soon-to-be-husband’s.

“You’re such a riddle junkie.” He nuzzled her hair, kissing the top of her head. My chest tightened, but I’d learned to live with the ache.

“I’m a junkie, and Leo feeds my fix. It’s that simple.” She stared at me, bug-eyed, wiggling her fingers. “Bring it on.”

I flipped to the next page in the book of riddles I’d bought for her, a pre-wedding gift I’d given her that night. Because I was a glutton for punishment. Because she was a bright, bold, daring person I couldn’t get enough of, even though I shouldn’t be taking any hits of her.

“I lose my head in the morning and gain it at night. What am I?” I looked up as Lulu took a sip of her freshly poured glass of wine, considering the riddle. I chuckled to myself as I read the answer silently.

Tripp scrunched his brow. “A snake? Is it a snake?”

Cracking up, I rolled my eyes. “Do snakes lose their heads? Does your answer even make sense?”

He scoffed. “I bet there’s some snake somewhere that loses its head. I’m sure if you looked in an encyclopedia of snakes, you’d find some weird-ass one that loses its head. Right, Lulu?”

She patted his thigh. “Tripp, I love you, baby, but you need to stop talking about snakes. I hate snakes. Even as an answer to a riddle. But it’s not the answer. And let’s hope there’s not an encyclopedia of snakes anywhere.”

“What’s the answer, then, Miss Smarty Pants?” His hands darted to her waist, and he tickled her ferociously, igniting a flurry of laughter.

It was the full-bodied kind of chuckle that seemed to move through her like a wave, from her shoulders to her belly to her legs. “A pillow, you goofball.”

He held up his hands in the air. “A pillow? A pillow loses its head in the morning?” He paused, then nodded. “Fine, it does. But, seriously. Who thinks of these things?”

“Let’s just be glad someone does. Give me another, Leo.”

“What comes once in a minute, twice in a moment, but never in a thousand years?”

Tripp cut in. “Did you get her a dirty book of riddles?”

I showed him the cover. “101 Brain-Busting Riddles for the Riddle Lover in Your Life.”

“Still sounds dirty.”

“This one’s easy,” Lulu said to Tripp. “Think about it hard.”

“If I’m thinking hard, then that is a dirty book of riddles.”

“It’s not dirty. I know what it is.” Lulu practically bounced on the couch cushions, an eager student bursting with the answer.

Tripp furrowed his brow, then shrugged. “All I can figure is it’s someone who starts out a stud but fails miserably.”

Lulu thrust a fist in the air. “Nope. It’s the letter M. Isn’t that brilliant? It comes once in a minute, twice in a moment, but never in a thousand years.”

“It is indeed brilliant,” I said.

Tripp paused, processing the riddle, then laughed. “Good one.”

He grabbed her wineglass and took a swig then set it back down on the table. “Listen, I’m man enough to admit I suck at riddles, but I am fucking awesome at feeding my woman.” He rubbed Lulu’s stomach. My jaw ticked, and I glanced at Lulu’s wineglass. It was nearly half empty now. “You want some sautéed artichokes with shiitake mushrooms and polenta? I came up with this new recipe while I was riding my bike the other day, and it’s going to make your stomach so happy that you jump me.”

She arched a brow. “Your artichokes will make me jump you? That’s what’ll do it?”

“They’ll make you come in a minute.”

I groaned. Loudly.

“Oh, please. I heard what you did to Daphne the other night,” Tripp said as he rose, mentioning the woman I’d been dating.

“Is that so?” I asked.

Tripp pumped his hips. “She was like, oh Leo, oh Leo, oh Leo. She was like that all night long.” Lulu’s eyebrows rose, and for a split second, I didn’t mind that Tripp was imitating one of my lovers in the throes of passion. Let Lulu linger on that image. Tripp continued, talking to me, “Have I mentioned I can’t wait to move in with my fiancée next week after she marries me? I can finally get away from you, Casanova.”

He acted like I had a parade of women flitting into the place at all hours. I wasn’t going to disabuse anyone of that notion.

Lulu sat up straighter, her lips quirking in curiosity. “You’re a multiple man, Leo?”

Go out on a high note. Like George Costanza. I blew on my fingernails. “When you’ve got it, you’ve got it.”

Lulu laughed. “I guess you’ve got it.”

Tripp headed into the kitchen, and I returned to the book, reading more riddles to Lulu. That was my role with her. Riddle-supplier, not multiple-O-bestower.

“What has a tongue, but never talks, and has no legs, but sometimes walks?”

A beat. “A shoe.”

“What belongs to you, but other people use it more than you?”

She hummed then her eyes lit up. “Your name.”

Shortly after the next riddle, Tripp cursed from the kitchen. “Shit. I’m out of mushrooms. Be right back.”

He took off for the store, and Lulu’s stomach rumbled. “I’m hungry. I can’t wait for him any longer. If I have to wait, my stomach is going to mutiny.”

“Best to avoid that sort of insurrection.”

“Don’t tell Tripp I’m going to snack.”

“It’ll be our secret.”

She grabbed a bag of popcorn, returned to the couch, and tossed a kernel into the air, catching it on her tongue. “I’m like a seal.”

“Me too.” I held open my mouth, and she tossed me one.

I caught it on the tip of my tongue and yanked it back, lizard-style. “Look at us. A couple of seals.”

“We have so much in common.”

“Because of that?”

She downshifted into serious mode. “No, but for other reasons. Think about it. We’re both driven, we’re both determined to succeed, we both work hard. And we both like Tripp. But I bet you can’t wait for him to move out so you can have this place to yourself.”

I couldn’t wait, and I would also wait a thousand years if I could keep having her here like this. I was a Lulu junkie. I’d take the pain for the hit of pleasure.

“You ready for next week?” I asked, choking on the question, but needing to ask it just the same. The more I stuck my finger in the flame, the less it would hurt when the skin burned.

“Yes. My mom’s giving me away. Which is kind of against the grain, but I’m totally excited about it.”

“It’s always been just you and her. You two are so close. It’s fitting that she does the honors.”

“It feels right, you know? She’s my family, and we’re tight.” She crunched on more popcorn, her expression turning somber, a touch of sadness in those mismatched eyes. “I feel bad that Tripp’s parents hate each other so much that they’ll be on opposite sides of the room. I hate how his dad is constantly trying to buy his love with gifts, but never time. And he needles his ex-wife like he wants to wear Vivian down. We have to make sure they don’t sit at the same table at the rehearsal dinner or the reception.”

“Yeah, that sucks. Vivian’s great, but I know she can’t stand being near his dad. I wish they could be there for Tripp instead of against each other.” I reached for more popcorn.

“That’s something else we have in common. Even though your family is traditional and mine isn’t, we both rely on them so much. I rely on my mom, and you on your parents and your brothers. But Tripp doesn’t really have anyone to rely on.”

“True.” When he was a teenager, his parents had fought and fought until they finally divorced, and the intensity of the vitriol was hard as hell on him.

She leaned closer to me, her eyes big and vulnerable. “That’s why we have to look out for him, Leo. We’re the family he wants. Promise me. Promise me that you and I will look out for him.”

I swallowed hard, past the bile of my own guilt. “He’s like a brother to me. I’ll always look out for Tripp.”

“I love that you see him that way. That’s how I see you guys too, and it makes me happy. You’re best friends, but you’re also brothers.”

“We are.” It was the truth, and a necessary reminder.

When he came home a little later, he finished the mushrooms and polenta, served us an amazing dinner, and cracked open a new bottle of wine. Lulu insisted we dance and toast to the sounds of Bruno Mars.

I called Daphne, and she joined us, and that made the rest of the night more bearable.

I didn’t ask her to come to the wedding with me though.

I couldn’t ask anyone else to endure being my plus-one at what was both a celebration and a funeral.

[image: ]


A week later, Tripp adjusted his bow tie in the hotel suite. “What do you think? Am I a handsome devil or what?”

I met his gaze in the mirror. “I’m not going to answer that.”

“C’mon, don’t I look good?”

“Yeah, jackass. Like a penguin.”

He smacked my back, laughing. “If I look like a penguin, what do you look like?”

I considered my tux, same as his except for the cummerbund. “Best man?”

“You’re like the runner-up penguin.”

I winced inside. He had no idea. “Let’s stick with best man.”

He smiled, a big, genuine one. “All right. Time to go marry the love of my fucking life.” He turned to me, tugging on his cuffs even though they were neat, his smile slipping away. “You know Lulu is the best thing that ever happened to me, right?”

My heart lurched. In moments like this, Tripp was my brother, shedding all his lightness, all his masks. “I know that, man.”

“I love her like crazy.”

“I know you do.”

“She’s the only thing in my life that’s made sense. Well, besides cooking. But you know what I mean?”

He was talking about his family. “I know what you mean.”

He stepped closer, emotion straining his voice. “I want to do right by her. My whole life.”

The guilt lassoed my waist, yanking tighter. But I’d done nothing wrong by loving her. I’d never acted on it. I shouldn’t feel so much damn guilt. Just be his friend, like you’ve always been, I told myself. “You will, Tripp. You will.”

“You really think I’m good enough for her?”

“She said yes to you. She loves you. Go make her happy.”

He exhaled deeply. “She makes me so happy.”

We left the suite and headed to the small ballroom where a justice of the peace waited.

I entered with him, the knot twisting and turning in me like a tornado.

Best man, best man.

I needed to behave like the best man.

And the best man should not be madly in love with the bride.

When Pachelbel’s Canon in D played, the attendees rose, all eyes on the woman in white as she walked down the aisle to marry my best friend.

I knew it would hurt.

I wasn’t prepared, though, for how sharply it would sting when I finally raised my gaze. It was like my insides were being excavated as I watched Lulu, radiant in a strapless dress that showed off delicate shoulders I wanted to kiss in another lifetime. She walked down the aisle beaming, her mother’s arm in hers, the way she had wanted.

Her eyes stayed on the groom. Never wavering.

He never wavered either.

Thank God all eyes were on them. No one was looking at the best man. In case anyone did, I schooled my expression so the emotions would read like pride and joy, rather than one last fleeting wish that she was walking to me.

When she joined him, he smiled and whispered, “You look so pretty.”

He was wrong though. She was breathtakingly beautiful.

And never more so than when she pledged to love him till death do us part.

I took my own vow that day. No matter what, I had to get over her. There were no runners-up in love.
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LULU


Present Day

The next evening I’m practically bouncing off the walls, prepping for the scavenger hunt. The level of fired up I feel might be off the charts. I text Leo.

Lulu: I’m stretching.

Leo: I’m listening to an audiobook on the wonders of Brazil. But I’ll bite. Why are you stretching?

Lulu: It’s prep work for the hunt. Did you know I’m completely determined to take home the prize?

Leo: I had a feeling you were. And so you anticipate needing to stay flexible while engaged in a team-building Easter-egg-of-sorts hunt?

Lulu: You never know what hoops we might need to jump through! My friend Mariana told me her law firm tried team building once, and the big boss threw all sorts of unexpected stuff their way.

Leo: Such as?

Lulu: He made them do things together. Like have meals. And discuss their feelings. Gag.

Leo: Sounds horrendous.

Lulu: They’re lawyers, so you can imagine how well that went.

Leo: As well as finding a parking place in the theater district on a Saturday night?

Lulu: Who would even attempt such an impossibility?

Leo: No one, Lulu. Absolutely no one. What other prep work are you doing?

Lulu: Why? Angling to join me?

Leo: I don’t think you want to see me in leg warmers doing calisthenics.

Lulu: Was that even an option? Either the calisthenics or the leg warmers?

Leo: Shockingly, no.

Lulu: Fine. We shall work on our brain stretching. I’m seeing my mom later tonight. Want to meet me at An Open Book in fifteen minutes?

Leo: I’ll bring my brain along.

Lulu: It’s good that you keep it handy like that. PS What are the wonders of Brazil? Besides chocolate.

Leo: I’ll tell you when I see you shortly.
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LULU


The second he strides down the aisle at An Open Book on Saturday night, he announces, “It’s tucked into the corner of Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay.”

I search my brain, but it goes blank. I’m good with riddles, not geography.

“Tell me what this wonder is.”

“The two hundred seventy-five falls of Iguazu. One of the most stunning waterfalls in the entire world.”

He whips out his phone and shows me a stunning image of water pouring over cliffs at sunset, and it takes my breath away. “That is definitely a natural wonder.”

He gives me a satisfied smile. “Your turn.”

I rub my palms. “Riddle time. It’s shorter than the rest, but when you’re happy, you raise it up like it’s the best. What is it?”

Leo hums, his dark-brown eyes deep in thought. As his brow furrows, it’s as if I can see the cogs in his brain whirring. “I want to say flagpole, but that makes no sense.”

I rock back and forth on my wedge sandals. “Definitely not a flagpole.”

“Happy.” He seems to turn the word over in his hands. “Raise it up.” He stares at the shelves beyond my head. “When you’re happy, you raise the roof, you raise your arms, you raise your . . .” Leo’s smile spreads, that warm and buzzy kind of smile that makes the air crackle, as he lifts his hand and in slow motion raises the shortest digit. “Thumb.”

I thrust my arms into the air in victory, then set the book down on the shelves. “You are a riddle master.”

“Hardly. Just analytical.”

I give him a duh look. “Yes, that’s what it takes to solve riddles.”

“And that would make you analytical?”

I tilt my head. “Yes, I’m analytical. Why does that seem like such a surprise?”

“Well, lady in sequins, I wonder.” He gestures to my red sequined tank top that slopes off one shoulder, my skinny jeans, and my silver sandals. “Analytical is not the first adjective I’d use to describe you.”

I park my hands on my hips, considering his monochrome wardrobe—dark jeans and a gray T-shirt that hugs his pecs and shows off arms that are stronger than I remembered. Or maybe I never noticed his arms before. “Then what adjective is the one you’d use, Mr. Black-and-White Wardrobe?”

He mimics me, setting his hands on his hips. “Rainbow-loving.”

“That’s not an—” I let my shoulders fall dramatically. “Damn, that is an adjective.” I poke his shoulder. “But why can’t color lovers be analytical, you pigeon-holer, you?”

“Actually, they can. When you think about it, it makes perfect sense that you’re a riddle lover. It’s analytical, and creating recipes is too.”

“Exactly. I’m so damn analytical, you’re going to call me Miss Analysis from now on. Except confession: I hate spreadsheets.”

“Confession: I love them.”

“Spreadsheet lover,” I tease, enjoying the back-and-forth with Leo. We’ve always exchanged rapid-fire words, and it feels so natural, so right to slide back into that kind of repartee. “To each his or her own. Also, should we look at more riddle books or don leg warmers and do calisthenics?”

“No to the latter. As for the former? You do realize it’s not a riddle contest?”

I glare at him. “If it’s not, it should be.”

“Nor is it a hide-and-seek contest. You were touting your prowess in that to Kingsley.”

“But that would be so fun. Hey, maybe we could join a hide-and-seek league. I bet Noah would be all over that.”

“I’ve no doubt he’d be all over any league.”

“Do you think hide-and-seek leagues truly exist?”

“If I were betting, I’d say yes. There are leagues for hacky sack and Monopoly, so I suspect you’d find one for hide-and-seek.”

I glance around the bookstore, bustling with evening shoppers out hunting celebrity biographies, travel guides, sudoku puzzles, and more, then whisper, “Let’s practice. See if you can find me.”

I dart around the brainteasers and into the neighboring section of cookbooks, Leo’s laughter trailing behind me. In exaggerated fashion, I duck. Seconds later, he taps my shoulder. “Tag, you’re it.”

“We’re playing tag now too?” I set my hand on my chest. “Be still, my beating heart.”

“Lulu, is there a game you don’t love?”

I stand, raising my chin defiantly. “I had a very rich and fulfilled childhood. Don’t mock me for liking to have fun.”

Laughing, he shakes his head. “Consider yourself thoroughly unmocked.”

“Great. And I’m holding you to a pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey game at some point.”

“I will consider it a date.” He stops short on that last word, as if it’s strangling him. “I mean, I’ll consider it⁠—”

I touch his arm, wanting to remove any weirdness he feels. “I know what you mean.”

He meets my gaze, saying nothing. The air pulses between us. And maybe this evening here in the bookstore, laughing, teasing, playing, does feel the slightest bit like a date.

And maybe I like how it feels.

That realization clobbers me from out of nowhere. But it shouldn’t. I’ve always liked spending time with Leo. I shouldn’t be surprised that I enjoy his company.

I simply need to remind myself that this is Lulu and Leo 101. We’ve taken this class. We know the curriculum cold.

We check out some more brain-busting books, since I’m convinced that’ll help us win the scavenger hunt, and when we’re done, we wander through the aisles. I run my finger along the shelves, savoring the feel of the wood, then the spines of the books. “I don’t think I’ll ever be an e-reader gal. Is that terrible to say?” I grab a book, open it, and sniff the pages. “I love the smell of books.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.”

“Why?”

“You’re a tactile person.”

“Am I?”

“Of course you are. You’re attuned to your senses. Your eyes seek out color, your hands are drawn to ingredients, your taste buds crave chocolate.”

“Speaking of . . .” I dip my hand into my purse then bring a finger to my lips. “Shh. I brought you a sample. Don’t tell a soul.”

He hums. “Gimme. Now.”

I hand him a chocolate square, and he drops it on his tongue. He sighs as he chews, taking his time, savoring the flavors, it seems. “Lulu, this is decadent.”

“You really like it?”

“I love it. It has a hazelnut taste, but then it’s strong too, with the darker chocolate. Is that from Brazil?”

I nearly squeal. “Yes. That’s amazing that you can tell.”

“I have good taste buds,” he says, in a whisper that’s a little naughtier than I expected. “Would you make me a secret stash?”

“For you, I would.”

His expression shifts like he’s studying my face, and the veracity of my answer. “You would?”

I slug his shoulder. “Of course I would. I’d do nearly anything for you.”

“Nearly, huh?”

“Oh, stop. When people say they’d do anything for someone, it’s never true. Rarely would someone do literally anything.”

“Is this one of those times when you’re talking about something other than what you’re saying?”

“What do you mean?” I ask, confused.

“Is this you still feeling like you didn’t do enough for Tripp?”

I hit pause in the self-help aisle to think about his question. In general, I try to be up-front and direct. But with Leo, I feel like I can’t be anything but that. He knows me so well. He’s seen me incandescently happy, devastatingly sad, and everything in between. I wear my heart on my sleeve, and he knows it.

But in this case, he’s wrong. “No. I know I did enough. I have no regrets.” That’s honestly one of the greatest feelings ever—to be free of the past.

The smallest sliver of a smile plays on his lips, then it disappears as if he won’t permit it to stay. “Good. Because you did. We both did. How is it being back in New York?”

“You mean because it’s where Tripp and I used to live?”

“That’s one of the reasons you went to California, right?”

“I needed to get away at the time. I’m glad I did, but I’m happy to be in New York. Honestly, everything that happened with Tripp is behind me.” I say it like I mean it because I do. It took time and effort and introspection, but I’ve moved on. But has Leo? Something in his eyes, a sadness perhaps, makes me wonder. “What about you? Have you moved on?”

He scoffs like my question is crazy. “Of course. You can’t live in the past.”

When I look at Leo, I see a man who’s accomplished so much, who set out to chase his dreams and who achieved them. He wasn’t waylaid or sidetracked like I was, and I admire his tenacity.

“And you can’t live for someone else,” I add.

“You took the words right out of my mouth.” His gaze catches on his watch, then his lips part in an O. “Hate to end this, but I think you said you’re meeting your mom for dinner in ten minutes?”

And I hate the thought of this evening with him ending. “Come with me?”
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You know how tunics became popular with tweens? How they all started wearing long shirts over their yoga pants?

Those girls have nothing on Tabitha Diamond.

No one rocks a tunic like my mother.

She owned that look before it became trendy. She’s paired her clingy black top, cinched with a silver chain-link belt, with slinky leggings and black ankle boots. The woman defies age. Her dyed blonde hair—obviously it’s dyed, she likes to say with a knowing grin—is cut pixie-short.

She rises from her spot at the restaurant bar, embracing me then turning to Leo and clasping his shoulders. “Look at you.”

“How do I look?”

“Like someone we need to see more of.”

Leo laughs then drops a kiss to her cheek. “Pleased to see you again, Miss Diamond.”

She waves a hand affectionately. “Oh, I love you. Thank you for calling me ‘Miss.’”

“You forbade me long ago to ever call you ‘ma’am’ or ‘madam’ or ‘Mrs.’”

“And you remembered.”

He taps his skull. “Your daughter makes me work my brain.”

My mom turns to me with an approving nod. “And I made her work hers, even when watching TV.”

I hold up a finger to make a point. “Especially when watching TV.”

She shifts instantly into professorial mode. “When you watch it with a critical eye, you can study people, psychology, and human interaction. More so, we can understand the images that shape our world and perception.”

“Have I mentioned my mother teaches media and culture?” I tease.

“I had no idea,” Leo jokes.

“I can go on and on, and I will. Just giving you fair warning. But, Leo, just call me Tabitha.”

He nods. “I’ll do that . . . Tabitha.”

She smiles, gathers her bag, closes her tab, and gestures to a table. “Come, sit. The host held us this table when Lulu told me you were coming.”

“Thanks for letting me crash your dinner.”

“You’re the kind of dinner crasher I welcome.”

“And what kind is that, Mom?” I take my seat in one of the bright blue chairs at the table.

My mom winks. “Someone who’s entertaining. I can’t abide boring dinner guests. That’s my hard limit.”

“It’s good to have standards,” Leo says dryly.

She drums her short, unpolished fingernails on the table as she looks at Leo. “Tell me everything. How have you been? How is work? How’s life?”

The two of them chat after the waiter drops by to take our drink order, and I listen, enjoying the ease of their interaction, enjoying, too, that Leo thanks the waiter and so does my mom. They dive right into conversation, volleying with a steady cadence. When appetizers arrive, my mom tastes the shrimp and rolls her eyes. “You have to try this.”

I take a bite, and it melts on my tongue. “Fantastic.”

She holds out her fork to Leo. “And you.”

“Delicious.”

Between courses, she returns her focus to Leo. “How is your mom doing? Is she still making the most beautiful arrangements of irises and lilies in all of Philadelphia? When I led a symposium there a few years ago, I stopped by and ordered a bouquet from her to thank the organizers. She looked lovely and well.”

Leo smiles warmly. “She’s great. She mentioned you’d stopped by. She said, and I quote, ‘Lulu’s mom is a total delight, and I can see why you—’” Leo slams the brakes on that word, then takes a sharp right. “‘I can see why Lulu is the way she is.’”

I stare at him quizzically, as if I can will him to say what he intended, but his eyes are impassive.

My mother laughs, sets a hand on my arm, and squeezes. “Lulu is the way she is because she’s an amazing woman.”

“Raised by an amazing woman,” I add, but even as they chat more, my brain keeps snagging on his unfinished sentence—I can see why you . . .

Why he what?

“What is she up to now?” my mother inquires.

“She retired a year ago, along with my dad. I helped them pay off their mortgage, so they don’t have to worry about that.”

My heart warms instantly. “Leo,” I say softly.

“What?”

“That’s so sweet.”

“Your parents must be so proud of you,” my mother chimes in. “That’s a very lovely gift to give them. The gift of no longer worrying.”

“It’s the least I could do.”

“And your two brothers?”

“I saw them a few weekends ago. Took in a Phillies game. Owen works in retail, and Matthew manages a hotel. They’re doing well. Matthew’s wife is expecting.”

My eyes light up. “When is the baby due?”

He squints as if he’s thinking. “About three more months, I think.”

“Lulu has always been good with little kids. At the park she used to play with younger children, helping them down the slides or on the swings.”

Leo smiles like it contains a whole galaxy. “Is that so? You were like a camp counselor at the park.”

“And then I was a camp counselor. I always liked kids. They were easy to get along with.”

My mom pats my shoulder, stage-whispering, “And they always loved her clothes. Especially when she wore purple tutus and pink tiaras along with her cowgirl vests.”

“Mix and match was my jam,” I admit. “Don’t forget I had cowgirl hats to go with everything too.”

“Pink, purple, red, and green cowgirl hats,” my mom adds.

Leo stares at me, grinning. “What other outfits did she have, Tabitha?”

My mom regales Leo with more tales of me as a tot, then as a tween and teen, and he seems to eat it all up. After they crack up over a story about me wearing tiaras to school every single day in third grade, my mom downshifts, taking a drink of her wine. The twinkle in her eyes flickers off, turning dark. “Have you heard from Tripp’s mother lately? Is she still fundraising?”

Leo nods. “We chatted a few months ago. She was starting to organize a 10K, I believe, for an addiction awareness and advocacy group. I actually need to connect with her again, especially since we’ve been playing phone tag lately.”

My mom sighs sympathetically. “Bless her. She’s taken a terrible thing and done her best to make some good of it.”

The mention of her makes my throat hitch. I haven’t seen her since the funeral, and she lives in Manhattan, relocating here after spending most of her life in Virginia. I ought to look her up, but then again, what would I say?

Mom wipes her eyes, her voice wobbly. “I can’t even imagine what she went through.”

“Hell. She went through hell,” I answer quietly, an invisible fist squeezing my heart as an image of Tripp’s mother, grief-stricken, breaking down into piercing sobs at the memorial service, blasts cruelly before me. Her husband comforted her as best he could, but there’s no comfort for that kind of loss. No salve for her wounds.

Later that day, she set a gentle hand on my shoulder, her voice stretched to the edge of sorrow. “Thank you for trying.”

“I’m sorry it wasn’t enough.”

A tear threatens to escape, but I keep it at bay.

Mom turns to me. “I don’t ever want anything to happen to you, okay, baby?”

I fasten on a smile, willing away the tears and the memories. “I’ll do my best to live. And to live well.”

“It’s all you can do.” She reaches for her glass. “Let’s drink to moderation.”

“Amen,” we all say together.

When Leo clinks his glass to mine, his gaze lingers on me. “To living well.”

“To going after what you want,” I add, a strange little flutter in my chest.

“To chasing your dreams,” my mother adds. “And to finding them.”

She looks to Leo once more. “You’re a dream chaser. A go-getter. Have you found your dreams?”

I watch Leo, eager for his answer, searching for it in his expression. At times like this, he’s nearly impossible to read, even as I study the cut of his jaw, the darkness in his eyes.

“Most of them. Some slipped away though.”

He sounds so wistful and resigned that I want to dig in, ask him what slipped away, and comfort him. Instead, I say, “Then you make new dreams.”
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Before the food arrives, Leo excuses himself for the men’s room. My mom tips her chin in his direction. “My, he is like a fine wine. Did he get better with age or what?”

“Mom, stop it.”

“I’m not allowed to say if a man is good-looking?”

“Are you making a play for Leo?”

She scoffs. “Please.”

“Are you?”

“I’m fifty years old, and I’m very happily enjoying my thirty-five-year-old boyfriend, thank you very much.”

“How is it that you have a thirty-five-year-old boyfriend?”

“Pilates.”

I laugh then look her over. She’s gorgeous and always has been. And she’s never flaunted it. “You’re ridiculously hot for any age.”

“That’s because I don’t believe there’s anything wrong with being fifty and sexy. You only live once. Make the most of it. Be beautiful. Be your best beautiful self.” She smooths her hand over her napkin. “But why were you so worried if I was making a play for Leo?” Her question drips with curiosity. “Are you making a play for him?”

It’s my turn to scoff. “Please.”

“It’s not out of the realm of possibility.”

“Tabitha.” I use her first name to make it clear I don’t want her to go there. I can’t go there because of the past, and I can’t go there because of the present.

“Seriously, Lulu. I always did like him, but I’m not merely talking about his looks. He has a good head on his shoulders.”

“He does.”

She taps her chin. “For a fleeting second at the table, he looked at you like . . .”

She trails off, but I pounce on her statement. “Like what?”

“Like you were . . .”

Again, she doesn’t finish. But she needs to finish. She must. I have to know how he looks at me. I’m wildly compelled, and I don’t even understand why. “You’re never at a loss for words. He looked at me like what?”

“Like there were years in his eyes.”

“You mean stars, right?”

“I know the saying about stars in their eyes. I meant years.”

The word burrows into my cells. Years.

There are years between us. A whole decade of friendship, challenges, sadness, and now, new hope in a new era of friendship. But I don’t think she means it that way. Trouble is, I don’t know what to make of how she means it. “That’s insane.”

“I know you’re friends, but I swear there was something there. I swear, Lulu.” She studies my face for a moment, humming. “And I saw how you looked at him too.”

“And how exactly did I look at him?” I challenge her.

“Like there’s something there that wasn’t there before.”

“Did you just go Beauty and the Beast on me?”

She laughs. “I suppose I did.”

I shake my head, like I can dismiss these crazy notions in a single gesture. My dismissal works as a shield too. “And you should know, it’ll never happen with him.”

She arches an eyebrow. “People say that, and then it happens.”

“Seriously, you need to just stop talking.” I stick out my tongue at her, deflecting. The ideas she’s presenting are . . . dangerous. “Because that’s not going to happen.”

The more I say it, the more it’ll stick with me.

“Your lips say one thing, but your eyes say another.”

Exasperated, I toss up my hands. “He’s good-looking. There’s that.”

“Who’s good-looking?”

My shoulders straighten, and my face feels like it turns every shade of red as Leo returns to his seat.

Undeterred, my mom arches a brow at him. “You. She meant you.”

A grin hijacks his face. “Well, thank you.”

He doesn’t seem to stop smiling, not as we eat, not as we talk, not as we laugh and catch up and my mom shares stories of her new students and her boyfriend and the life she’s living so richly now.

As she’s always done.

Even when her life turned upside down when she was pregnant with me at eighteen, she never stopped pursuing her dreams. And she’s never stopped encouraging me to live my best life.

Right now, right here, this is the closest I’ve come in a long time to feeling like I might be on that path.

Something else occurs to me too. Even though we’ve never done this before—dinner with Leo, my mom, and me—it feels like old times. Like good times. Like no one is waiting for the other shoe to drop at the end of the night.

When the evening ends, my mother says good night and heads home. Leo takes the subway with me then walks me to my apartment.

As we near the stoop, time seems to mock me.

I want to stop the clock. To live in this moment where everything feels possible. Where the evening won’t need to end.

So I lap up the last few seconds of tonight, looking at Leo. The moonlight sketches his face, illuminating his cheekbones, his eyes. I like the way his hair falls, how his gaze hooks on me, how his lips part softly when he speaks. I look at him in a whole new way.

That way terrifies me.

For a million reasons.

I choose the well-worn path, the friendly one that’s familiar. “Wednesday morning. You, me, and the team. We’ll be ready to own this scavenger hunt.”

“So ready.”

“Like we better be.”

“The readiest.”

“Good night, Leo.” I lean in and give him a quick kiss on the cheek, and for a hair’s breadth of a second, I swear I hear a hitch in his breath.

Or maybe it’s in mine.

When we separate, he gives me that lazy, handsome grin. “So you think I’m good-looking?” His dark eyes twinkle with something like desire.

Tingles spread their wings and fly down my chest, then soar to the night sky. “I’m not blind, Leo.”

We say good night.

I turn around and don’t look back because of all those millions of reasons.
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I don’t go home. I head to the warehouse and work on an old chair I unearthed in Croton-on-Hudson. I strip the veneer off the arms, the repetitive motion quieting my wild thoughts until my arms are exhausted.

The work centers me, and after the enchanted evening with Lulu, I’m feeling anything but steady.

When I return to my place overlooking Central Park, I shower as the clock hits midnight, then I flop down on my bed and grab my phone.

One last check.

Or maybe one dangerous hope.

I’m hoping for a text from Lulu.

Which is dumb as fuck. We’re not good night, sweetie pie people. She won’t send me a had a nice night text. That’s not what this is. That’s not who we are to each other.

Instead, I find a voicemail from Tripp’s mom, since we’ve been trying to reach each other, then a text from Dean, followed by an email from Kingsley telling me the hunt’s a little bigger than we had first planned.

I swear I can hear the boss lady chuckling over cyberspace. The woman is a hoot, and I’m a lucky bastard to work for someone who has a big heart, big wallet, and big sense of FUN, all caps for sure.

Turns out the hunt has supersized, with ten companies competing for the prize pack:

A ten-thousand-dollar donation to the winning team’s charity of choice.

A spa day, or a day at the golf course.

And last, but definitely not least, a paid week off for the winning team’s division.

Let the record reflect, there is no better incentive for any employee anywhere in the world than the prize of less work.

I write back to her, letting her know I’ll do my damnedest to make her proud, then write to Dean, giving him the gist of Kingsley’s update since he finds corporate life amusing. I email Tripp’s mom since it’s too late to call.

But they’re not the ones I’m thinking of as my head hits the pillow, nor are they on my mind when the pillow gives up my head the next morning.

My mind is a tsunami of thoughts, emotions, and memories all day Sunday as I finish the chair, and then into Sunday night as I chat with my brothers on the phone. I have to quiet these Lulu-tinged thoughts before work begins in earnest this week.

But I’ve never been terribly good at kicking her out of my mind, no matter how hard I’ve tried.
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At the crack of dawn, I tug on basketball shorts, a T-shirt, and running shoes, then hit the park, toggling over to a podcast on the current ecology of the Galapagos Islands. Focusing on my personal educational goals is the ideal balm for the storm in my head.

Midway through the highlands inhabited by giant tortoises, Dean texts.

Dean: Rah rah. Go, team, go. Can you hear me rooting for you all the way across town?

Leo: With amazing enthusiasm and incredible clarity. Do you have pom-poms too?

Dean: For you, I’d consider it.

Leo: I’m honored that you take my corporate pursuits so seriously.

Dean: Oh, please. It’s not you. We started a betting pool at The Pub last night. We have all sorts of wagers going on for the Crisps vs. Chocolate scavenger hunt.

Leo: Chips, dude. Chips.

Dean: Two words I will never utter. “Chips” and “dude.” *shudders*

Leo: I’ll Americanize you in no time, bro.

Dean: And yet another.

Leo: Anyway, how much did you bet on me?

Dean: Did I say I bet on you?

Leo: Ah. Should have known you wouldn’t bet on me.

Dean: What do you expect? Once I got word that it had spiraled beyond those two companies and somehow, mind-bogglingly, had become all of the packaged food firms in New York, what was I to do? Deny myself the chance to bet on a stallion?

Leo: And who is your stallion?

Dean: Anyone but the guy on the team with the girl he once fancied.

As I crest a hill, I find the middle finger emoticon and send it back to him. If I were him, I’d poke fun at me too.

I keep up a steady clip through the park. A guy who looks familiar tears past me, seeming hell-bent on racing to the edge of the world.

Like a car whips around in a U-turn, the guy zips back to me. It’s Noah. He’s slowed to a jog at my side. “Whoa. Thought it might be you, big man.”

“You can just call me Leo.”

“Dude, you’re a fucking EVP. I’m a director of sales. You’re the big man in charge, even if we’re in different departments.”

“Hate to break it to you, but there’s a woman in charge.”

“Ha. Good point.” He smacks my arm. “Hey, you’re friendly with Ginny, right?”

“I am.”

“You know her well then?”

“Well enough. She’s a colleague and a friend.”

“Question then. Think you could put in a word for me? Let her know I’m a good guy?”

“Why can’t you do that yourself?”

“Please. I need to wear her down. It’s the only way a woman like her will go for a guy like me. Someone she works with.”

I’m not sure if the specter of an office romance is the issue with Ginny, or if she has one, or if she even likes Noah. I give Noah the best advice I can. “Just ask her out, man.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. It’s simple. Only way you’ll know.”

He strokes his goatee as he trots. “You’re right. Damn, you’re always right. Also, no offense, big man, but you’re slow as shit. I need to go full cheetah.”

Laughing, I wave as he takes off like he has spots.

With Noah already on another continent, I return to the thread with Dean, rereading his last note, then his follow-up to it.

Dean: Anyone but the guy on the team with the girl he once fancied.

Dean: You see, I’m betting you’ll be a wee bit distracted.

Leo: Distraction is for wusses. I have a powerful mind-vise, and I’m not afraid to use it.

Dean: Fair enough. So, speaking of things you put in mind-vises, how is our fair maiden?

The answer arrives as swiftly as a Bugatti.

Lulu is mesmerizing, she’s charming, and she’s enchanting.

It’s as if I’m getting to know her all over again. Like we’re having conversations for the first time, talks that exist only between the two of us, and I don’t have to worry about crossing any lines with my best friend. Though, in the back of my mind, I’m vaulting over all the boundaries.

The woman is still off-limits, and that’s not merely because of that tangled skein of history stretching between us across the years.

It’s because I’d be a stupid ass to pursue something with a woman I now have a business deal with.

We’re team building, not team fucking. I want this partnership to be successful, and success won’t come from distraction.

Yet as my sneakers pound against the dirt path, I can’t stop thinking about last night.

The caveman part of me—hell, all of me—loves that she thinks I’m good-looking. I feel a little bit like Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer did when Clarice told him he was cute. I could go skipping and jumping and flying into the air. She thinks I’m cute, she thinks I’m cuuuuuuuuuuute.

But I can’t say that aloud, for fuck’s sake.

In fact, I’d like to slap my brain for suggesting that Rudolph the fucking Red-Nosed Reindeer and I have anything in common.

I’m not Rudolph.

I’m Iron Man.

I’m impervious to Lulu.

I’m stoic and tough as motherfucking nails.

Just to prove it, I reply to Dean’s how is Lulu question with a curt great.

I exit the park, slowing to a fast walk as I hit the cobbled sidewalk.

Dean: She’s great, as in a great conversationalist? Great contortionist? Great lady? Great time? Elaborate, mate. You’re killing me.

Leo: Great friend.

As I weave past fellow New Yorkers speed-walking to work, I stare at that lie.

The last time I felt anything for Lulu, there was no one I could turn to, so I choked down all my emotions. I didn’t utter a word of my feelings to anyone until much later on, when I vomited up the pathetic truth to Dean one night over beer at a hockey game.

As that memory rises, another one does too—telling Dean helped me breathe again. To unknot the noose of emotion around my neck.

I want to move forward, not backward.

Reaching the corner, I tap out a text.

Leo: Actually . . . let me be brutally honest. I meant, great in the sense that . . . hell. You know what I mean.

My phone rings instantly.

Dean wastes no time. “Where is this coming from?” His tone is earnest, thoughtful. It reminds me that maybe I don’t need to process these new twists alone.

Besides, just because I once had monster feelings for Lulu doesn’t mean that these new ones are poised to become the same size. Hell, this pitter-patter of emotions is merely a petering-out tropical storm, a category-five hurricane that’s been downgraded multiple times.

“We just . . . we spent a little time together. Had dinner with her mom.”

“Oh. Dinner with the mum.”

“It’s not a big deal.”

“But is it? Is it really no big deal? Time hasn’t entirely erased the way you feel for her.”

“It has,” I insist as I try to sort out the remains of the storm. “It’s different now.”

“It’s different because she’s actually single.”

She’s been single for a few years now. She wasn’t always married to Tripp.
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Three years ago

When I left for work on a warm April morning, I reminded Tripp it was a half day for me. “Don’t forget to meet me at the eye doctor this afternoon for my Lasik appointment.”

“I will be there to service all of your needs, my lady.”

“Mostly you just need to sign me out so I’m not stuck spending the night there.”

“No soon-to-be-eagle-eyed wife of mine will spend the night stuck in a Lasik surgery center.”

Tripp met me in Midtown that afternoon and was with me when I checked in, signing the requisite form that he’d be there to take me home too.

The surgeon was running behind. Tripp said he was going to grab a coffee while they gave me new eyes.

I encouraged him to get a cup. He was antsy and easily distracted. He kissed me goodbye, said he’d be back in no time, and joked that he’d be even better looking when I had my new eyesight.

The procedure began late. It ended after six.

He wasn’t in the waiting room.

Embarrassment clung to me like bad perfume. They wouldn’t let me leave alone. The nurses kept asking if anyone else could take me home.

“I’ll get a cab.”

That wasn’t acceptable. I needed a person. They wouldn't let me leave without a human by my side.

Tripp didn’t answer his phone, and I thought about calling my mom, or calling Leo, but they worked on opposite ends of the city. I was close to Mariana’s building, and she always worked late.

“Can you come get me and sign me out like I’m in grade school?” I tried to make it sound light.

She told me she’d be there in ten minutes.

She arrived in eight, signed the discharge forms, and walked me to a waiting town car. Her regular car.

Once inside, she looked me over. “Sweetie, tell me one thing. What are we going to do about this?”

Her accent came out to play when she wasn’t in court or at work. She liked to joke that she saved her all-neutral, no-nonsense voice for when she needed to scare other attorneys, but when she needed to give tough love to her friends, she was the girl from Puerto Rico.

I started to speak. To defend him. To say, It’s just one appointment. People forget.

But I couldn't. I heaved a sigh. “What do I do?”

“Is this what you want? Is this what you signed up for? A man who doesn’t keep his commitments?”

I jerked my gaze to the window, staring through the tinted glass at the sea of New Yorkers, wondering where my husband was among them.

A few minutes later, my phone rang.

“Where are you, babe? I’m here, looking for you. I was running late.” I could hear the tequila on his breath.

Tears didn’t come. Anger did. “Running late? You should have been running early. It was a cup of coffee and a phone call. That was all you had to do. Instead, Mariana is taking me home, and my vision is hazy, my eyes are bloodshot, and I’m wearing sunglasses at six thirty at night and it’s April.”

“I’m sorry. I got a call from a supplier, and I had to deal with it.”

“I had something to deal with too.”

“I’ll make it up to you. I promise. I’ll see you at home in a few minutes?”

“Obviously, you’ll see me at home since that’s where you were supposed to be taking me.”

I ended the call. Tears welled up in my eyes. They weren’t from the surgery.

“It’s just Lasik. It’s not a deal-breaker,” I said.

Mariana arched a brow. “This may not be the deal-breaker. This may be forgivable. But it’s not about this time. It’s about the collective times. Think about the other times you’ve called me, wishing you were opening your own shop, wishing you had the time to open your own shop. But your time is all his. Think about where you want to be right now and how you want to get there.”

“Are you saying I should leave him?”

She held up her hands as stop signs. “That is not my place. What I am saying is maybe it’s time for some tough love.”

A few weeks later, my eyesight was perfect. It was twenty-twenty, and the irony wasn’t lost on me as I went to a kickboxing class with my new eyes.

With each punch, I counted. I still hadn’t opened my chocolate shop, I was still paying bills that weren’t mine, his restaurant was still struggling, and his loans were coming due.

Too many nights of him out late with his chef friends, coming home stinking of wine and tequila then crawling into bed, wanting to make love like that, needed to end.

We’d gone to therapy. We’d seen a counselor. I’d asked him to go to AA. He’d attended a few meetings. He’d earned his one-day sober chip five times over. And he’d lost it every time.

Five years after I said I do, I said something else. At the end of the workout, I turned to Mariana. “It’s time.”

She smiled. “You know I’m behind you, every step of the way.”

That meant the world to me. That was the opposite of a deal-breaker.

I left class, called Leo, and asked him to meet me later that day for coffee.
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At the coffee shop, Leo ordered a coffee with extra cream, just the way I liked it. He brought two mugs to the table. I clicked open the web page on my computer and toggled to the open tabs. “This one is nearby. I read about all its programs, and I think it can help him.”

Leo peered at the screen, nodding as he read. “I’m no expert, but it sounds like a good choice.”

“There are some others, but they’re farther away and more expensive.”

“I can pay for it.” His eyes were flooded with hope and a strength that floored me. I didn’t expect that. I didn’t even think to ask for help, not from Leo and not from Tripp’s parents. But Leo’s willingness to do it, to put his money where his mouth was, stunned me.

“Thank you, but he’s my responsibility.”

He didn’t answer right away. When he did, he pinned my gaze with his serious eyes. “He’s our responsibility, Lulu.”

A headache brewed out of nowhere behind my temples. I rubbed them, trying to rub away the pain. “He’s my husband. I have to try.”

“It’s hard. It’s harder on you than anyone else.” That was all he said. All he needed to say. But he knew it. He understood.

“Paying for it is my responsibility. I took a vow, and I take it seriously.”

“I know you do, but I’d like to help. I’d like to pay.”

“No, thank you.”

He sighed. “Tell me what I can do.”

I inhaled and drew on all my strength, wavering though it was. But I had it in me. I had stores of it, thanks to my mom and the way I was raised. I’d been a strong girl growing up. I would be a strong woman. “I want us to tell him together. He’ll do better if he knows we both want him to get well. That it’s not just for me, but for you too.”

“Strength in numbers. Of course.”

“He loves me like crazy. But you, Leo? You’re like his brother. He looks up to you. He needs to know it’s hurting both of us. Most of all, though, he needs to know it’s hurting him.”

And so we planned. I talked to the rehab programs. I soaked up all the advice I could. I knew the risks. I knew the numbers and the high likelihood of a relapse.

But it needed to be done.

[image: ]


A few days later, I told Tripp I was sending him to a twenty-eight-day program. Leo stood by my side in the apartment I shared with the man I’d promised to cherish.

And dammit, I would. Helping him was cherishing him.

I sat Tripp down on the sofa. “I booked you into the program. You’re leaving tomorrow.”

He sputtered. “But what about the restaurant?”

Leo stepped in, brooking no argument. “I have it covered. I asked a sous-chef I know to fill in for you.”

“But can he make all the dishes the same way? Can he handle the waiters? Can he handle⁠—?”

“Yes.”

That was all Leo said to the questions. Yes. He made it clear Tripp had no wiggle room on the work issue.

Tripp sighed heavily, sadness creeping over his face, but a newfound humility too. “Shit, man, you did that for me?”

“I’d do just about anything for you. And your wife would too. You need to know that.”

Tripp’s eyes welled with tears and gratitude. “Lulu, is this what you want?”

I got down on my knees, took his hands in mine. “Tripp, I want the man I married. I want you back. But I need you to do it for you.”

“I will. I’ll do it for me. I want to change. For you, and for me.”

The next day Leo and I drove him to upstate New York. After Tripp checked in, he saluted me, his head held high. “I’m doing this. Thanks to you guys.” He waved at us like a sailor boarding a ship bound to battle the enemy. No—to positively vanquish the enemy. “When you see me again, I’ll be the king of seltzer water. We’ll celebrate the new me with apple juice.”

A sunflower bloomed inside me. A whole field. “Ginger ale and Diet Coke are the bomb.”

“I can’t wait to fill our fridge with 7 Up.” He stopped in his tracks, pressing his fingers to his forehead. “I have an idea. I’m going to become a tea master. That’s it! I’m going to be the reigning king of Earl Grey, jasmine green, and English breakfast.”

“Don’t forget oolong,” I called out.

He ran back to me, cupped my cheeks. “Why can’t we all just get oolong?”

I laughed so damn hard I nearly peed. This was the man I’d married. He’d be back. Just wait and see.
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Two weeks later, he was kicked out of rehab for drinking. I didn’t know how he got that bottle of Cuervo, but where there was a will, there was a way.

Three months later, I served him with divorce papers.
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Present Day

In the middle of traffic-clogged, people-drenched Midtown Manhattan is a two-by-two-block park. You’d be hard-pressed to believe anything abutting Forty-Second Street could be peaceful, but Bryant Park is a hamlet in the middle of the metropolis, and on Wednesday morning, it’s the epicenter of the hunt.

I emerge from the subway, aviator shades on, getting the lay of the land. As I walk toward the park, familiar faces come into view—some competitors, some business partners. Teams are ready, sporting their corporate gear in some cases, and in others they’re wearing their casual best.

Draped in Jackie O sunglasses and nursing a coffee drink that’s as tall as a baseball bat is Kingsley, her sister Scarlett by her side. The two women are laughing, a sign that this event has sprung from good-natured sibling rivalry.

But both are serious as sharks. You don’t make it to the top of a major corporation without a little great white in you. Winning will make Kingsley happy. I like it when she’s happy.

As I enter the park, a woman jogs toward me, her hair color so bright I have to squint, making it impossible to pretend I don’t see her.

“Hey, RaeLynn.” We met at an industry event a few years ago. She works at a candy company, and last year we were both vying for a partnership with a gourmet pretzel-maker.

The hyperblonde smiles; it’s fierce and full of teeth, and her tone is oh so calculating.

“Leo, it’s been ages. But I’ve totally forgiven you. Just kidding. I was never mad.” She shoots me a we’re all good even though you beat me in the chocolate-covered-pretzel game smile.

“I’m glad to hear I’ve received your absolution.”

“Absolution. I love it. You were always a dictionary, weren’t you?”

“I don’t know. Was I?” I’m not sure what her agenda is, but I’m confident she has one. She’s always had one.

She rolls her ice-blue eyes. “You were. And I’m sure you still are. Now, listen. I know we’re going to compete, but I think we should let bygones be bygones. I’ve forgiven you for stealing my dream client.”

“You know the facts. The business was up for grabs. I think we’re good on this count, RaeLynn.”

She laughs. “Fine, up for grabs. Have it your way.”

“It’s not about my way. It’s how it was.”

“It’s water under the bridge. I’m not upset you won Pretzel-ology. Just like I’m sure you’re not upset that we’re launching a Hottest Young Stars line.”

I let that little nugget sink in—that she’s copycatting us. “Is that so?”

“Didn’t you get my e-mail? I sent you one. You know I like to give you a heads-up.” She wags a finger at me. “I bet it went to your spam. Leo, you need to check your spam.”

“I check it religiously. Didn’t see one.”

“Anyhoo, maybe we can help each other on the hunt. The way I figure is if we both work together, and our teams both wind up with the same amount of points, or within five points of each other, we can both win, since I hear that’s how the rules are structured. That way, we can ensure each of our groups gets a full week off.”

Ah, the plot thickens like pea soup. Someone is currying favor with her employees. But I don’t want to cozy up with this someone, since I don’t trust her. “I’ll think about that, RaeLynn.”

She takes a step closer, lowers her voice to a throaty whisper. “This might be a chance for us to get to know each other better.” She winks, and the agenda sharpens even more.

A throat clears. I follow the sound, and it’s Lulu, looking delicious in shorts, sneakers, and a T-shirt that says Life is too short to remove USBs safely.

After I make quick introductions, RaeLynn eyes Lulu’s shirt suspiciously. “You do know you should be careful with USBs, right?”

“I should?” Lulu acts shocked, and it’s utterly delightful to watch.

“You’re really not supposed to pull them out quickly.”

Lulu’s lips twitch, her eyes sparkle, and then words tumble from her mouth. “That’s what she said.”

I laugh heartily, and RaeLynn laughs obligatorily.

“Nice to meet you, RaeLynn.”

“Nice to meet you too.” She doesn’t use Lulu’s name, and the dig isn’t lost on either one of us. “Anyway, think about my offer, Leo.”

As RaeLynn strides away, Lulu stares at me, tapping her toe. “Let me guess. Little Miss Stick Up Her USB Butt was trying to convince you to team up with her?”

I laugh. “How could you tell?”

She shrugs. “Gosh, I have no idea. Also, I don’t think she just wanted to team up with you for the hunt.”

“You think she was making a play?”

She shoots me a Silly Leo, Trix are for Kids look. “I’m all for sisterhood and girl power, but that woman looked at you like she wanted to eat you up.”

“And what does that look like?”

Parking her hands on her hips, straightening her shoulders, and jutting out her perky breasts, Lulu adopts the poutiest, sultriest look. When she’s on this edge of caricature, she pushes herself over the line, making her lips look huge, Botoxed and bee-stung, before she puckers up.

Logically, she shouldn’t look sexy right now. But the fact that she nailed RaeLynn’s MO in seconds makes her sexy-smart, and her portrayal makes me laugh.

“Also, I don’t want her making a play for you.”

Make that sexy-smart and a little jealous. I love this look on her. “Are you jealous, Lulu Diamond?”

She takes my arm and links hers through it possessively. “You’re my teammate. Mine, mine, mine.”

It’s a possessiveness born of friendship, but I like it. Because it doesn’t feel the same as the first go-round. It’s a little bit of the past, mixed with a lot of the present.

Still friends.

But a little flirty now.

Lulu was never flirty back then.

I like her flirty. I like her jealous. Everything feels like a new start, without a third person, without me as that third person.

A terrible fist of guilt claws at me out of nowhere, grappling my chest and telling me she’s not just my best friend’s girl, she’s my dead best friend’s girl.

It’s one of my rules to live by.

Yet, here we are, walking together across this enclave in the middle of Manhattan. “Besides, I can’t have you distracted by pretty girls. I need you focused.”

That’s an opening if I ever saw one. Before my mind clouds with lines crossed and codes broken, before regret lassoes me, I go for it. “If I’m distracted by pretty girls, you only have yourself to blame.”

She stops, surprise etched in her eyes, both the green and the blue. “I do?” Her voice rises in question, as if she’s opening the door a notch.

I kick it open, because screw regret. I don’t have any this second. In fact, I’ll regret it more if I don’t speak my mind. “Just saying, I’m not blind.” I step closer, studying her eyes, though I know them by heart. They’re imprinted in my mind, in my soul. “By the way, I don’t buy the green and not-so-green.”

“You don’t?”

Shaking my head, I run my finger across her cheekbone, beneath her right eye. Her breath catches. The sound emboldens me. “To me, one is the blue of the early morning sky, with flecks of green that almost, in certain light, give the illusion of this eye being pale green.” I move my finger, tracing the line under her other eye, the movement rewarded by a tremble in her shoulders. “And the other is a cat’s-eye green.”

She’s quiet as she raises her hand, her fingers fluttering across her cheek. “Really?”

“Yes, really. And they’re beautiful.”

She whispers a shuddery “Thank you,” and the look on her face makes me feel like a king.

Sometimes you go against the rules.
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The rules of the hunt?

Those, I intend to follow to the letter.

When it comes to games, sports, and work, cheating sucks.

Wait. Cheating sucks all the time.

But I’m not cheating on anyone or violating any bro codes, I tell myself.

A dark voice in my head whispers back, You are, and you know it.

As Kingsley and Scarlett rise majestically—the sisters might as well wield scepters and don fur-lined robes—a voice in my head needles me.

What would Tripp say if he knew you were angling for his wife?

She’s not his wife, I mutter privately to the insidious voice.

You’re still his friend. That bond is stronger than death, the voice hisses.

I do my damnedest to quiet the voice as Kingsley reviews the rules of the hunt.

Ten teams are competing. Each will face three challenges, one on each of three successive days. Each challenge yields points. Teams will be given different clues, though most teams will wind up at the same general destination for each item, albeit searching for something different. You can’t piggyback off another team to try to win. You need to figure out the clue, track down the item, and do the photo challenge to prove it, then return to the park, in most cases, to check in.

“Now, if you’re thinking you can google the riddle, think again.” Kingsley’s voice booms. “One, that’s seriously lame. Two, this is supposed to be fun. Three, see point number one. Four, and most important, take it to the bank, this is the God’s honest truth: Google doesn’t know everything.”

“Take that back. Google is all-knowing,” I tease, hoping to inject some levity into myself right now. Lord knows, I need it.

She shoots over a smile as a stocky guy in a golf shirt rubs his palms together, chiming in, “Who needs Google? I have a better incentive. The biggest one ever. My wife made it clear I need to deliver a week of paid vacation. Or else. Mua ha ha ha.”

“And what’s the ‘or else,’ George?” Kingsley asks.

He shudders. “Have you met my wife? You don’t want to mess with her . . . or else. No greater incentive for a man than a honey, do, or else order. Am I right or am I right?” He turns to me, eyebrows lifted, arms out.

Something about him is wildly familiar, and it dawns on me. He’s the Finger-Licking-Good Guy, the one who said his wife would have him by the balls if he arrived home late. “Never disobey your commander in chief.”

“Exactly.”

Maybe I need to add that to my rules to live by.

Sure, you can replace the one you’re bending, the voice whispers.

I square my shoulders and tell the voice to fuck the hell off.

This man is my levity. He’s a character. I try to wind him up more, so I can coattail off his amusing attitude. “What would she do, though, do you think, if you didn’t deliver on the or else?”

His face turns ashen. “Don’t say such a thing. I don’t want to know. You don’t want to know. No one wants to know.”

“Try me. I kind of do.”

Under his breath, he whispers, “The look. She’ll give me the look. And I value my existence, so I won’t say any more.”

I shudder on his behalf and pat myself on the back for successfully quieting the voice by drafting off George like I’m riding the edge of a wave.

I turn to my team, so I can focus on the task at hand. I motion for Ginny, Noah, and Lulu to huddle, taking the quarterback role. “Guys, let’s concentrate. We want to win this because we love Kingsley, we like our jobs, and because we aren’t dickweed, cutthroat bloodhounds who possess zero original ideas. Plus, our team would love a week off, and we’d love to win the money for charity. Wouldn’t we?”

A chorus of “Yes, we would” comes from them, and we smack palms, energized.

When we separate from the huddle, Lulu smirks.

I take the bait. “What’s so funny?”

“Your go-go-go side. It’s cute.”

My heart threatens to go Rudolph again, which is thoroughly unacceptable. I grab that reindeer’s tail and pull him down to earth, donning my sarcasm deflector shield. “That’s me. I’m a cutie-pie.”

She squeezes my arm and smiles at me, so damn warmly. “Don’t deny it. You’re a total cutie-pie.”

And the shield falls to the ground. “You too,” I murmur.

Then George chimes in once more, whispering in a man-to-man tone. “My wife says I’m a cutie-pie too. That’s why I listen to her.”

Trouble is, I don’t know who to listen to—my rules, the voice, George, or someone else.

Good thing Kingsley hands out the clues next, telling the teams that the first to complete the task and send in photographic proof wins that challenge.

On the count of three, the teams rip open the envelopes. I peer at the piece of paper, reading the words.

Everyone likes to leave his or her mark. It’s a sign of the human condition to paint, scrawl, draw, or write your name on a wall. Indeed, graffiti is found all over this city, even in an Egyptian area, where the years don’t always align, but where a signature arrived out of time.

Find it, take a photo with your team, then snap a picture outside demonstrating how you work together. Two-hour deadline. Fifty points.
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We huddle. We confab. We study the clue, whispering it under our collective breaths. We speak with hushed voices, as if we’re protecting something precious, and we try to figure out where this riddle might lead us.

And then, it crystallizes. Like the sun rising over the horizon, and all at once the sky is bright. “I know what it is.”

I gather them close and tell my team members. Leo’s smile is magnetic and proud. Noah thrusts a fist in the air, John Bender Breakfast Club–style.

Ginny squeezes my arm. “Girl power.”

I point to the subway entrance. “Let’s get on the nearest train.”

My feet are ready to fly when Noah slices a hand through the air. “This is the wrong time of day for the subway. It’ll take fifteen minutes, but we can snag an Uber like that, and be uptown in ten.”

Noah whips out his cell phone, swipes his thumb across it, and, like he’s the fastest draw in the West, he calls an Uber. It’s here in forty-five seconds.

“Impressive transportation skills,” Ginny says.

“I have many impressive skills.”

“Is that so?”

“That is indeed so. I can share them with you over dinner.”

“We should have dinner to talk about your impressive skills?”

“We could have dinner to talk about other impressive things.”

Ginny shakes her head, laughing as we head uptown, and I guess Noah’s attempt to ask out Ginny hasn’t quite hit the mark.

Along the way, I send a quick text to Cameron, who’s still on the road working on more deals, and then to my new shop manager, who’s been doing a bang-up job so far here in Manhattan. All is well, they report.

I breathe a sigh of relief and devote all my energy to riddling.

Ten minutes later, we arrive at our destination.

The desire to run is intense. It looks like we’re the first team here, and we hoof it up the steps, taking them two by two into the Metropolitan Museum of Art. I don’t see any other teams here as we grab our tickets, thrusting bills at the ticket taker because credit cards would take too long, and then we race-walk down the corridor like we’re 1980s New Yorkers doing that speed-walking thing, elbows snapping at our sides, legs moving as quickly as they can.

Down the hall, we scurry past a sign for a Gustav Klimt visiting exhibit in the other wing, then rush by the Tomb of Perneb, and after that a gilded coffin.

A temple stands tall and proud in the middle of the museum, and it takes my breath away. More than two thousand years old, it must have so many stories to tell.

“If walls could talk,” I whisper as we reach the Temple of Dendur, seen in films like When Harry Met Sally and Ocean’s 8. We hunt around, trying desperately to find the graffiti.

My heart beats faster, and I hope I haven’t made a mistake by assuming this is the location from the clue. I don’t know if there actually is any graffiti on this temple, but when I read the clue, I had a gut feeling.

As I turn the corner, scanning the walls, I gasp.

“Guys.” I motion for them to come over. I point to a name and a year carved into the temple. Leonardo 1820.

Leo regards it with a curious huh. “Who do you think that is?”

“Your long-lost relative?” Noah chimes in.

I glance at Leo. “Now you know I want to find out.”

Noah shakes a finger at me. “Now is not the time to satisfy your curiosity, Miss Diamond. We need to finish up the task because we’re on track to be the first team to win today, and hopefully to beat everyone else by a long shot.”

“My, my, someone is slightly competitive,” Ginny remarks.

He shoots her an isn’t that obvious look. “I have my reasons.”

“What are they?”

He looks her over. “Everyone loves a winner.”

Ah, there’s more to his competitiveness than I’d thought. Noah is trying to win her heart by . . . winning.

Noah gathers us all in front of the temple, and we take a selfie, pointing to the graffiti. Our photograph is proof that we were here, and hopefully we’re the first to reach our clue.

As we rush back outside to complete the last item in the task—a photo demonstrating teamwork—Leo nudges me. “What do you think that graffiti was all about? I saw on a placard that some European tourists left marks on the temple way back when this was still in Egypt.”

“That’s what I think it was. Graffiti, plain and simple.”

“You don’t think that guy was anyone special?”

“Everyone is someone special. But no, I don’t think it means anything. Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”

“And sometimes Leonardo from the early 1800s likes to leave his mark on temples?”

“Evidently.” I smile at him, and he shoots an easy, lopsided one back at me.

Sometimes conversations are simple. Sometimes they’re about what they’re about.

They aren’t about fear or worry or anything else. They aren’t about whether someone is coming home late or drunk or has missed another day of work.

They are what they are.

Once we’re on the front steps again, we toss around ideas for how to show teamwork, and we settle on an easy answer, but one that demonstrates it perfectly.

I take a deep, steadying breath. “Don’t drop me.”

Leo asks a tourist to take our picture.

On the middle step, on the count of three, my teammates lift me over their heads. Leo’s strong hands curve around my hips as he forms the foundation, holding me and lifting me higher, and higher still.

For a split second, I worry that I might fall, but then I talk back to my nervous mind because that’s an ancient worry. I worried all the time with Tripp.

I worried he’d be late for a date. I worried he’d miss an appointment. Worried he’d miss payment on a bill.

My throat tightens as I recall the pain of losing my husband not to someone else but to something else. A potent, powerful siren that had Tripp in its grasp until his last days.

In our case, everything was about that something else. Everything was about addiction, dependency, denial.

Right now, I shove that all away.

This moment is a new moment. A beautiful morning. It’s a day we can make our mark on.

So I leave graffiti on the air.

“Leonardo 1820,” I call out, under a crystal-blue sky on the steps of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in Manhattan. I’m held by one person I know well and two people I’m getting to know. But I have no worries. They won’t let me fall.

Knowing that, feeling it in my bones—I’m ebullient.

The tourist snaps the picture.

After Leo sets me down, Ginny sends in the picture, effectively recording our time to the finish line for this clue. “We don’t have to return to the park for an hour or so.”

Leo looks to me. “We have an hour and twenty-two minutes. What do you want to do, o riddle master?”

The answer comes into focus immediately. “I want to see the traveling Klimt exhibit. His paintings are here on loan from all over the world. Want to go with me?”

“Yes.”

Ginny covers her eyes with her hand, squinting. “I’m hungry. I think I’ll grab a pretzel.”

Noah swivels around, jumping at the chance, it seems. “Pretzels are on me.”

“But it’s not a date.”

“I know. It’s only pretzels. I can buy the only pretzels though.”

“But it’s not a date for these only pretzels,” she repeats.

“Someday it will be.”

Ginny shakes her head, but she’s smiling. “And that someday, it won’t be pretzels.”

Noah pumps a fist. “We’ll start with a snack and work up to a someday.”

As for me, I’m kind of hungry for a someday now.
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Leo and I return to the museum, the leaderboard clearly on our side. As we walk toward the exhibit, I set my hand on his arm. I’ve always been a toucher, but Leo seems to like it, and honestly, I like touching him. It’s comforting and familiar, but also unexpected, and in a good way. Glancing around, I say, “I love this place. My mom used to take me here all the time as a kid. Well, she took me everywhere. But this was one of our regular haunts.”

“I remember you telling me that.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, we’ve talked about everything over the years, it seems. All those late-night conversations.”

“I loved our late-night conversations. Does that mean we have nothing new to say?”

He shakes his head. “It all feels new. Keep telling me stuff. What was your favorite part?”

I want to tell him stuff. Because it doesn’t feel like we’re playing the same record. It feels like we’ve tuned in to a familiar song, but on a whole new frequency.

As I reflect on his question, a memory flashes before me, bright and colorful. “The jewels. They had a display once of crown jewels. I loved them all, and I wanted to be a queen.”

He chuckles. “Not a princess?”

“No way! I had much higher aspirations. Screw that whole damsel-in-distress, rescue-me stuff. I wanted to rule.”

He shakes his head, amused. “Why am I not surprised?”

“Suits me, doesn’t it?” I ask, laughing.

“To a T.”

“And you? What did you like to do as a kid? Where did your parents take you? I seem to recall you showing me a photo of you and your brothers in front of the Liberty Bell.”

“Naturally, we pretended we cracked it. And yeah, growing up in Philly, it was all history, Founding Fathers, and the Declaration of Independence. Our parents always took us to those historic sites. It was more fun than I expected, but I think it also gave me a healthy appreciation for the past.”

I pause when he says that, taking a peek into his dark-brown eyes, searching for something. Something that worries me. The past. “Do you have that? A healthy appreciation for the past?”

“Yes.” His answer is swift and certain, bursting with meaning.

I don’t know if he means the historical past, our past, or something else. Maybe his own past with Tripp. But when we reach the exhibit hall and my eyes land on a golden painting, I stop wondering about the days that came before because I’m transfixed by what’s in front of me, visiting from its regular home in Vienna. Gustav Klimt’s most famous work: The Kiss. The colors and the mosaic-like assembly of shades of jewels are mesmerizing.

The look on the woman’s face draws me in as the man kisses her cheek. Her beauty is haunting. Her want is palpable. My arms seem to reach forward of their own accord. “Want.”

He laughs. “For you, Lulu, I’ll get it. I’ll buy you a Klimt.”

I shake my head, whispering reverently, “No. I want that kiss.”

He turns to me, his brow knitted, his voice curious and a little unsure. “You do?”

“I want that. I feel so greedy, but yes, I do. I want that. I want a kiss like that.” I’m taking a dangerous step here. I’m toying with something terribly risky. But this admission feels so necessary. This painting is doing things to me. Things that only chocolate has done. It stirs up so much longing.

“Have you had a kiss like that?” He looks as if it pains him to ask the question.

I want to answer, but I don’t want to besmirch Tripp’s memory, even though I’m not his widow. I’m his ex-wife. I left him because he loved his mistress more than me. But I don’t want to compare his kisses. They’re over.

An invisible thread pulls me closer to Leo. “It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter if I’ve had it.”

His eyes hold mine, never wavering. I don’t know what’s happening with us. But I want this moment, wholly. I want it to unfurl like a red carpet. I’m eager to find out where it leads.

I want to be like Leonardo from 1820—to make a mark on history. On my history. And I want Leo, circa 2019.

I move even closer, not caring about the people at the museum admiring the painting. They are a static haze to me. Leo’s as clear as the art. “I want that kiss.”

“Then you should have it.” His voice is gravelly, rough. It’s strewn with hidden meaning, and I can read the clues.

We both want whatever this strange new thing is that’s brewing between us.

We want it, even if we’re afraid of it.

An inexorable pull tugs us closer together, like a magnet seeking its opposite. “That painting. Maybe it’s kismet.”

“You think so?” Another step.

“Maybe it’s poetry.”

He shakes his head, but he’s smiling. “You and your poetry.”

“What about you? What do you want?”

He licks his lips. “The same.”

In front of the Klimt, in front of the crowd, Leo lifts his hand, curls it around the back of my head, and brings me close.

My breath stutters. Electricity shoots through my body. My feet barely touch the ground as he lowers his head and brushes a chaste kiss.

On my cheek.

That’s not fair.

That’s not what I want.

But even so, my body tingles all over. All from a kiss on my cheek.

And that kiss makes me want his lips.

I raise my face, cup his jaw, and make the chaste kiss not so chaste, after all.

He takes the baton and runs with it.

He kisses me tenderly, brushing his mouth over mine in a gentle exploration, like he’s been dying to get to know my lips, but like he can take his time with them too.

Like he can take all the time in the world.

His kiss is full of longing as his lips sweep over mine, visiting the corners, traveling across the bow of them. Visiting everywhere.

I’m buzzing, my entire body humming like the start of a song—a song that’ll build in seconds. As he takes his time,

the desire in me roars well past the speed limit. I break with desire.

It snaps me in two, and the hungry, ravenous half of me wins. My hand is on his face, so I bring him closer and crush my lips to his. I devour his mouth, taking him like he’s mine, like he belongs to me.

He groans roughly, and it sounds both painful and intoxicating. I’m intoxicated as he deepens the kiss, his lips searching mine, finding me. Finding a new us. The kiss is his again as he draws me tight and consumes me.

We kiss like we’re discovering a new land. Like we’re leaving our mark on this moment. And we are. Because this is the record I want from today.

I don’t need photographic proof to know it happened.

My mind is taking snapshots for me to look at later.

A new tour group shuffles into the room, and we break the kiss, looking at each other like wow.

But we also need to leave. We exit the museum through the gift shop, where Leo buys me a postcard of The Kiss then signs it.

Leo 2019. The Met. Klimt Exhibit.

In my mind, I add one more line.

First kiss.
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Along with Ginny and Noah, we return to the starting place for the hunt, where the Heavenly Four, as we’ve dubbed ourselves, are in first place on the first day.

Then we’re back at the office, working on chocolate and business deals.

As I leave for my shop, ready to dive into my recipes for the afternoon, I spot Leo heading into a meeting.

He doesn’t see me.

He doesn’t even look like he’s here.

He’s somewhere else, and I know that look.

He’s lost in the past.

And I want both to know what he’s thinking of and to erase our whole history.
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Two and a half years ago

Only one person knew.

That was Dean, and he was a vault.

I planned to take my feelings for her to the grave, especially since they were ancient history. Hell, they were ancient history well before Lulu asked me to help convince Tripp to go to rehab.

And because those feelings were no longer a fact of my daily existence, I intended to keep them locked in a safe with an unbreakable combination, even when Tripp stumbled up the steps to my apartment late one night, unshaven, reeking of tequila and beer.

“Just promise me one thing,” he said. Lulu had left him earlier that year, a few weeks after he’d earned himself a swift exodus from rehab for cheating on the program with Jose Cuervo. I suspected he and Jose had been cozying up tonight too.

“What’s that?” I brewed a pot of coffee. It would do nothing for him. I knew that. It was an old wives’ tale. Nothing makes you un-drunk but time and stopping. But I made the coffee anyway.

He slumped against the kitchen doorway. “Promise me—that when you finally go for it with her, you’ll tell me first.”

A steel rod plunged through my spine. I stood straighter, my mind clanging, blood rushing between my ears. My head felt like a gong had rung inside it. How the hell did he know? I was iron. I was inscrutable.

“With Amy?” I tossed out, since I’d just met a great gal named Amy and was thinking about asking her out. Please, God, let him be talking about Amy.

He cracked up, scrubbing a hand over his chin. “Seriously?”

“Seriously, what?” I was skilled in the practice of stoicism. I had a poker face to rival an entire Texas Hold’em tournament.

“Leo, you’re my best friend. You’re like a brother to me. You think I don’t know?”

“Don’t know what?” I poured the boiling water, and I’d never been so grateful for a distraction.

He stepped into the kitchen, grabbing at the counter to steady himself.

“How much did you drink tonight?”

He waved a hand dismissively. “Hardly anything. I’m tough. I’m like that chick in Raiders of the Lost Ark. She can drink those big-ass dudes under the table. What’s her name?”

“Marion. Her name is Marion.” I thrust a steaming mug at him, the words on the cup mocking me because it was a gift from her—But first, coffee. Simple, heartfelt, and true.

“Marion! That’s it.”

It was as if I’d given him the key to a treasure chest, and I’d hoped and prayed the distraction would work. “Drink your coffee. There’s a blanket on the couch. You can crash here.”

He downed a hearty gulp then slapped the mug on the counter with a clatter. Brown liquid spilled over the side. “Sorry. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. It’s just coffee.”

“It’s not. It’s your favorite thing.”

“We are not getting sentimental over coffee or counters.”

“But what about Lulu?”

“What about her?”

He sighed, staring at me. “Leo. I figured it out a year ago. Stop avoiding me. I know.”

“Know what?” My whole delicate balancing act threatened to topple.

“I know you’re in love with Lulu. I realized it in rehab.”

Slice me open with a serrated knife. “You’re ridiculous.”

“It was all crystal clear. You know what else was crystal clear?” He patted my chest, his eyes forlorn but resolute at the same time. “You’re the better man. You’re the man she should have been with.”

My gut twisted for fifty-million reasons. “Fuck off.”

“No, I mean it. You have your shit together. I’m a mess.”

“You could get your act together if you wanted.” That’s what irked me the most. Help was his alone to get.

He shrugged. “Maybe. But listen, will you? Tell me first?”

My jaw ticked angrily. I wanted to shout enough! But after all this time, after all these years, I wasn’t giving an inch, not after all he’d done, and all he’d never done. “You’re ridiculous. I’m not in love with her.”

“Just promise me.”

I wasn’t letting him win this. He was drunk. I was sober. I had the upper hand of clarity, and I would wield it. I also had the truth on my side. “There’s nothing to promise you because I’m not in love with her.”

It was the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but.

He was a dog with a bone. “Promise me you’ll give me a heads-up before you go for it.”

I poured some coffee and took a drink, hiding behind the mug. “This is an insane conversation, and it needs to end.”

When he crashed on the couch a few minutes later, he didn’t let go. His voice was threadbare. “Promise me.”

“Tripp.”

“Just promise.”

“There’s nothing to promise.”

He sat up. I was parked in the chair. He grabbed my face sloppily. “Fucking promise.”

I wanted to get away from him. Desperately. I let him win that battle. “Whatever. Yes. If it gets you to go to sleep.”

He smiled. “I’ll sleep like a baby.”

He curled to his side.

We never spoke of that night again.
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Present Day

Running doesn’t work.

Gorging on South American history doesn’t work.

Furniture stripping doesn’t work.

My mind is a depot, and two trains keep slamming into each other.

One is the kiss.

The other is a conversation with my dead best friend.

The two can’t coexist.

And I can’t talk to him again. I can’t ask him for permission. I can’t honor a promise I made late one night at my apartment a few months before he died, a promise I veiled as a simple excuse to get him to shut up. I can’t honor it because he took that away from me too, the night he got behind the wheel after too much to drink, drove too fast, and crashed his car into a tree.

Fucking tree.

Fucking Tripp.

That was five days after we’d gone to dinner at a hot new restaurant he’d been raving about. The Red Door. He’d gotten us into The Red Door, and the fucker hadn’t even been drinking that night. He had iced tea, and he gave me hope.

Hope that he was finally turning the corner.

Five days later, he was gone.

Tonight, I pace through my apartment, wishing I could get in a cab uptown, bang my fist on the door of his pad, and tell him I’m taking her out, and that’s that, then go to the batting cage the next day with him and laugh about whatever had cracked us up that week at work.

Like we used to.

There’s so much we used to do that we’ll never do again.

And I’ve dealt with all of it. I’ve mourned him, missed him, and moved on.

But that promise—that stupid promise—hangs over me.

He can’t grant me a thing anymore, and I don’t know that Lulu can either, but at least I can see her, talk to her.

That’s a choice I do have.

I head downtown, straight for Lulu’s home, texting her that I’m on the way.

She buzzes me in. Tension coils in me as I walk up the steps slowly, as if each successive footfall will sort out the mayhem in my mind.

It’s a mess in there.

More than ten years after I met her, I finally kissed the woman I’ve loved.

The woman I can’t get out of my head.

She’s back in full force, the deed to my heart in her hand, and I need to know what she’s going to do with it.

I reach her floor, scanning for 3B. I locate it instantly when I spot a neon-pink Christmas stocking hanging from a door. In felt-tip pen on the cuff are the words “Feel free to drop any assorted packages, bills, or winning lottery tickets here.”

I let myself imagine her apartment. What does a Lulu-only place look like? Colorful, vibrant, teeming with all the things?

I knock, and she opens the door right away, dropping into her best Mae West impression. “Why don’t you come up sometime and see me?” She takes a beat. “Oh, you’re already here. Come in.”

“Why, thank you very much,” I say, Cary Granting it back to her.

She’s more knock ’em dead than any silver-screen stunner. More than Mae West, Rita Hayworth, and Marilyn herself, even in blue leggings that stop below her knees and a pale-yellow T-shirt that falls off her shoulder.

I step inside, entering a kaleidoscope. A ruby-red fleece blanket is draped across a purple couch. Pillows are piled high on the ends of that sofa, towering and teetering like Jenga blocks. Picture frames stand proudly on nearly every surface—images of Lulu and her mom laughing at a bookstore, Lulu and her colleague Cameron at their first shop, Lulu and Mariana on the beach. I can’t help it—I scan for one of Lulu and Tripp, but find none.

An unexpected dose of delight zips through me. This discovery makes me happier than it should, so I do my best to wipe that cocky smile off my face as I peer around, noticing magazines stacked across a small table and books rising sky-high on a shelf.

Lulu is not a neat freak. Lulu is like a suitcase that you sit on to try to close, but bright emerald-green scarves poke out the corners, a fuchsia-pink heel sticks out one side, and a polka-dotted dress spills from the zipper.

Everything is a little bit messy and wild.

In the kitchen, a mint-green KitchenAid mixer takes center stage. A steel canister holds utensils and whisks, and the counter is shiny and spotless. An open pack of chocolate tells me she’s already been experimenting with concoctions this evening. The scents of vanilla and almond tell me she’s made something delicious.

“The whole place—it’s very you. Like you stamped it with an ink pad.”

She shuts the door. “Lulu’s lair. Enter at your own risk.”

I laugh. “I’ll consider myself warned.”

“But will you heed the warning? After all, you’re here.” She raises her chin and looks at me with challenge in her eyes.

“I’m here. I suppose that means I’m not entirely risk averse.”

A smile tries to sneak across her lips, but she seems to tuck it away. “So . . .” She exhales, waiting. She’s waiting for me.

Of course she is.

It’s my move.

She served first earlier today.

I drum my fingers across the foyer table. “What are we doing?”

“Right now? Talking.”

“You know what I mean.”

She shrugs, looking as helpless as I feel. “I don’t know.”

“I mean, are we on the way to dating or something?” That’s the strangest thing to say. How can I begin to conceive of Lulu and me dating? What would a date look like? We’ve done so many things together already.

“Do you want to date?” she asks.

“Do you?”

We’re two racquetball players, volleying, neither one wanting to cede.

She heads to the kitchen, grabs a bottle of sparkling water from the fridge, and pours two glasses, then stops. “Do you want wine instead?” But she answers her own question before I can. “I’m not having any.”

I wave it off. “I’m good.”

And it’s refreshing. To take it or leave it. We can both walk away from wine.

She hands me a glass, and I drink. She drinks too.

When I set it down, I try again. “What do you want, Lulu?”

“I want a lot of things. I want us to date and go out and kiss like the world is ending. I want us to laugh and run on the beach and chase the moon.”

God, they sound like all my dreams, but I can hear the but coming. There will always be one with the two of us.

She takes another sip. “But it’s foolish, right? How could it be anything but foolish if we were together? My life was mostly a mess for the last decade,” she says softly, desperately. “I lost out on so many opportunities and chances. I finally have one. I don’t want to risk it.”

I swallow roughly. I don’t want her to risk her chances either. “We need to make it through this partnership. Whatever is happening between the two of us was probably all stirred up stuff from the past.”

She looks at me quizzically. “The past? What would be stirred up from the past?”

I realize my mistake, and I backpedal, since I don’t want her to know how long I’ve wanted to kiss her. “I meant since we’ve known each other so long. Been through so much. Been friends and all that stuff.”

“I hear you, but just so you know, there was nothing stirred up from the past today for me. That was all present-day stuff. I never saw you that way in the past. You’re not offended, are you?”

I breathe a huge sigh of relief for two reasons. Because she isn’t on to me, and because I don’t want her to have felt a thing for me when she was with him.

“I’m not offended at all.”

She takes a drink of water then sets down the glass. “Are we still friends?”

I laugh. “You’re going to have to try a lot harder for us to be un-friends.”

She smiles. “Good. I’m famished. Do you want dinner?”

“I won’t turn you down.”

She grabs items from the fridge then sets to work. Lulu slices the tops off small green peppers, tosses them into a skillet sizzling with olive oil, and sautés them with some salt and pepper. The pan sizzles, and she stirs.

She scoops up a pepper onto a spatula and brandishes it. Wiggling an eyebrow, she asks, “Can you handle the heat?”

That question feels like the doublest of double entendres. “Bring. It. On.”

“You’re so tough.”

“You don’t know the half of it.” If she knew the armor I had wielded over the years, she’d think I was made of metal.

She blows on the pepper then dangles it in front of me. “Catch it?”

“Do it.”

She tosses over a pepper.

I’m a frog. I stick out my tongue and catch it. It’s hot, but I’ve never had trouble handling spice.

I bite into the pepper, and it nearly scalds my tongue, but I crunch away, chewing with as much of a smile as I can muster, even as the green goodie torches my mouth. She watches me, appreciation etched into those eyes.

“Impressed?” I want to impress her. Hell, if we were in the 1950s, I’d be the guy on the beach, flexing his biceps for the girl.

“Don’t you know? Nearly everything you do impresses me.”

And the bicep curls worked.

Nice job, self.

She stretches for a cupboard, reaching to grab an open bag of popcorn. She dips her hand inside, then backhands a kernel my way. I bend, catching that on my tongue too. “Now that is doubly impressive. In fact, I might need to enter you in a competition at SeaWorld.”

“Arf, arf,” I say, imitating a seal.

“Speaking of sea creatures, I have on my dolphin panties today.”

“Seriously?”

“Want to see?”

What the hell? The woman just said we need to stay in the friend zone, and now she’s offering to show me her panties. Can we say women are confusing?

“Is that a trick question? Are you testing me?”

She laughs. “What’s the answer?”

I move closer. “I always want to see your underwear. So don’t ask a silly question again.”

“What if I want to see your underwear?”

“You’re like an open flame, Lulu.”

She laughs. “I know. Sorry. Grab me the green beans?”

We shift gears, and I help her as she stir-fries green beans, sautés chicken, plates it all, and sets the table. It’s just us and this delicious spread she’s whipped up—and the big elephant in the room.

Our kiss.

We only discussed if it should happen again, not how much we want it to. Her words from earlier echo—I want us to date and go out and kiss like the world is ending.

The elephant is trundling across her apartment, rattling the pictures on the walls. We eat, and the tension spreads across my shoulders. This tiptoeing won’t do. We aren’t some guy and girl who met at a bar. We aren’t coworkers who’ve known each other for a year and finally gave in to the wild flirtation we’ve had in the elevator. We are people who talk. We use our words.

After we finish, I say, “We should really talk about the elephant.”

“It was a particularly wonderful elephant.”

That’s the oddest compliment I’ve ever received for a kiss, but I love it.

“It was.” I replay that kiss for the five thousandth time today. I stare at her lips, remembering how they felt against mine.

“You’re looking at my mouth,” she whispers.

A weight slides off my shoulder and thuds to the ground. It feels like freedom. I can look at Lulu and speak some of the truth. “Your mouth is quite lush. Soft. Inviting.”

She shivers, swaths of her curly hair falling across half of her face, curtaining her green eye. I reach an arm across and tuck the curls behind her ear as best I can. I want to see into those eyes. I want to read them. “Lulu, what are we doing?”

She stares up at me from underneath those long lashes. “Remembering earlier today?”

“It was mind-blowing.”

“Was it really that way for you?” There’s a vulnerability in her tone, as if she doesn’t quite believe it could have been spectacular for me.

She has no idea that it was everything I’ve ever wanted and a thousand times more. Because it was real. Because it happened now.

Between only the two of us.

Because it didn’t come when we were helping Tripp or grieving Tripp.

It came from living.

I circle back to her question then give her my answer. “It was that way. It was the only way.”

“What happens next?”

That’s the question. It keeps hanging in the air, and it’s going to demand a thorough dissection. Saying How could it be anything but foolish if we were together? isn’t enough of an answer.

Her foot slides up my leg. I arch a brow. “Lulu, are you playing footsie with me?”

“What’s wrong with that?” She looks ridiculously innocent.

“That’s not friendly.”

“It’s a foot, Leo.”

“Your foot is not friendly.”

“Oh, come on. You’re not turned on by my foot, are you?”

“No.”

She gives me a sly stare. “Are you sure?” She rubs her foot closer to my crotch. “Because it feels like you might be.”

She is dangerously near my erection, and yes, I am indeed turned on by her foot. Big surprise. This woman has done it for me for years. “Lulu . . .”

“Sorry, I thought maybe you had a banana in your pocket.”

I laugh. “You’re not helping matters.”

I reach under the table, grab her foot, and run my hand over it, kneading the sole. She groans, and it sounds sensual, like she’s a woman who loves to indulge—in food, in pleasures, in riches of the senses. She leans her head back, her long, glorious neck exposed as she closes her eyes. I want to learn if the coconut that I’ve smelled on her for ages is there when I kiss the column of her neck, the hollow of her throat. I knead harder into her foot.

“Don’t do that. It’ll make me moan and groan.”

“You’re already groaning. You’re already killing me.”

She opens her eyes. “I can’t help it. You have strong hands, and they feel good on my feet.”

She sits up straighter and sets her hands on the table. I let go of her foot.

“Leo, I don’t think I realized how attractive you were before, and I’m glad I didn’t. But it’s all hitting me at once. And right now, I kind of want to jump you. I want to throw the plates to the ground, crawl across the table, and straddle you. I want to grind against you and kiss you all over and do all sorts of very bad things to you.”

I sit stiller than a statue, absorbing the sizzle of those words.

If I ever thought my resistance was going to be tested, this is the moment, and whatever shred I possess is fraying at the seams. “There’s literally nothing I want more.”

She stares at me with heat in her eyes.

It’s nearly enough to melt the last thread of resistance.

But her next words halt me in my tracks. “But I have plans, and I have a chance to finally focus on them. I don’t want to lose my focus. That would be foolish. Don’t you think?”

And there it is—the reluctance.

I have enough of my own to feed an army. I can’t take on the burden of hers too. I can’t give in to all this heat if it’s seasoned with both our reluctant lusts.

“Maybe I should go before we do something foolish.”

I wait for her to echo me, as I know she will.

She swallows and breathes out harshly, repeating my assessment. “Yes. You probably should.”

Somehow, I find the will to stand, but I can’t locate the strength to leave just yet. “Do you want me to clean up?”

She squeezes her eyes shut. “No. You should probably leave.”

That’s exactly what I do.
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That was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

Like shit-they-do-in-the-movies tough.

It was on the same level as hacking into Las Vegas’s traffic system in five seconds, pulling someone up from quicksand using only one arm, or jumping through a glass window. I bet if I tried that last one, I’d just bounce back with a loud thump.

But I can’t bounce back, and I don’t have a clue how to move forward.

In the morning, I rise before dawn, hoping to run off this pandemonium of thoughts and banging cymbals in my head.

I circle the reservoir, trying to drain my brain of last night, of Lulu, of all the things I want to say to her.

As I near the end of my run, a familiar set of footsteps roars by.

Squeals.

Stops.

“Yo!” It’s Noah. “Hey, slowpoke.”

“Hey, cheetah.”

“I’m breaking through all my land speed records. Also, I owe you a big, huge, massive thank you. I knew you were the man.”

“What are you thanking me for?”

“Your brilliant, genius, insanely awesome advice to ask out Ginny.”

I arch a brow. “She said yes?”

“She let me buy her pretzels. And they were the best pretzels under the sun. It’s a start, right? Gotta start somewhere.”

That is true.

That is very true.

In fact, maybe that’s my new rule to live by.

Start somewhere.

“Whatever it takes to get the girl, right?” he adds with a wave as he takes off to the other side of the world, flying on those Mercury legs.

Taking action.

Making a start.

And the commotion in my head clears instantly.

I don’t need to take a back seat this time.

After a little googling upon my return home, I know what I want to say to the woman I was in love with for the better part of a decade.

You have to start somewhere.
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Kickboxing with my friends always clears my head. I’ve never been a solo exerciser. I like the company and the chatter. I like the girl power, and I instruct Mariana not to mention men at all.

She gives a thumbs-up. “Man-diet morning. Got it. I vow to only discuss frivolous things to keep your mind off whatever man is driving you crazy.”

“You’re a true friend.”

At six in the morning, Mariana and I sweat our way through a killer class that elevates my heart rate to skyscraper levels. We speak in our exercise shorthand, the cardio reducing us to quick, bullet-like sentences as I tell her briefly about Heavenly, how the new line has started to come together over the last few weeks, the flavors I’m trying, as well as the hunt.

When we hit the cool-down phase, I can breathe and talk more normally. “Plus, business at the shop is strong. I can’t really complain about anything, so, ya know, I won’t,” I say as I stretch.

“Considering my newest client just paid me an obscene retainer, I won’t complain either. But I did donate ten percent of it to Little Friends, the local animal rescue.”

“Whoa. Did they erect a statue of you in front of the shelter? Because for ten percent, they should.”

Mariana laughs. “Nope. But that’s my goal. Someday, somewhere, I’d like a statue erected. Mostly because statues are one of the few times you can say ‘erect’ without getting the side-eye.”

I give her the side-eye. “I think that’s one of those words that always deserves a side-eye.”

She lowers her voice to a whisper. “Yes, it does. Also, I won the bet.”

“What bet?”

“I bet Cameron that you’d try to wear the pantsuit. He bet you wouldn’t even take it from my house. I know you so well.”

I jam my elbow into her side.

“Ouch.”

“You set me up!”

“I know, but you asking me for a suit was the most absurd thing you’ve ever done, and you’ve done some absurd things.”

“Like what? Name one.”

“Like the time you wanted to attend a circus class.”

“I still want to learn to juggle.”

That sends us down a rabbit hole discussion of circus skills we’d most want to possess—she picks fire-eating and I choose trapeze.

But in the end, Mariana tells me she’s glad I chose chocolate. “You’re doing exactly what you’re supposed to be doing.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because of your sweet caramel center,” she says with a wink.

“What’s yours made of?”

“Steel and vitriol.”

“Have I mentioned I never want to go up against you in a court of law?”
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When our class is over and we’ve made plans to do it again a few days later, my head is officially clear.

Clear of that kiss.

Clear of last night.

Clear of this bizarre new phase in my life where I’m suddenly wildly attracted to Leo Hennessy.

He’s always been interesting, kind, and clever.

He’s always been smart and easy to talk to.

And he’s definitely always been handsome. I’m not blind, and I wasn’t before Lasik either. I know he’s hot, just like I know Chris Hemsworth could swindle the panties off any woman, but I don’t want to jump him. Wait, that’s not true. Chris Hemsworth is everyone’s hall pass.

Be that as it may, I never thought of Leo in a romantic way.

My eyes were laser-focused on Tripp, my heart belonging 100 percent to the man I married.

Given how it ended, given how it all spiraled downhill, do I regret my choice to love him?

No.

I learned resilience from my marriage. I learned I wasn’t responsible for other people’s choices. I discovered that I couldn’t fix another person, no matter how hard I tried.

Tripp is my past. Tripp is behind me. I’ve made peace with my marriage, with what it was and what it was not. That’s why I don’t harbor any guilt over Leo.

This issue is different.

It’s how he fits into my life.

As I return to my apartment and shower, I contemplate if he fits into my life now that I have room to breathe, to plan, and to grow my business. Do I fling all those ingredients to the floor to indulge in a newfound lust?

But this isn’t lust.

It’s so much more.

Leo is the guy who shows up.

Leo is the guy who will be there.

The recipe of feelings plus Leo equals the real deal.

The trouble is timing.

I’m finally free to live my life on my terms, and those terms include my partnership with his company.

As I rinse off, step out of the shower, and grab a towel, I don’t know that I can fit the real deal in my life at this moment.

A heavy blanket of sadness falls over me. But along with that sadness comes something new.

Determination.

I’m on the other side. I’m rebuilding and remaking my life. I love the freedom from madness. I love the opportunities unfurling before me.

I love my choices.

And I need to behave like I have them. I text the smartest person I know.

Lulu: What exactly did you mean when you said he had years in his eyes?

Mom: It feels like there’s a different question in there than the one you’re asking, so I’ll ask it. Why are you asking me this question?

Lulu: I shouldn’t be surprised that you answered a question with a question.

Mom: However else would I answer it? :)

Lulu: So. Years. Explain.

Mom: I said he had years in his eyes because he looks at you in a way that’s different from how a man looks at a woman he’s simply attracted to.

I stare at the text message, trying to decode it. But it’s almost too much, the notion she’s presenting. I can’t conceive of years. All I know is he kissed me like a man possessed. But what possessed him?

The idea of years is inconceivable. He’s dated other women. He was engaged, for crying out loud. He can’t possibly have wanted me for years, so I decide that he hasn’t, and I deal with only the here and now.

And that mesmerizing kiss.

Lulu: We kissed yesterday.

Mom: WAY TO BURY THE LEDE!

Lulu: I was teeing you up. :)

Mom: This is huge!

Lulu: Is it?

Mom: I presume you don’t go around kissing random men for kicks?

Lulu: I haven’t kissed anyone in years. I haven’t dated anyone since my marriage ended. You know that. So, what happens next?

Mom: What does your heart say? What do you want? Was it just a random kiss? Or was it a kiss that leads to more late-night bookstore visits and dinners with your mother?

My face flushes as I read the last lines, like I’ve been busted.

And I have.

The kiss won’t lead to late-night bookstore visits and dinners with my mom, because late-night bookstore visits and dinners with my mom were what led to the kiss.

So were museum visits.

And nights out at The Pub.

And text messages.

And time. Spending time with Leo.

That’s the cause, and the kiss was the effect.

I want more of the effect. So much more.

As I reflect back on the last month, I can see with my twenty-twenty vision that we’ve been spinning toward that kiss since I bumped into a chocolate fountain and found myself on top of him. I recall every second of the kiss, reliving the tingles that swept over me, the hum under my skin, the joy that seemed to radiate in my bones. The joy of possibility. Of a new kind of connection.

But I’m not entirely sure how to sum all that up to fit into one category of kissing. Still, I try my best when I write back to her.

Lulu: Would you think I was a complete cheeseball if I told you it was magical?

Mom: I’d think you were the daughter I raised. There are no better kisses than the kind that are magical. The kind that make your toes tingle.

Lulu: That’s exactly the kind we had. But I feel like I’d be stupid to pursue anything, given that I’m contracted with his company. I shouldn’t mess around with this chance in my career. Don’t you think?

Mom: I think your career is a precious thing and ought to be handled with care.

Lulu: So it’s settled. I choose chocolate over kisses?

Mom: Is that the choice?

Lulu: I thought that’s what you were saying.

Mom: I’m not going to tell you what to do. The heart wants what the heart wants.

Lulu: And you always taught me both to listen to mine and not be fooled by it.

Mom: I did, because there is no organ more susceptible to trickery, subterfuge, or sabotage than the heart. Embrace it, treat it as something precious, and be very wary of it.

I tuck the phone away in my purse. I am so very wary of hearts.
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Today’s starting point?

Washington Square Park.

As I walk under the arch, I pass three team members from Frodo’s as they engage in tree poses and practice mantras.

“I visualize myself on a beach, soaking in the warm rays.”

“I see myself walking along the streets of Paris.”

“I’m on a golf course, nailing a hole in one.”

Damn, the prospect of winning a vacation is some kind of powerful lure.

Granted, I have nothing against tropical beaches or fabulous foreign cities, but I’ve never been a give-me-vacation-or-give-me-death kind of girl.

There are other things I want though.

Maybe I ought to practice visualizing what I want.

I’m kissing Leo again. I’m tackling him, rolling around with him, and taking him home. He’s sliding inside me, kissing my neck, and making me⁠—

SCREECH.

What the hell?

When did I become the dirtiest bird when it came to that man?

When you mauled him in front of a Klimt, you dodo.

Oh, well, that would do it.

I had mega sex dreams about Leo last night. They were utterly delicious, and I regret nothing.

Not a damn thing.

A man clears his throat, and I glance in the direction of the scoffer. The Finger-Licking-Good Guy. He nods at the collection of Frodo employees, rolling his eyes. “You know where I see myself?”

“Where’s that?”

The man sighs majestically and spreads his arms. “In my La-Z-Boy, watching a game.”

I give him a thumbs-up. “Squad goals,” I say, using Leo’s words from the chocolate show.

His brow knits. “Hey, listen. You’re the lady who fell in the fountain, aren’t you?”

“Just call me Chocolate-Covered Lulu.”

“Listen, sorry about that. I was the one running the booth that day, and I couldn’t believe that happened.”

I flash back to the fountain incident. This affable fellow hardly seems like the guy who accused Leo of rolling around in his fountain, but indeed he is. “You know what they say. Chocolate fountain incidents are a little unbelievable. Did you ever get the tipper you were looking for?”

“Alas, I didn’t catch the scofflaw.”

“Dammit,” I say. “We could try to track him down. Put up a wanted poster perhaps?”

“Oh, he’s already on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted. The search will go on.”

“Never give up. Never surrender.”

He laughs then smiles again. “So, about that day. I was kind of frenzied and frustrated because of some stuff going on at home with the babies⁠—”

“Babies? As in multiple?”

“The wife had triplets six months ago.”

My eyes bulge. “I can’t imagine. No wonder she wants you to have time off. But is everything okay with them? How are they doing? What sort of stuff is going on? Do you need more caffeine?”

“I always need more caffeine. My little Helena is colicky. She’s been crying like crazy, and Emma, that’s my wife—she’s having a hard time with it.”

“I have to imagine she is.” Then I smile because . . . babies. There are definitely stars in my eyes. “Can I see pictures?”

A surprised smile comes my way. “Yeah. Are you sure?”

“Hello?! Show me the trio!”

After grabbing his phone from his pocket, he clicks on a folder then shows me a picture of three chubby-cheeked redheads. My heart turns to mush, and I coo at the photos. “I love them.”

“That’s how I felt when I met them too.”

“More, more. Show me more.”

The man flips through his camera roll, and I squeal at nearly every adorable shot of the chunks of love, including one of the girls sitting upright in Daddy’s La-Z-Boy.

When we’re through, I’m a soft teddy bear. “This is the best.”

“Anyway, that’s why I was so flustered that day about the fountain⁠— ”

“Don’t think twice about it. We are all good. I landed a job out of it.”

And landed on top of a man who tastes better than a truffle and melts my insides like chocolate, and now I’m falling for him in a delicious way. So, really, I suppose it’s fitting I fell into a fountain.

“No kidding?”

I square my shoulders. “I’m Lulu Diamond. I’m making chocolate for Heavenly for its Rising Star line.”

He offers a fist for knocking. “George Day. Rock on, chocolate-covered chocolatier.”

“Rock on, Triple Latte Daddy.”

I say goodbye and continue my trek across the park to my team.

As Leo comes into view, I smile from the inside out. Maybe the baby pictures primed me, but I’m grinning like a bit of a fool. When he smiles back, I upgrade myself to beaming. Full wattage–style.

Leo gestures to the cup of coffee in his hand. But first, coffee, he mouths then adds, for you.

My squishy heart softens more.

He strides over, a little grin tugging at his lips like we have a secret. The secret is we want to jump each other.

But we want so much more too.

And we can’t quite have it.

Instead, we have . . . coffee.

He hands me a cup. “With cream, as you like it.”

“Life is too short to drink coffee without cream.”

“Gotta have standards.”

“Also, thank you.” It’s a little thing, but it’s also a wonderful thing. And I like the little things in life. I take a sip, and the drink is mixed perfectly, and I tell him as much.

“One of my talents—remembering how you like your coffee.” He lowers his voice. “Listen, about last night.”

The night I practically flung myself at him. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m not worried, Lulu.”

“Then what is it?”

Nerves thrum through me. His words move like stop-and-start traffic. “Last night . . . you . . . the things you said. I think my brain was a pinball game.”

The nerves tighten like a valve. “Did you beat the game?”

“No. I don’t know how it plays out.”

“I don’t either.”

“I know it’s foolish, but fuck, you’re in my head, Lulu. I have this for you.” He reaches into his back pocket and takes out a small postcard. “I looked this up this morning online. I thought you would like it. I picked up some cardstock and printed it out.”

My breath catches as I turn the card over, and something so pedestrian occurs to me—he bought cardstock to print this. Now, this is a big thing. This is a thoughtful thing. It requires planning and foresight. It’s like shopping for a gourmet dinner, concocting a wonderful meal, and serving it with the perfect garnish.

And it’s an even bigger thing when I see what he’s printed.

An image of Man Ray’s photo dubbed The Kiss, a close-up shot of a couple’s lips almost meeting. The thunder before the lightning strikes.

A pinwheel spins inside me, shooting off colors and sparks. I turn the card over, but he clasps his hand over mine. “Read it later.”

I bat my eyelashes. “Please? Now?”

He laughs. “So impatient.”

“I want to read it.” My voice betrays me, and I don’t care. I am desperate to know what he wrote.

He relents. “You’re irresistible. Next time, I’ll get you the Chagall.”

“I love Chagall’s kissing painting.”

“Of course you do.”

Smiling with utter delight at my accomplishment—convincing him—I turn it over and read his words.

I can’t stop thinking about you.

My heart glows. My blood runs neon. I’m a firework shooting high into the summer sky.

I meet his eyes. They’re a warm chocolate brown, and they’re sketched with tenderness and desire.

Something else is stamped in them too. Hope.

This card, these words—they don’t change the reality of him, me, and my personal goal to focus on building a business. But even so, I’d be a fool of another kind if I let this moment pass me by. “It’s the same for me.”

In some other world, some other place, we’d fall into the close-up shot of an almost-kiss. And then we’d become The Kiss.

In this world, sneakers slap the pavement, and I straighten instantly.

“What’s the same for you?”

It’s Noah, splashing cold water on us as he runs closer in running shorts, showing off his golden skin.

“Are you dressed for a run?” I ask, doing my best one-eighty.

“You know that adage about dressing for the job you want? I want us to be first place at the end of today, so I’m dressing like Usain Bolt.”

Leo lifts an appreciative brow. “Is this your second run of the day?”

“Hell, yeah. One wasn’t enough. After I left you in the dust and went home, I had a ton of energy, so I ran down here. And I came up with awesome ideas as I ran this morning. Speaking of, I had this killer new idea for sales. Want to hear it? We have a few minutes before we start.”

Leo nods and turns to me, mouthing later.

I motion that I’ll join them in a few, then I take a sip of my coffee, fueling up.
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“Hey, Lulu!”

I turn in the direction of the voice and I see the white-blonde RaeLynn striding over to me.

“Hi, RaeLynn.”

“I was hoping to catch up with you. I’ve been reading about your chocolates, and everything I’ve seen on blogs about you is tremendous. You were picked as one of BuzzFeed’s Top Five Chocolatiers to watch.”

“Thank you. I was honored to be named.”

“I know you’re working with Heavenly, but I’d love to work with you too, at some point. We should talk about doing a partnership together.” She’s so intensely earnest that it throws me. She doesn’t seem like the same woman who made comments about my USB T-shirt yesterday.

“Thanks, but I don’t see my Heavenly partnership ending anytime soon.”

“Oh, well, you should be really careful, then.” She nods in the direction of Leo.

I scrunch my brow. “What do you mean?”

She gives me a you’re so silly look. “Well, isn’t there kind of something between the two of you?”

I blink. Is it that obvious? Was it evident from the whispers between us that we were saying I want you? Honestly, it probably was.

I do something I hate, but that’s necessary for survival. I lie. “There’s nothing going on. We’ve known each other for a long time. He was the best man at my wedding.”

There. I hope that’ll get her off the scent.

“Oh, thank God there’s nothing going on.” She wipes a hand dramatically across her forehead. “Because you need to be smart in this environment.”

“What do you mean?” A kernel of fear takes root in my chest.

“Aren’t you an employee of Heavenly? I’m sure they have a policy that says you can’t get involved with the executive who hired you.”

I blanch. “Well, I’m not technically an employee. I’m a contractor, so it’s different.”

“True, though you have to think about not only the letter of the law, but the spirit of the law too. Personally, I find you can’t be too careful these days,” she says in a sisters-looking-out-for-each-other way.

As she walks away, I want to trip her.

I want to shout at her.

But I don’t have any ground to stand on.

She’s right.

You can’t be too careful. There aren’t any hard and fast rules in place, but the fact is there are unwritten rules. And while I’m not worried that Leo would screw me over at work, I do worry how this might look to others—like I slept my way to this opportunity.

I cringe inside at that thought.

And now I have a new wrinkle in the should-I-or-shouldn’t-I debate.

The concern isn’t only whether it’s wise for me to get involved with someone I’m working with while I build my business, but how that involvement might appear to others.

What seemed clear moments ago has once again been muddied.

The same could be said about the clue Kingsley hands us.
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They say I’m worth millions. Just weigh me and you’ll know. You’ll find me by shiny shoes and acorns, underneath the universe, where everything is faster or slower, depending on how you look at it. When you find me, capture the moment with me and your team. Then be sure to add to your collection with all of the above.

Noah stares at me slack-jawed. “What the Derek Jeter is this?”

I’m dumbstruck. I’ve been riddling my way through the words for five minutes, but I’m back at square one and it’s empty. I should know it. But I’m struggling. My decoder ring isn’t working well, and maybe it’s because RaeLynn’s words are ringing in my head, the echo of them occupying all the space that I ought to be devoting to this clue.

Ginny yawns. “Sorry, guys. I’m a bit off my game. Had a late night with my daughter.”

“Is everything okay with her?” Noah asks.

Ginny smiles. “She’s great. But she possesses a common trait among ten-year-olds. She forgot to tell me we had to make cupcakes for a school project until the very last minute. We were up late baking.”

Noah stares at her, perplexed. “Why not just go out and buy the cupcakes?”

Ginny recoils. “I’d be shunned.”

“For real?”

Ginny nods. “It’s completely verboten. You can’t bring in store-bought cupcakes when the class is asked to bake.”

“Next time, ask me.”

She stares at him incredulously, as if he’s begun walking on his hands. “Why?”

“Because I’ll help you bake. You can call me anytime.”

“But . . . you’re twenty-five,” she sputters, like that’s the natural response to learning someone has baking acumen, when it’s actually the first thing on her mind with him—the age difference.

And he knows now. A sly smile spreads on his face. “I get you, Ginny.”

“What do you get?”

“You think I’m too young for you. I’ll have you know I’m a mature twenty-five, and I can bake my ass off.”

“And I’m an old thirty-five.”

“Doesn’t bother me. I don’t even think about it. You shouldn’t either.”

“I shouldn't think about how young you are?”

“Only to think about how much energy my youth gives me in many areas.”

“Is that so?”

“That is so so.”

And I think he might be wearing her down, erasing her worries about age.

Wait. Old. Young. This hunt . . . that’s what it’s about.

“The past,” I whisper to Leo.

“What do you mean?”

“That’s what this hunt is about. The tomb, right? And all the other items in the museum yesterday. Obviously, they’re items from the past. What if the twist to the hunt is learning from the past? Discovering teamwork or something from the past.”

Leo’s smile lights up. “That might be it. You could be onto something.”

He steps away, paces, furrows his brow. He spins around, heads toward us, muttering under his breath. He’s like a detective assembling clues, and it’s hella hot.

He passes us again, and as he wears a hole in the concrete, I, too, try to work the problem.

“Maybe it’s a famous hotel,” Noah offers.

“Or a landmark building,” Ginny puts in.

“Maybe it’s all of them,” I say.

“All of them?” Noah asks.

“Something that combines them.” Leo snaps his fingers. “I think I know what it might be. The weigh me part is the key.” He glances around, making sure the other teams aren’t nearby, then pulls us in close and whispers.

I gasp, and I want to smack a big one on his lips because he’s so damn clever.

Except I can’t do that.

Or really, I shouldn’t do that.

RaeLynn’s last words underline my every thought.

You can’t be too careful these days.

That needs to be my mantra, and I vow to follow it as we rush out of the park, Noah debating the fastest way to Midtown.

When Noah finally settles on a flying carpet—or a cab, if no flying carpet is available—Leo stops in his tracks.

He stares at the ground by the arch. A pink backpack with a rainbow sits forlornly on the concrete. The top is unzipped slightly, revealing purple and pink spiral-bound notebooks and a Pusheen the cat pencil holder. “Guys. Did some kid lose her backpack?”

“I don’t know.” I bend and take a look at the tag. “Property of Isabelle Grayson.” It lists an address a few blocks away.

I look around for any grade-schoolers, but the park is mostly empty of school-age kids, since it’s nine thirty. Nor do I spot any young kids searching for a pink bag.

“We should return this,” Leo says firmly.

“We should,” I say, seconding him. “Doesn’t matter if it puts us behind.”

Noah groans.

There’s a time limit on the scavenger hunt. We have two hours to complete the challenge and send in the photo proof. The team that’s fastest and most creative wins the points.

“We can’t split up. We can’t take the pictures unless the whole team is there. We need to make a decision,” Leo says. “Backpack mission or hunt mission?”

“Um. Hate to break it to you. But ticktock.” Noah taps his wristwatch.

Ginny stares at Noah. “Hello! Some kid doesn’t have her bag for school. She might even have her lunch in there.”

He scoffs like that’s what he meant to say. “Yeah, exactly. Ticktock, as in, let’s get our butts in gear and drop this backpack off at Isabelle’s place.”

Ginny smiles warmly at him. “I thought that’s what you meant.” Her words come out a little flirty.

Leo checks the address tag. “Her apartment is a few blocks away. Let’s see if there’s a doorman we can leave it with, at least.”

“Wait.” My warning comes out before I expected it to. But the conversation with RaeLynn replays in my head. Would she have planted this backpack? Is this scavenger hunt sabotage? Or worse, did George—sweet, put-upon, beleaguered George . . . Would he have done this to slow down the team in the lead? Both of them are salivating for the prize, albeit for different reasons. I’d hate to think the triplet daddy would do this, but I don’t know either one of them. There could be more to this than meets the eye. Isn’t there always?

“What is it, Lulu?” Leo asks curiously.

“Do you think this is a trick? Like, some sort of sabotage?”

“Dude, that would make this one cutthroat scavenger hunt,” Noah says.

“But it’s possible. It could totally be some crazy scheme concocted by those manifesters. The Frodo’s people,” Ginny suggests, loving the conspiracy idea.

Leo cuts in, his voice confident and commanding. “Guys, it doesn’t matter whether it’s a trick or real. Our choices are the same. Leave it or return it. Which one are we doing? I know my decision. What is yours?”

Just like that, he assumes the leadership role fully, and I tuck away my doubt.

All at once, the three of us declare, “Return it.”

“I’ll do it.” Noah reaches for the backpack. “Told you I was Usain Bolt.”

And bolt he does. His feet are winged. He’s Hermes, flying down the block before anyone can stop him. We jog behind, but he’s propelled by jet fuel, racing along the block, stopping briefly to cross the street, then speed-demoning it down the next one.

I point at him. “Holy smokes. That dude can fly.”

“He sure can,” Ginny says, admiration in her tone.

“Ginny, do I detect a note of you’re-seeing-Noah-in-a-new-light in your tone?” Leo asks.

She snaps her gaze toward him. “What? New light?”

“Oh, come on. The two of you clearly have some sort of Sam and Diane vibe.”

“You’re so old, Leo,” Ginny says.

“Ha. Cheers is on Netflix. I didn’t watch it in the ’80s. Also, I turn thirty-three today, so I’m not that old.”

“Happy birthday, Leo!” Ginny says.

I stop him, slamming an arm against his. “Today? You turn thirty-three today? You were trying to sneak a birthday past me again?”

“Uh, yeah. I’m not turning one, twenty-one, or one hundred one, so it’s no big deal.”

“It’s your birthday. That’s a huge deal, and you never ever let us celebrate it before.”

“I’m just not one of those birthday people.”

“Whatever. That’s crazy talk. I’m making you a cake, and I won’t take no for an answer.”

“No?” he offers.

I wave it off. “Won’t accept it. The only question you should be answering right now is chocolate, marble, black forest, pineapple coconut, or strawberry.” I tap my toe, deliberately impatient. “What does the birthday boy want?”

His eyes roam up and down my body, lingering on my throat, my breasts, then finally my lips.

That, right there—the dark look in his brown irises. That’s the definition of “melting point.” I go from solid woman to liquid desire.

“I want . . . pineapple coconut.”

Have it. Have me. Have everything, I want to say.

“I’ll make it for you.” My voice betrays me. It’s breathless, husky. I want to make him a cake, and I want him to have it and eat it too.

Ginny rolls her eyes. “Speaking of vibes . . .”

But before I can ask about vibes, Noah is Forrest Gumping toward us again, pointing down the street. “Isabelle called her building! I talked to the doorman. She’s at school. It’s two blocks away. I’m going to get it to her before second period.”

Then he’s Road Runner, flying past us, turning down the next block, and blowing away all the cheetahs in the world.

Ginny watches him, stars in her eyes.
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Despite Noah’s best impression of cheetah-meets-Olympic-medalist, we arrive at Grand Central Terminal thirty minutes after we wanted to.

But Isabelle has her backpack, and she told Noah through tears and a smile how happy she was to have it.

Inside the still-grand train station, we rush to the famous clock. It’s made of gold, and because of its four opal faces, it’s said to be worth $10–$20 million. Hence the weigh me part of the clue, since gold is valued by weight.

We take a photo beneath it.

Next, we head to the departure boards, where every train is listed as running one minute earlier than it actually leaves. That’s deliberate to accommodate stragglers. We snap another shot of the four of us.

After that, we look skyward, where the stars and the constellations are depicted in gold and green on the ceiling. Another picture.

Finally, we hunt for the marble inlays that appear to be squashed pineapples but are actually acorns, a symbol of the Vanderbilts, who financed the terminal. We find them and take the final photo, sending it in right before the two-hour deadline.

All the items we’re unearthing are from years ago. The clock. The ceiling. The departures board. Even the symbol of the Vanderbilts. For a moment, it’s as if Kingsley is reading my mind. Making me think about the past. Leo and I have so much past between us.

But even so, I’ve learned the past isn’t what matters anymore.

It’s the present and what we do with it.

I don’t believe RaeLynn is correct, after all. I definitely don’t care if anyone thinks I slept my way to this post. I know the truth. I know my truth. I’m here at Heavenly because I’m a damn good chocolatier. I won Kingsley over with my talent. I don’t need to prove a thing to anyone but our customers. For them, the chocolate is the only proof needed.

As I gaze at the constellations etched into the ceiling, as I stare at the board where the time isn’t always right but is designed to be on our side, and as I take one last look at the clock worth millions, I have to ask myself if time is the answer. If time is bigger than should I or shouldn’t I?

The past is no longer present. And in my present, my heart wants what my heart wants.

And I am no longer wary of it.

The time is now.

As Ginny and Noah debate the ethics of eating food left unmarked in a company’s break room fridge—Noah says everything is fair game, while Ginny says gross—they duck into a deli to grab sodas. I grab the opportunity to pull Leo aside between a shoeshine and a flower stand. “Come to my chocolate shop later. Before your cake.”

His eyes sweep over me, sending a fresh flurry of tingles through my body. “Chocolate and cake? What are you doing to me, woman?”

The way he says that word—woman—is commanding, possessive, and also . . . crystal clear.

There’s no mistaking his intention when he calls me that.

Out of the corner of my eye, I notice a sign near one of the shoeshine stands in the terminal. This used to be the Biltmore Room, and it’s being renovated in 2019 to return it to its former glory.

This is kismet.

This is poetry.

“Do you know what the Biltmore Room used to be?” I ask, a little breathless.

He shakes his head. “No, but I bet you do, little Miss New York Historian.”

“It was a room under the Biltmore Hotel where train travelers would meet their sweethearts. And kiss them. It was called The Kissing Room.”

His eyes sparkle. “Are you trying to tell me something, Lulu?”

“I believe I am.”

He steps closer, crowding me, backing me against the wall between the unmanned shoeshine booth and near the flower stand. He parks one palm against the wall. The other hand fiddles with my necklace. Oh yes, I like Commanding Leo very much.

“Would you like to be kissed, Lulu?” His face is inches from mine. His lips are taunting me with nearness.

All the breath rushes from my body and races down the corridor. “Yes.”

“How can I deny you?” He’s closer now, his jawline brushing my collarbone, his lips whispering near my throat.

A supernova blasts in my body. “Don’t. Don’t deny me. Kiss me.”

“Are you sure?” His lips barely dust my neck, and I can’t take it. I’m aching exquisitely for him. My lips beg him. My hands grab at him. I need him.

“So sure.”

He rewards me, his mouth sweeping over mine as he kisses me tenderly and possessively, making the rest of Grand Central Terminal slink away. We might as well be in Alaska or Antarctica, someplace where it’s only the two of us, kissing, against the world.

That’s how he kisses me.

Like there are no more questions.

No more worries.

No more past.

Only a present where mouths and lips and bodies collide.

He presses so hard against me that I can feel the delicious outline of his erection. I can feel it, and I want more of it. I want all of him. My hands slide around, grabbing his ass, and I nearly groan in ecstasy.

He has the best ass.

So firm, so yummy. So absolutely hold-on-able.

“Nice butt,” I murmur in between kisses.

“Nice everything,” he whispers then devours me more, and I’m quite sure I’ll be sporting some serious whisker burn and equally sure I don’t care.

Because this is why kissing was invented.

For moments like this.

I can’t get enough of him. My body has a mind of its own, and I start to move and grind against him. To rub against that ridge, to squeeze those cheeks.

My self-control gallops away, and I’m ready to beg him to take me here, to take me anywhere.

But a throat clears.

When my eyes snap open to see the shoeshine man setting polish on a leather chair, my face flushes red.

“Goddamn Kissing Room,” he mutters, and that’s our cue to get the hell out of there.

Or we’re going to have to rename The Kissing Room—The Home Run Room.
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When we return to the starting point of the hunt, I don’t mind that our team fell far behind today.

Because we felt more like a team than we did yesterday, and because tonight I’m seeing Leo.

No matter what RaeLynn says, getting involved with Leo isn’t a bad idea. It’s never been about the work. It’s never been about Heavenly. It’s been about me, rebuilding my life, refurbishing my business.

After the teams fan out, returning to their corporate homes, I grab him and pull him aside. “It’s not foolish anymore.”

He quirks up his lips. “Is that so? Did you remove the seal of foolishness sometime today?”

I nod, smiling widely. “I did. It’s gone.”

“What changed?”

“Nothing and also everything.”

He laughs. “That’s broad and vague at the same time.”

I shrug. “I know, but the truth is, it’s simple. I thought about it. I weighed it. I decided it’s more foolish not to see what might come of you and me.”

“Pun intended?”

“Oh, I hope the coming won’t be a pun.”

“I promise there will be nothing punny in that department. But seriously, last night you were reticent.”

“I know. But life is short, Leo. I’ve been worried that in order to build my career, I needed to focus only on my career, but if I do that, I’ll miss out on another part of life—on us. Just like I missed out on my career beforehand. I don’t want to keep missing out, on either side. And even if RaeLynn tries to whisper insidious things in my ear, the reality is you aren’t my boss, and I’m not your employee, and this—us, whatever this is—will only get in the way of our business deal if we let it get in the way.”

He arches a brow. “RaeLynn?”

I tell him briefly what she said to me earlier. “And then she was so curious how we knew each other. I bet she goes on Facebook and stalks me tonight. But guess what? I have nothing to hide. In fact, I think we should tell Kingsley that I want to bang you.”

He cracks up. “That’s what you think we should tell her? I mean, it’s supremely awesome, but I think maybe it’s not the best approach.”

I tap-dance my fingers over his chest. “Fine. But I will be thinking about banging you when we tell her, let me assure you.”

He grabs my hand, squeezes, and says in a smoky, sexy voice, “That makes me very reassured.”
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Quickly, we find Kingsley, who’s chatting with her sister in the park, debating whether Grey’s Anatomy jumped the shark in season five, six, or seven.

I jump in. “Season eleven. It was that episode when⁠—”

Kingsley holds up a bejeweled hand. “Don’t say it. I like to pretend that never happened.”

I mime zipping my lips. Then I unzip them. “Actually, do you have a minute for something else? Something much more uplifting than a show that rips out your heart, then eviscerates it, then boils it with lobsters?”

“Of course. What can I do for you?” She steps away from her sister, and the three of us grab seats at an empty chess table.

I inhale deeply, ready to tell her, when Leo speaks.

“Lulu and I want to date. Is that going to be a problem?”

I burst into sunshine, loving that he jumped first.

Kingsley’s lips twitch, and she looks from him to me, me to him, like a seesaw. She chuckles. A little harder. Then louder, until she covers her mouth.

Kingsley waves her hand as if she’s trying to rein in her laughing. Eventually, she collects herself. “I’m sorry, but that was cuter than otters holding hands. You two are going on a poster in the subway for How to Date without Tinder, Cinder, and Hinder.”

“For the record, Hinder is the best. It just flat-out stops you from all dates,” Leo says, deadpan.

I dive in, going along with it. “Admittedly, Cinder was kind of fun, but eventually they all went up in flames.”

Kingsley’s eyes play tennis spectator between the two of us. “That’s what I’m talking about. This thing.”

“Actually, we’re heading to the transit authority next to have our photo taken,” Leo adds, keeping up the routine.

That’s the best part—we can tell her and do it like us, like two old friends, finishing each other’s sentences and making jokes.

Kingsley hoots then slaps a hand on the table. “Listen, I knew there was something cooking between the two of you. I knew it all along. And I am so delighted that I’d like to take credit. So, is that cool? Credit given to moi?”

“Take it. You can have all the credit you want.”

“Excellent. Now, I will only say two things.” Her expression turns serious, her tone pure boardroom. “If this explodes and turns into all sorts of relationship carnage and Facebook relationship statuses revoked, and if that affects the partnership, I will be a new shade of livid you won’t want to see.”

Leo parts his lips, but Kingsley is not a woman to be interrupted.

“That means I expect you to behave like adults, whether this works out or not. And Leo, you need to remember that Lulu is a very important business partner. Treat her with respect and kindness. And don’t be a dick.”

“I’m not a dick.”

“I know, but I have to say it.”

She looks to me. “And Lulu, this man is inscrutable. How you broke down his walls is beyond me, but kudos to you, and I expect the same as well. Behave like adults whether this goes badly or swimmingly.”

I squeeze Leo’s hand. “I vote for swimmingly.”

“Me too,” Leo says, and as Kingsley chats about her expectations for the line, I let myself enjoy how easy this was—telling her.

Then again, telling her was never supposed to be hard.

There was never a line in the corporate sand forbidding the two of us.

The line was personal, drawn by me, and I’ve undrawn it and I’m ready to step over it.

Kingsley folds her hands. “Now that we have that out of the way, I want you to know I fully expect a wedding invite. I’d also like to sing at the wedding, and I hope you’ll name your firstborn after me.”

Leo’s jaw drops.

She flaps her hands, gesturing from me to him. “Don’t worry. If you have a son, you can name him Kingston. For the record, you’d make beautiful babies. I sure hope you’re getting to that soon. I’d like babies in the office. I’d like to throw a baby shower. I’d like to have a day care at work. My own children haven’t given me grandkids yet, and that kind of neglect needs to stop soon.”

I laugh, and Leo laughs lightly too, and it’s not one of those high-pitched nervous man laughs, but an easy one, like he doesn’t think any of these ideas are crazy. He taps his temple as if he’s filing away the info. “Duly noted.”

I make a note of it as well.

Because I want that too.

Well, not yet.

But someday.

Maybe even someday soon.

And tonight I want that thing you do that makes them.
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I meet up with Dean at the gym during lunch. As we climb endless steps, I give him the bare minimum update, and he raises a most curious brow.

“And does this mean you’ll be telling her the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth? As in, Lulu, I had it bad for you for years, and by ‘years,’ I mean for-fucking-ever.”

“That’d be a hard no.”

“That little detail will remain vault-level intel?”

I tap my skull. “One hundred percent.”

“And why’s that?”

I feign baring my soul to her. “Oh hello, Lulu. I think you’re the cat’s pajamas, and I have for years. Including, but not limited to, the day I met you, every time we hung out, and oh, also during your wedding to my best bud. Want to bang tonight?”

Dean pretends to swoon. “You had me at ‘hello.’”

I stare at him as I climb another level on the machine. “You do know I wasn’t whacking off to her under the table at the wedding reception?”

“But after the reception when you were home alone, right?”

I shoot eels from my eyes at him.

“Fine, fine. I’m not saying you ought to serve it all up tonight and wrap it with a pretty bow. But is it right going into a relationship, or whatever this is, without being completely honest?”

“There’s honesty, and then there’s stupidity.”

“Why is it stupid to let on that you fancied her for the better part of a decade? It’s kind of romantic.” He bats his lashes. “It’s you. It’s always been you. They just don’t make shows like Friends anymore. Was there anything better than Rachel and Ross finally getting together?”

I point furiously at him, as if his words have turned into alphabet soup in the air. “That. Right there. Life isn’t a Friends episode. And what if Ross was creepy? What if maybe in retrospect it made him look like a pathetic sad sack?”

“Ross? Never.”

“I’m serious. Imagine me telling her. I’m the guy, then, who harbored a massive fucking secret from his best friend—and also from her, and she’s a good friend too. A great friend.”

“You make a fair point. I suppose the alternative is you could suffocate under the weight of the secret forever and ever. Do that.”

I sigh heavily as I climb the five hundredth set of stairs. “I don’t want her to look back on everything we’ve done together and scrutinize it through the lens of this new information. And I don’t want to freak her out and make her wonder if every little thing I’ve said to her meant something else.” My blood heats, boiling like a kettle left on too long, and I’m whistling. “I just want to move on from the past. I can’t keep dredging it up.”

He hits the button to slow the cycle on his StairMaster. “Yeah, I get that. Embrace the present. But soon enough, it’ll come out. Just think about it.”

I relent. “I will.”

“But one more question. Why are you going for it now? If last night was a line in the sand, what changed today? Or did you get too horny to handle?”

I make a jerking gesture with my hand. “I can handle horny, thank you very much.”

“Bloody hell if I can.” He looks at his watch. “Speaking of, Fitzgerald has a game tonight. I need to go give him his good luck charm.”

“Do I even want to know what that is?”

“Oh, you might. It’s when⁠—”

I wave him off. “Goodbye, Dean.”

“Mark my words. You’ll be wondering what it is.”
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His question weighs on me the rest of the workday. Not what good luck charm Dean gives to his husband, but the other one.

Why am I going for it now?

As I replay the scavenger hunt earlier today, my answer to why now? lies in something unexpected. I want her to know, so I send a text in the afternoon, choosing directness.

Leo: Do you want to know what changed for me?

Lulu: Of course.

Leo: Noah.

Lulu: What does Noah have to do with anything?

Leo: When he grabbed the backpack and took off running. He just went for it.

Lulu: Am I the backpack?

Leo: I think you might be the backpack, Lulu.

Lulu: Are you going to go for me?

Leo: Yes.

I set my phone to silent and power through the rest of the workday. When I turn it back on, I find a missed call from Tripp’s mom.

My finger hovers over her contact info, and I’m this close to returning her call. But it can wait till tomorrow. I don’t want to be in that world tonight.

When I return to my place to shower, I walk past a picture of Tripp and me at his restaurant, some random night, and make a choice—to put him out of my mind.

Tonight, I choose not to think about that promise I made.
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The scent of truffles enrobes me. Sensual and rich, the aroma floods my nostrils as I craft a new batch to take to Kingsley tomorrow. Flavors of caramel, vanilla, and pistachios float through the air. Corinne Bailey Rae plays on my phone, drifting through the closed shop.

The door creaks open, and I nearly shriek when I see a familiar face—warm crinkles against dark blue eyes, dark-blond hair curling at the ends, and a grin just for me. I drop my tools on the counter and rush over to throw my arms around my best friend. Emotion slams into me all at once.

“You’re here!”

“Whoa! Did you forget I was coming back to town?”

“I just missed you.”

“My flight arrived early from Chicago,” he says, mentioning the site of his most recent hotel meeting. “Figured I should at least stop by and see my business partner before I go out on a hot date tonight.”

I let go of him to check out his shoes. Black loafers. “And you’re not wearing Crocs tonight.”

“Did I say I was wearing my loafers on my date? I have a brand-new pair of Birkenstocks I’ll be slipping into. Did I tell you I’m switching to Birkenstocks for the ladies?”

I cover his mouth. “You didn’t say that. We will never speak of your footwear again.”

“Flip-flops?” He tries to speak around my hand, and I shake my head.

“How about those foot gloves with the rubber-covered toes?”

I slump dramatically to the floor like the Wicked Witch melting, fitting since I’m wearing a green dress. “I can’t go on.”

Laughing, he offers me a hand, tugs me up, then whispers, “Confession: I’m wearing the loafers tonight. All because of you.”

“Praise the Lord!” I thrust my arms into the air. “Also, it’s so good to see you again. Business is going great here. The shop manager is awesome, and I’ve been trying to spend as much time as I can here, all while handling Heavenly stuff. But let’s talk about how awesome you are. Sounds like you were a rock star in Miami, and in Vegas, and in Chicago?”

“I sealed the deal with the hotel in Florida. Paperwork is all done. They want to carry Lulu’s Chocolates in their swank, chichi lobby shop. Flamingo-shaped chocolate for the win. And things are looking good with the Vegas hotel too, and the Chicago one.”

I grab his cheeks and kiss his forehead. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”

“And I love you. But I’m only here for a few minutes.”

“Who’s your hot date with? When I saw you in Miami last week, you mentioned a mystery woman. Is there a mystery woman in New York too?”

“Please. I am a one-woman man.”

“And a one mystery-woman man?”

“Indeed.”

“So who is the mystery woman?”

He arches a brow playfully. “Don’t you want to know.”

“I do. That’s why I asked!”

He squares his shoulders and takes a deep, exaggerated breath. “My grandma.”

“Aren’t you the perfect grandson?”

“Let’s just say I’ve been inspired to take her out. We have a date with Puccini.”

“And the perfectly cultured grandson.”

“That is true. Now, before I don my tux, hit me up with some sugar. Give me some of those new flavors so I know what I’m wheeling and dealing.”

I show him the chocolates, and he tries a few, rolling his eyes in pleasure. “You always do that. How will I ever know if these are truly good?”

“I guess you’ll just have to trust me. Would I lie to you?”

Cameron wouldn’t lie to me. Cameron has always been fully honest. That’s why I spit out the news that’s bubbling up inside me, because I’m dying to know what he thinks. “I think I’m falling for Leo.”

“Let me just slam on the brakes right now.” He makes a screeching sound, then shakes his head like a horse, trying to clear his thoughts.

He stares at me with bulging eyes, his voice hitting a few octaves higher than his deep, delicious baritone. “What did you just say?”

“I’m falling for Leo.” Saying it does crazy things to my heart. Makes the organ tap-dance around in my chest. “I think he feels the same. We’re going to date. We even told Kingsley at Heavenly. It’s nuts, isn’t it?”

“Nuts is when you wear muumuus and slippers to work. This is downright bananas, blowing-my-mind. You are aware he was the best man at your wedding?”

I shoot him a curious stare. I’m surprised he isn’t happier. “Gee, thanks. I’d nearly forgotten he was my ex’s best friend for ten years and counting. Want to tattoo on me that you don’t think I should get involved with him?”

He stares at me down the bridge of his nose. “That’s not what I said, and you know it.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“I’m saying this is big. Ocean-size big. This is the-sea-turned-purple-and-is-floating-with-sapphires big.”

“Take me to your ocean, please.”

He squeezes my arm. “Are you really falling for him?”

My heart trampolines in my chest. “Yes. Falling like night falls, like waterfalls, like rainfalls.” But something gnaws at me, pokes its concerns into my shoulder. “But what about the three-legged stool analogy? Were we better as a three-legged stool?”

“Maybe the three of you were good as the Three Musketeers. But I think sometimes you told yourself that you were a threesome. At the end of the day, you went home with only one person. When it comes to love, most of the time a pair of aces beats three of a kind.”

That’s what I want to be with Leo—a pair. “So the analogy no longer applies.”

“It no longer applies for many reasons. Most of all, now there are two, and two is something of a perfect number. What do you want the two of you to be?”

That’s what I want to explore. “We’re still figuring it out, but something more than friends, for sure. A part of me thinks I should feel guilty, but I don’t. I don’t feel an ounce of guilt.”

He holds up a hand to high-five. “Guilt is a terrible emotion. Guilt strangles you. Guilt wraps its horrible tentacles around you and squeezes away your joy. That’s a scientifically proven fact.”

“Like, it’s been tested and verified?”

“Absolutely. Studies show that being stymied by guilt makes music sound tinny, spicy food taste bland, and champagne go flat. You don’t want that, do you?”

I shudder.

“Guilt also makes it impossible to move forward. And you’re not someone who can’t move forward. Are you?”

I shake my head, but even so, a slab of worry slams into my stomach. “But I’m scared.”

“What are you scared of? Being with Leo? Because it sure sounds like he might feel the same way you do.”

“I’m scared I’m still the same girl I was before.”

“What girl was that?”

I let all the fears spill from my mouth in a wild heap. “The poet, the dreamer, the one who listens to her heart, not her head. I’ve always been that girl. What if I haven’t changed? What if I haven’t learned? What if I’m still her?”

Cameron runs a hand over my arm, comforting me. “Look at you in your emerald-green dress making truffles for a company called Heavenly. Telling your best friend not to wear Birkenstocks to the opera tonight. Listening to Corinne Bailey Rae as you make something decadently sweet. You’re a big red beating heart on the sleeve. You’re probably always going to be that woman. But is she such a bad person to be?”

The image he paints is lovely, and I want to crawl into it, curl up, and live inside it. Still, worry is a superhero tonight, with super strength. “But shouldn’t I be someone who makes decisions with her head?”

“Some people make decisions with their head, some with their gut, and some with their heart. If I look back on the last ten years of your life, I’d still see a fierce warrior. I’d see an iron strength. And I’d say, too, that your heart’s been in the right place.” He taps my sternum. “Maybe it’s not such a bad idea to lead with your heart.”

Mine thumps loudly, bursting with gratitude for my friend. “Have I mentioned I love you?”

He winks. “A few times. Also, I love you just the way you are. And I think love is always worth a chance, even when you’ve already been through the fire.” He tilts his head, studying me. “But promise me one thing.”

“What’s that?”

He levels me with his gaze, a shade of intensity I’ve never seen before blazing across his eyes. “Don’t ever settle for second best. You wound up playing that part with your ex, and it’s a part you never knew you were going to have to take on. Hell, you weren’t even the understudy, but it’s the role you were unexpectedly cast in when his mistress became his true love.”

My throat squeezes, tightening with tears. “I know.”

“You stood by him. You helped him. But you were never his first. This time around? You deserve to be someone’s first and someone’s only. Got that, Lu?”

I swallow the tears whole, lifting my chin, letting his strength fuel me. “I believe that.”

After Cameron says good night, I finish the batch of truffles, singing along to the music, imagining the night unfolding, letting the riot in my heart lead me on.

A little later, my phone pings with a note from Leo, telling me he’s outside.

I’m buzzed with anticipation, floating on a cloud of possibility as I wipe my chocolate-covered hands on my red polka-dot apron and answer the door.
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If I looked back and listed the moments of the last twenty-four hours on a spreadsheet, detailing the specific points that led me here, like running a hand through wet, freshly-showered hair, adjusting my collar in the mirror, and putting on aftershave, I suppose I would have to start with choices.

The choice to tell her I couldn't stop thinking about her.

The choice to say yes when she invited me over.

The choice to text with her earlier.

But, truth be told, I suppose I’ve always known, if given the chance, I would do this. I would walk right into whatever opportunity she gave me.

I leave my apartment, reach the shop, and text her that I’m here, wild anticipation curling through me.

Seconds later, she comes into view, all green and curly blonde and bright, a splash of color and exuberance.

She wears a smile like it’s a tattoo, and her smile jumps through the glass and lands in my hands.

She opens the door, lets me in, then locks it. Grabbing my hand, she tugs me behind the counter to the back of the shop, out of sight of the windows. She sits me down in a chair, spins around like a whirling dervish, then hands me a tray with chocolates.

“Try this.” A truffle meets my lips, and I take a bite. It melts on my tongue. Pineapple, coconut, and chocolate spread into my mouth, chased by a dash of I-have-a-secret-to-share-with-you. I groan in pleasure. “It’s delicious.”

“I made it for you, birthday boy.”

“So I get birthday chocolate from the chocolatier?”

“Of course. You deserve all the sweets. But there are more at my place.”

My place.

The invitation hovers in the air, flashing like a billboard.

“I bet this chocolate tastes good on your hands too.” I reach for her finger, and I lick the rest of the chocolate off. Her eyes seem to float closed, and when she opens them, she sways toward me. “Leo, you can’t do that in here.”

“Why not?” I reach for another finger and lick the chocolate from that too, slowly, enjoying every inch of Lulu and sweetness.

“Because it’s going to drive me too crazy.”

“Is that what you want? To be driven crazy?”

I draw one more finger to my mouth.

She moans. “I think you know what I want.”

“I do know.”

My entire body is buzzed from this heady knowledge. It’s like I’m both living and watching this moment. The me that’s watching is staring in disbelief. The me that’s living it is thinking how it’s so much better than all those years of fantasies.

And I want to live in the moment. The absolutely real and surreal moment of licking chocolate off Lulu. I stand, gesturing to her hair. “Take your hair down.”

She unclips her locks. They fall in wild corkscrew curls around her face.

“Take off your apron.”

She does as asked, setting it down on the counter behind her. “Do you want me to take off my dress?”

I gaze heavenward. “Happy birthday to me.”

She laughs. “So that’s a yes?”

“It’s a yes, but not yet.”

“Tell me what you want for your birthday. Tell me what I can give you.”

My heart drums against my chest. It’s too big for my body. It occupies too much space. At last, I say words that I’ve held tight inside me for years. Words that I shoved down and vanquished.

I cup her cheeks. “Give me you.”

She trembles. “You can have me.”

I savor the way those words sound. How they imprint on the air. At last, the hurricane of Lulu has made landfall, and I want to be in its eye.

But even though I want her more than the world right now, last night weighs on me. I don’t want her to enter this—whatever it is—reluctantly.

“You’re sure you’re not worried anymore about us working together, about your focus, about anything at all?”

She presses her hands to my chest, and I sizzle from her touch. The more she touches me, the less I’ll be able to think logically. “I’m more worried about you walking out the door when I tell you I want to climb you like a tree.”

Laughing, I clasp her hands and squeeze. “There will be no walking out.”

She squeezes back, sealing a new promise—one between the two of us. “So can you handle it? That I want you? After all we’ve been through together? You can handle the fact that, somehow, we’re here now and all of sudden we have these crazy feelings for each other that can’t be denied?”

I wince privately at those words—there is nothing sudden about my feelings for her. But she doesn’t need to know that. Come to think of it, I don’t think she wants to know that. I run the backs of my fingers over her jawline. “I’m pretty sure I can handle both the tree climbing and the way we want each other.”

I reach for her hair, threading a hand through it, amazed at the softness of her curls, astonished that after all these years, I’m touching her the way I’ve longed to. I dip my head to her neck, inhaling her coconut scent, her sugar skin, her sweetness. I pull back to look her in her gloriously mismatched eyes. “But can you handle that I want you? That I feel this way for you? That I can’t stop thinking of you?”

There. I don’t have to unpack a trunkful of old feelings. I can share the new ones and be just as truthful, if not more.

She laughs. “Not only can I handle it, I want it.”

I try to capture a mental snapshot of this moment, to record it for my own personal time capsule, because it’s shocking when all your darkest, dirtiest, most powerful dreams come true. It’s too much and it’s not enough at the same time.

I hold her face. “I’ve been thinking all day about kissing you.”

“Kiss me all night.”

With that, I crush my lips to hers.

Our kiss yesterday was an exploration. It was a curiosity, a test. This kiss is a declaration. It’s a written record of what’s in my heart. I’m kissing the woman I’ve been in love with for years, and who I’m falling in love with all over again.

Only it feels like it’s the first time, because this time around, she’s mine.

I kiss her hard, pouring all of those feelings into the way my lips consume hers. She kisses me back as if she’s falling in love with me too, and it is the most wondrous thing I’ve ever experienced in my life.

I lift her up, wrap her legs around my hips, and bring her to the wall, pressing my body against her.

I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of her lips. I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of her. I’m making up for so much lost time.

Her tongue sweeps into my mouth, and her hands grab at my back and my shirt, untucking it from my jeans. “I want to touch you.”

I’m lit up. “That can be arranged.”

I set her down, and she runs her hands over my shirt, making quick work of the buttons, spreading open the fabric. She presses her hands against my chest.

I hiss from pleasure as my brain crackles like an old radio tuning in signals from space. I groan from the stark and wonderful reality of Lulu touching me.

I unzip the back of her dress, letting the little straps fall down her shoulders, exposing her pale skin and the freckles on her shoulder. Those coppery freckles—I’ve studied them surreptitiously. Every time she wore a strapless dress to a club, a bikini on the beach, or a top that sloped down.

So often I’ve wanted to map them with my lips. Now I have the chance, so I do, savoring every moment of my lips on her skin, tracing her collarbone, traveling to the hollow of her throat, then blazing a path of kisses up her neck.

Lulu moans and groans, stretching like a cat as I kiss her skin. This is new data that I file away. It belongs to me, how Lulu responds as I kiss her. How she sways and murmurs. How she trembles and shudders.

Every move she makes unlocks me more. Makes me want to say something. To say everything.

I’m in love with you, I want to tell her.

I’m in love with you so much it’s absurd, but let’s be absurd together and kiss and fuck and love each other like it’s finally our time.

I’m in love with you again, the second time around, and it’s like a tsunami. It’s pulling me under. Pulling me closer to you.

I cup her jaw, bring her lips to mine, and kiss her because kissing her makes me shut up. It helps me swallow down those dangerous words. There’s no way I can tell her I was in love with her before.

Focus.

Focus on the here and now.

I do that, kissing her as our hands feverishly explore each other. I tug down the top of her dress, exposing her bra then unhooking it, letting it fall to the floor of her chocolate shop.

Breasts.

Glorious, fantastic breasts.

Breasts that I can touch and squeeze and knead.

I take them in my hands, savoring the view of Lulu stretching her neck as she seems to revel in the sensation.

“Take my dress off now, Leo.”

Somebody bring me some water. I’m going to burn this chocolate shop down with the fire roaring in my body.

I slide her dress down farther, until it’s an emerald linen heap. She’s wearing zebra panties, and they are the cutest, unsexiest panties I’ve ever seen. Laughter bursts from my throat as I stare at the striped horse on her crotch.

“Is that a zebra or are you just happy to see me?”

“Why don’t you find out how happy I am?”

I run my hand over the fabric. “Zebra panties are officially the best thing ever.”

“Wait till you see my dolphin undies.”

“I’d like to get to know the whole safari and maritime collection.”

She laughs, and here we are laughing as we touch each other’s bodies for the first time.

I stop laughing as I cup her between her legs, feeling the dampness that’s soaked through the cotton panel where my fingers slide. I close my eyes for a moment because this is too much.

My bones hum. My mind buzzes.

Lulu wants this. Lulu wants me.

As I glide my fingers across her, she moans, and I realize she’s not far off. That knowledge thrills me.

I whisper in her ear, “Can I taste you?”

She opens her eyes. “I was hoping you would.”

“Is that so?”

Her eyes are wild beacons of desire, shining with the neon words please, please, please. “Yes. Will you?”

“You don’t have to ask. The answer for you is always yes.”

I kneel on the tiles, pull down her panties, and help her step out of them. Raising my face, I look up, drinking in the sight of her naked body, her soft flesh, her trembling skin, and her desire.

She glistens.

For me.

Only for me.

As I kiss her inner thigh, she trembles.

It hits me fantastically. That, right there. That tremble. That’s for me too.

I switch to her other thigh, and she rewards me with a shudder. I watch her, her breasts heaving, her hands rising up to her hair. She threads them through her locks, and it’s so fucking sensual it nearly breaks my resolve to make her come first, and many times.

But my resolve is steel, and Lulu is melting under my mouth.

I flick my tongue up her thigh, closer and closer.

The sounds she makes should be illegal. Moans and groans of desire, so lustful, so heady, fall on my ears, and it’s no lie to say I’ve never been this turned on.

Then I kiss her where she wants me most, and it’s everything.

It’s all the things.

It’s a storm, it’s the sky, it’s the moon.

She cries out. “Oh my God, that’s soooo good.”

That cry of pleasure? That belongs to my ears.

That full-body shudder? It belongs to me.

Her hands drop to my hair, curl around my head, and yank me close. “More, more,” she pants.

Mine, mine, I think.

As I flick my tongue across her wetness, all these sensations, all her reactions, go into a new memory bank in my head. I can drive Lulu crazy. I can make her feel this way.

Every noise, every murmur, everything she’s doing right now is because of me, for me, and is mine alone.

Maybe that makes me horribly selfish. But maybe that’s what I need to accept that this is finally happening.

And it does happen.

It doesn’t take Lulu long at all. I kiss her and lick her and devour her like she’s better than chocolate, better than pineapple, better than coconut. Because she is. Because she’s fucking Lulu Diamond, and she’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted and the person I’ve wanted most in my entire life. And she’s right here, wanting me as much as I want her.

As I kiss her, she pulls me closer until she’s coming on my tongue, saying my name over and over. I’m in another world. Another realm. She tastes like heaven, and she sounds like every filthy dream I’ve ever had about her.

She sounds like sex and love and desire and every wish I’ve ever had.

I hold her hips, keeping her steady as I rise, recording the look of rapture on her face, how her lips are parted, how her breath is still coming fast.

“I need to be inside you, Lulu. I need it so badly.”

She opens her eyes. “Come home with me.”
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I’m not sure how we make it to her place, but we do, and ten minutes later, we’re inside her apartment, and I’m undressing her again, and she’s taking my clothes off for the first time, and everything is a flurry, a feverish race to the finish line.

Somewhere along the way, she tells me she’s clean and on the pill and I tell her I’m all clear too, and when she’s naked in her living room, every animal instinct takes over. I hoist her up, toss her over my shoulder, and carry her to the bedroom.

I turn on the light, but I see only her. I don’t give a flying fuck what her room looks like.

She’s all I want to see.

I’m going to watch her face as I fuck her.

I want to see what every moan and tremble of pleasure looks like.

She climbs up on the bed, and she’s shuddering.

“Spread your legs.”

She does, and a landmine of pleasure explodes in my body. Every nerve ending is raw, crying out. She’s so sensual and so ready.

I crawl over her, straddling her, poised for entry.

She grabs my erection.

It’s like a jolt of electricity. Her touch shoots through my body. I’m so turned on I could light the city—I could power the entire grid. Lulu’s hand is rubbing my shaft, and it’s not fucking fair that it should feel this good, and it’s also the most fair thing in the universe.

Because it’s absolutely incredible.

Her hand is soft and strong, and it’s like she holds my heart in it. With every stroke up my cock, I lose a little more willpower and she turns the key in the lock a little farther.

The words start to rattle free from their cage.

It’s you.

It’s been you forever.

That won’t do.

I bat her hand away, taking both of hers in mine then pinning them above her head.

She stares up at me with wide, eager eyes, then whispers, “Make love to me.”

And like that, she’s reaching into the dark, secret place inside me. “That’s all it’ll ever be.”

Then I sink inside her, and the pleasure—the sheer, unadulterated pleasure—of being home blots out the world.

There is no room for any other thought.

No space for anything else.

But this.

I thrust deep into her, and she cries out.

I swivel my hips, and she shouts my name.

I grind and thrust and pump, and she pants, moans, groans.

We’re in sync, fucking and loving, loving and fucking.

She’s taking me to the ends of the earth, to the edge of pleasure, and I’m doing the same to her.

But it’s not enough.

I need to get closer.

“Lulu,” I breathe.

“Yeah?”

“Bring your knees up.”

She pulls them up higher, opening wider. “Like this?”

“Just like that.”

I adjust us so her legs drape over my shoulders, and this is fitting, this is how we’re meant to be together.

“I love this,” she murmurs, and the verb seeps into me.

Love.

With her under me, bent up and beautiful, I can control everything, including the revelation of the vintage of my emotions.

Because fucking her is everything.

It’s everything I imagined it to be.

And soon, we’re rushing, racing, chasing each other to the cliff.

She falls first, chanting my name, calling out God’s name, announcing her pleasure. Then it’s my turn, and I’m less coherent. I’m all grunts and sizzles as the wires crackle and pleasure burns, detonating in every cell in my body.

It’s enough to loosen the iron grip on my words.

A minute later, I’m holding her, stroking her hair as she murmurs sweet nothings.

That was incredible.

That was amazing.

That was so good.

And I whisper something that is wholly and wonderfully true. “I’m so in love with you.”
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LULU


I wear my heart on my sleeve.

I am the girl who believes in big, messy, beautiful love.

The kind that glows, spills over, and shines like a treasure chest rich with rubies, rife with sapphires.

I’m not scared.

I’m not afraid of feeling love again.

Because this—the way I want to curl myself around this strong, sensitive man, the way I want to smother him in kisses and sling quips in his direction and make him spicy peppers and run my hand over his sandpaper stubble and discover all the things going on inside his head—is new.

I don’t want to compare men. I don’t want to balance and weigh loves.

Leo is everything I thought he would be.

Because I know him.

There’s no darkness to be revealed in the bright light of morning. There’s no madness that’ll seep through the cracks.

Leo is who he says he is. The ingredients that comprise him are the ones I want most in the recipe for a man to love—he’s loyal, he’s kind, he’s funny, he’s caring. And he’s sober.

Also, he’s one hell of a fiend in the sack.

I climb over him, cup his cheeks, and look into his soulful brown eyes. “I’m so in love with you.”

He smiles at me from the inside of his soul. “Yeah?”

I drop a kiss to his nose. “Yes. So much yes. It’s crazy and wonderful, and I’m kind of ridiculously in love with you. How the hell did this happen?” I burst into laughter. “Someone tell me how this happened. It’s fantastic!”

He laughs, threads a hand in my hair, and tugs me close for a kiss. “It was time.”

I furrow my brow, my laughter ceasing like a faucet has turned it off. “What do you mean, ‘It was time’?” Something sounds portentous in his words, and I flash back to my mother’s comment—years in his eyes.

Has he always?

He swallows, perhaps taken aback, then clears his throat. “I mean, we’ve known each other. You know?”

“Right. But not always like . . .” I don’t know how to finish the thought or why it stuns me so much. But maybe it’s because I love the newness of this. I love the us-ness of this. I love that we can be a two-legged stool. Not a three-legged one with one leg sliced off.

I want him and me, and me and him, and no one else. I want this new love to belong to us.

“I just meant, the time was right because we’ve been friends.”

“Oh. Right. Yes.” That feels true and good. That makes sense to me. That’s years. “It’s the same for me. I’ve been friends with you for so long. And now here you are in my life in a new way, and boom. Everything inside me blooms for you. Like a sunflower coming to life. You’ve turned me into a sunflower.”

He chuckles once more, and I love that. I want to catch his laughter and put it in a jar, then sneak a whiff of it every time I need a pick-me-up.

“Kiss me, sunflower. And don’t stop.”

I kiss him madly. Ravenously. I kiss him so much it leads to more and more. It leads to him whispering roughly to me, telling me to sit on his face, to ride him, to fuck him hard.

I’m only too glad to oblige.

And he seems happy to oblige me in other ways too, sliding me under him once more and driving me out of my mind with pleasure.

When we’re drunk on sex and spent, I pat his belly. “You’ve earned your cake.”

“You really made one?”

I shoot him a did you doubt me look. “I take birthday cake very seriously.”

“When did you make this?”

I shrug happily. “I had time after the hunt, so I baked it here, worked on recipes while it cooled, then headed to the shop.”

“You’re a machine.”

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” I trot out to the kitchen, slice two pieces of the cake I slipped away to bake this afternoon, then bring the plates back to bed. I hand him a fork and his slice.

He dives in and chews. “Best birthday cake ever.” He glances behind him at the clock. “Best birthday ever.”

I look him over from head to toe. “I’d say. And here you are celebrating it in your birthday suit. You’ve always looked good in suits.”

“That so?”

“I remember noticing how good you looked in your Tom Ford suit at the chocolate show.”

He arches a brow. “You noticed my suit at the show?”

“I noticed how handsome you looked in it.”

His smile is an entirely new variety. He lowers his head, grinning like he’s incandescently pleased with this intel.

I decide to make him even happier, because I think I can. I gesture to his naked flesh. “But this one you’re wearing tonight? It’s definitely my favorite suit you own.”

His grin shifts to decadent mode now. “I’m happy to wear it for you anytime.”

“And I’ll be taking you up on that.” I take another bite then shift gears. “Why have you never been big on your birthday? I want to know you. I want to know all the things I don’t know.”

“I never had much growing up. There were years when we had very little.”

“You didn’t celebrate your birthday at all?”

“We did. My mom always made sure we had something, whether it was a small gift like a Matchbox car, or something a little bigger, like a book. But because it was hard for my parents, I didn’t want anyone to ever feel like they had to do something for me. That’s why my birthday was never a big deal to me.”

“I like doing things for you.”

“I like doing things for you and to you.” He finishes his slice and sets the plate on my nightstand. Then his stomach growls.

“Cake not enough for you?”

“I guess I’m still hungry.”

“I’m terrible, since I didn’t feed you dinner. Do you want to order something? Pizza, Thai, Vietnamese . . . there’s a fun place down the street that has sliders.”

“Sliders. When did sliders become a thing?”

I laugh as I take another bite of my cake. “I think it was because of White Castle. That Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle movie?”

“Ah, yes. They started calling them sliders. Why not call them mini burgers though?”

“Because mini burgers doesn’t sound as sexy as sliders?”

Leo’s face straightens. “Lulu, I need to tell you something.”

“What’s that?”

“Sliders are not sexy.”

I put down my plate. “What’s sexy to you?”

He reaches for me, flips me to my stomach, and kisses my spine. “You. Literally everything about you.”

“Everything? You sure about that?”

“I’m positive, and just because you doubted me, I’ll prove it to you.”

He proceeds to travel up and down my body, naming all the sexy spots.

Back of your knee.

Inside of your arm.

Right there above your belly button.

The shell of your ear.

Your ankle, dear God, your ankle.

The dimple at the top of your ass.

I shiver as he continues his soliloquy, lavishing attention on my hungry, greedy body.

Somehow, he wrings another orgasm out of me, and then I give him one too, and it feels like the world is a string of pearls at our feet.

Like everything is possible if we’re in this together.
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That floaty, bubbly sensation carries me into the next day, to Strawberry Fields in Central Park, where we meet the team, grab our clue, and, like super decoder spies, run through options.

Add me up and I’m like a two by two, climb me and you’ll be lucky twice . . . Look inside and you’ll see a famous flyer, look out and you’ll see nearly everything. I’m arguably the prettiest, and I’m inarguably a masterpiece of a movement.

“Is it a Monet?” Noah asks. “Wait. Someplace with a Monet where you have to climb up to it. Monets are pretty stinking pretty.”

“Oh, that’s clever.” Ginny’s tone is straight up admiring. “Is it a helicopter tour? Private plane? Oh, wait.” Ginny crinkles her forehead. “Famous flyer. Please tell me we don’t have to go to Jersey to the Lindbergh monument.”

Noah clasps his face. “No, not Jersey. Anywhere but Jersey.”

Ginny laughs, and Noah nudges her, and all is right in their world.

Leo snaps his fingers. “Lindbergh. He’s on a ceiling somewhere. There’s a mural. Where is it, where the hell is it?”

“I know!” I crack the last clue.

We’re off and flying faster than the famous pilot, en route to the Chrysler Building, seventy-seven floors high, boasting a mural of Lindbergh in the lobby ceiling. The building is arguably the most beautiful skyscraper in the city, and it’s inarguably a masterpiece of the art deco movement. It’s a gorgeous steel invitation to climb skyward and marvel at beauty, inside and out.

Once there, we torpedo through our tasks, confident we’ve made up for some of our lost time yesterday, and I’m hopeful we’re in first place.

I don’t want to win for me.

Or even for Leo.

I want to come out ahead for Ginny and Noah, these new friends who’ve brought me into the fold so easily, and for everyone else at Heavenly who gave me a chance.

Along the way back to Central Park, Ginny and Noah laugh and joke, teasing each other in a whole new way.

“You’re really telling me you’d just lift your pizza?” He mimes eating a slice, flat as a board.

“That’s how we do it down under.”

“And I don’t fold it when I visit my grandparents in Mexico City,” Noah says. “But we’re New Yorkers now. We gotta fold it. That’s how we do it here.”

She laughs. “I assure you, the lift works just fine for a slice.”

“Let me prove the fold is better. I’ll take you out to get pizza and prove it.”

“Fine. You can prove it.”

He pumps a fist. “It’s a date.” He glances at her nervously. “It’s a date, right?”

“It better be a date.”

I smile at Leo, a few steps in front of me, and he smiles back. Yes, all is right in the world as we return to Strawberry Fields. Kingsley stands near a pack of ducks, acting as if she’s tossing her sister’s popcorn to the local waterfowl. Her sister pretends she’s about to chuck chocolate at them. Kingsley grabs her arm before she can throw, then they laugh so loudly it carries to us, neither of them throwing of course.

I try to spot other teams, to figure out where we stand. As I scan the hillside, it looks like we’re the second team to return.

I slow my pace when a familiar face comes into view.

My heart rate spikes.

I squint.

It can’t be.

Am I seeing things?

Specifically, someone I haven’t seen since my ex-husband's funeral.

She’s toweringly tall, beautifully blonde, with carved cheekbones.

Pale-blue eyes somehow contain a sadness that will never be erased, alongside a strength I can’t even imagine.

Tripp’s mother.
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LEO


I first met Vivian Lafferty when Tripp and I were juniors in college. We’d decided to get away from campus for the long weekend and spend it in Manhattan.

“My mom just remarried, and the new place is sweet. She’s out of town with her husband. Let’s crash there and get in trouble in the city.”

“Maybe let’s crash there, but not get in trouble in the city?”

“Fun police. I have a fake ID, and I intend to use it.”

He did make good use of it, but everyone did in those days, so I thought nothing of it. And truthfully, there was nothing to it, though perhaps it was a harbinger. Besides, when Sunday morning rolled out and his mom returned, Tripp was sober, freshly shaven, and showered. Plus, she’d told him she was coming home early, so he surprised her and her new husband with Eggs Benedict, her favorite.

Over breakfast, she peppered me with questions, wanting to know about my parents, my brothers, what I thought of school. By the time she’d finished, she issued a declaration. “I like you, Leo. You’re a good influence on my hellion.”

“Hellion? He’s more like a hell-raiser.” I’d winked, she’d laughed, and we’d proceeded to debate which was worse and which was better—a hellion or a hell-raiser. She was sold on me that day, and Tripp was sold on how well I got along with her.

At the wedding, I was his shield. “Keep my mom and dad apart. If my dad seems like he’s going to make a dig—since that’s his style—say something funny to cut the tension. Promise me?”

I kept that one, playing the referee he needed.

I was some kind of best man.

At the end of the night, Vivian thanked me. “I know it’s not easy for him being around both of us. We’re trying to be better. Well, I can only speak for myself. I’m trying to be better. I’m glad you were here for him.”

That wasn’t the first time she’d say those words to me—I’m glad you were here for him.

Now she’s heading toward me, her lips turned up in a faint smile, a little rueful, as if she’s done something a tiny bit wrong. “Leo. Look what I’ve resorted to. I have to track you down at work. You won’t return my calls.”

I laugh nervously, then wonder why the hell I’m laughing nervously.

Oh, right. Could it be because her former daughter-in-law spent last night in my arms?

That’d be the reason, and I swear I’m made of cellophane and she can see through me.

“Sorry about the phone tag.”

Sorry about fucking my best friend’s ex-wife.

“I’m just teasing.” She drops a kiss to my cheek, her habit. “I actually called your office, and your assistant said you’d be here. I had an appointment nearby, so I thought I would pop over and find you.” Her crystal eyes drift behind me, registering surprise. “And look who I found. Both of you.”

Lulu appears by my side. “Hi, Vivian. It’s so good to see you. You look amazing. Where did you get those jeans? And if you say on sale, I will bow down before you because those are incredible.”

Vivian laughs. “You look fantastic too. I love your T-shirt—Furious Napper. Also, I paid full price.”

“I feel better already.” Lulu wipes her forehead dramatically.

“I haven’t seen you since—” Vivian stops talking, stares at the sky. She collects herself, swallowing the words the funeral. “What have you been up to lately? I didn’t expect to see you here too.”

“Lulu’s working with Heavenly,” I answer, quickly explaining the situation, like I’d explain why my hand was in the secret chocolate stash as a kid.

“How fantastic. I’m thrilled everything is going well for you. I knew it would.” Her graciousness is a sledgehammer aiming, unintentionally, for my lying heart.

“Thank you. It’s a dream come true,” Lulu says.

Vivian turns to me, clasping her hands. “I don’t want to bother you in the middle of work, but I’m organizing a 10K and raising funds for addiction awareness and recovery. I was hoping you could get involved.”

She hoists the hammer over her head.

“In what way?” I ask.

She lifts her chin, like she’s trying so damn hard to stay strong. “Since one of the first 10Ks that you did was for this charity, I thought you could maybe say a few words at the start. Perhaps talk about your friendship. What Tripp meant to you. How things might have been different if awareness started earlier.”

Hello, sledgehammer. Welcome to the glass case where the guilt statuette is stored inside me.

“Just to encourage the participants about what they’re running for. Most have been touched by addiction in one way or another.”

And the hammer comes down, smashing the glass into a thousand jagged shards.

I try to form words, but my tongue is made of cotton. I sneak a glance at Lulu, like maybe she can translate for me. But what can she say? Tripp’s mom isn’t making the request of her. She can’t ask Lulu because Lulu’s bond with her son broke before he died.

But mine?

The bonds between friends don’t die when a person does. They last. Hell, I had dinner with him a few nights before he fell off the wagon again. He’d seemed so different that night at The Red Door.

My mouth is sawdust. “I’d be honored to.”

“Thank you. It means a lot to me. It would have meant a lot to him.”

She turns to Lulu, squeezing her arm. “I walked past your chocolate shop the other day, and I picked up a gift box for a friend. It made me so proud of you. I always wanted to see you become all you could be.”

“Thank you for believing in me.”

Vivian steps back, sighing softly. “It’s good to see the two of you again. It brings back memories. There were good ones, right? They weren’t all bad?”

And now the sledgehammer goes for broke, smashing the shards to smithereens.

“Of course not. Most were good,” I say.

“One of my favorites is when Tripp opened his restaurant and a few nights later, he invited all of us to celebrate. I wish I had a photo of that night. It had seemed then like all his dreams were coming true.”

“Many did. You have to remember that,” Lulu says, comforting her once again.

She stops when voices intensify, and suddenly the sound of people running grows louder. Laughter rains over Strawberry Fields. It’s RaeLynn’s team, and she rushes past then stops in her tracks.
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RaeLynn stares at Vivian, studying her, then her icicle eyes sparkle like she’s hit the jackpot. “Hi. Excuse me, but you look so familiar.”

“I’m Vivian Lafferty.”

“Are you . . . wait . . . you’re Lulu’s mother-in-law?” She gasps lightly. “Sorry, I meant former mother-in-law.”

“Yes, that’s me. But we still get along fine.”

RaeLynn’s smile expands. “I knew you looked familiar. This must be my lucky day. Lulu, I was friend-requesting you on Facebook last night and saw your wedding photo, and that’s how I recognized your mother-in-law. Former.”

Lulu’s brow pinches. “Wedding photos from eight years ago?”

RaeLynn laughs. “Facebook is so glitchy. They were the first ones to show up. Crazy, right?”

“That’s not how Facebook works,” I interject, but I have a sinking feeling it doesn’t matter how the social network works. I have a feeling, too, that RaeLynn’s bygones over the lost business pitch aren’t gone at all.

Lulu jumps on the coming grenade. “Vivian, did you know that Bloomingdale’s is having a sale? I’ve been dying to get my hands on some new Prada stuff. Want to cut out of here?”

Lulu doesn’t wear Prada. Lulu doesn’t shop at department stores.

“That sounds lovely.”

But the look in RaeLynn’s eyes tells me Lulu and I aren’t winning. RaeLynn tees up her TNT. “You two should totally catch up, Lulu. I bet you have so much to talk about now that you’re with Leo, the best man at your wedding.”

There goes the dynamite.

Vivian’s eyes flood with confusion. RaeLynn’s truth bomb doesn’t make sense. She turns to me for the truth. “You’re together?”

“Yes.”

Lying is pointless. She was bound to find out. Besides, Lulu and I are a good thing.

But as soon as that thought strikes me, another one does too. If I’m trying to convince myself that being with Lulu is okay—is it okay?

Vivian offers a conciliatory smile. “I’m happy for you.”

But RaeLynn’s not done. Her next words are a powder keg, and if I could give her Pretzelology on a platter right now, I would. “It’s great when true love wins out after so many years, isn’t it?” RaeLynn says with a happy sigh.

Lulu snaps her gaze to her. “What do you mean?”

“You guys are finally together. After all these years. Like it was meant to be from the start. I mean, did you ever really study those wedding photos closely?”

“Why?”

RaeLynn points to me, laughing ever so sweetly. “This guy? He’s been in love with you since . . . What would you say, Leo? Since the wedding, for sure. But I’m betting, based on the way he looked at you in those photos, that it was well before then.” The powder keg explodes. RaeLynn smiles gleefully, and she might as well rub her hands together and cackle. “Like I said, it’s so wonderful when true love prevails after all this time.”

Lulu’s shocked expression is time-lapse photography, like she’s flipping through the images of us in her mind. “Leo, is this true?”

“Oh, you didn’t know?” RaeLynn’s jaw drops dramatically. Briefly, I wonder how long she practiced that move last night while munching on popcorn and trawling through the bowels of Facebook.

But more importantly, I wonder if Lulu regrets some, most, or all of last night.

No matter what her answer is, my answer to her question remains the same.

“Yes.”
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What hits you in the chest but has no mass? What radiates in your bones but has no weight?

Shock.

My posture stiffens, and words tumble along my tongue. How? When? What?

But they’re stuck behind the trapdoor of my mouth where I catch them all.

Suddenly, every moment with Leo over the last ten years flashes in my mind. The times we played Monopoly late into the night. The riddle book he gave me. The coffee before the intervention. The night Tripp had to work when I scored Lady Gaga tickets, and Leo said he’d come with me instead. The evening the three of us climbed the fence and pretended to be richie-rich folks in the city’s exclusive Gramercy Park.

Did he scale the fence for me? Did he give me the riddle book because he was in love with me, or because we were friends? Does he even like Lady Gaga?

Vivian makes a show of looking at her watch, smiling like all is right in the world, then says she has to take off for an appointment and it was great seeing us. She leaves. Ginny, Noah, and the rest of the scavenger hunt crew are still here nearby. They must have checked us back in for the challenge. But I can’t focus on any of that.

“Let’s talk about this privately,” Leo says, and I nod catatonically then follow him to a bench on Central Park West, across from the famous building where John Lennon was shot.

I’m iconic and a legend lost his life outside me.

What is the Dakota?

But even riddles can’t distract me from this strange new intel.

I face Leo. “Ten years?”

His eyes tell the truth, all vulnerability. “Since the day I met you.”

Ground, meet jaw.

“Really?”

“I don’t know if it was love then, but it was something. In class when we talked, I was captivated. You were captivating.”

It feels like I’ve had amnesia and am waking up and learning who’s my friend, who’s my family, and who’s not. “I was?”

“Completely. But then Tripp talked to you over lunch, and it was clear.”

“What was clear?”

“You two had hit it off.”

I don’t recall falling for Tripp immediately. I didn’t even think of him romantically until he asked me out. But as I try to cycle back to that fateful day, I suppose I can see that it came across that way. “And that was all it took?”

“That was all it took, Lulu. I fell for you that day, but I don’t think it was love until a few months later. Not until the night you came over and brought chocolate and a bag of popcorn and we played Monopoly, and you were the most aggressive Monopoly player I’d ever encountered.”

That night blinks in bright colors. “You liked that I took no prisoners in a board game?”

“You were ruthless, and you caught popcorn like a seal, and you made some chocolate squares with coconut, and you said, ‘Try it.’ And it was amazing, and I told you so.”

“Were you just blowing smoke up my skirt?” The question is sarcastic, but there’s confusion under it. Does this new wrinkle in our story change everything that came before it?

“No! I fucking meant it. I’m not a liar. But maybe you see me that way.”

“No, I don’t. I swear I don’t.” My voice sounds desperate, but I’m desperately trying to reenter the data of our friendship and process it anew.

“That was the night I knew I was in love with you, and I didn’t know how to stop it.”

My heart expands, and yet it turns the other way at the same time. It’s wonderful and weird simultaneously to learn that his feelings started a decade ago, not a few weeks.

“Does this freak you out?”

I nod. “A little.”

He takes my hand and squeezes. “I could give you a million reasons, Lulu, but they all add up to this—love isn’t rational. I don’t even know that it’s reasonable or makes any sense at all. You were vibrant and funny and daring. The more time we spent together, the deeper I fell. Your heart, your humor, your you-ness.”

I want to fling my arms around him, smother him in kisses, and say, Let’s go home and revel in this.

But it’s also like watching a giraffe unzip his clothes and underneath he’s really a . . . snow leopard.

Both are lovely creatures.

But the change takes some getting used to.

“I don’t know what to say,” I whisper, since Leo’s not a giraffe anymore. “Do you even like Lady Gaga?”

“I do. Please don’t tell anyone. Especially Dean.” His crooked smile hooks into me, a momentary bit of levity.

“I won’t say a word. I have a great . . . poker face.”

His lips quirk up, and in that second, I feel we’ll be fine.

Still, there is so much I want to understand. Because he does have a great poker face. Well, maybe not to RaeLynn, maybe not to someone determined to find the soft underbelly, but he bluffed with me for years. I understand why—self-preservation. But I don’t entirely understand why he’s never mentioned a word in the last few days.

“Why didn’t you tell me last night?”

“You made it clear you wanted this all to be new.”

“Were you going to tell me at all?”

“I wanted to.”

“But you weren’t sure exactly?”

He scrubs a hand over the back of his neck, staring at the Dakota, the scene of the crime many decades ago. “I was going to at some point. I just wanted us to go forward.” He drops his head in his palms. “I didn’t want it to come out like this.”

“Did anyone else know?”

Lifting his face, he answers, “My mother suspected it, and she said something the day your mom came to her shop before her symposium. But we never talked about it in detail. Only Dean truly knows.”

“Not Tripp’s mom?”

He shakes his head.

“No one else?”

He raises his face and squeezes his eyes closed, and dread weaves through me. I know what’s coming. I try to will it away. But it comes anyway when he opens his eyes. “Tripp.”

The world becomes a wind tunnel sucking all the air from my lungs, from the sky. “Tripp knew?”

“He suspected. I never admitted it to him. But one night, he came over after you split and made me promise if I ever pursued something with you, I’d tell him first.”

My jaw tics. Out of nowhere, a monsoon of fury swirls inside of me. “And did you? Did you promise him that?”

Leo swallows like there are nails in his throat. “He was relentless that night. And yes, he made me promise to tell him if I ever went for it with you.”

“He made you?”

“And I’ll never be able to honor it.”

I shake my head, angry at him, angry at Tripp, angry at the freaking Dakota too. “It’s not his goddamn choice.”

“I know, but I still feel like shit that I can’t say anything to him, whether he made me promise or not. Because that’s the right thing to do—to give him a fucking heads-up. To tell my best friend, Hey, I’m in love with your girl and I’m going to make a move.”

“I’m not his girl. It’s not his choice.” I tap my chest. Hard. “It’s my choice who I get involved with. It’s your choice who you get involved with. It’s not his choice.”

Leo’s eyes brim with resignation. “Lulu, try to understand. He was my best friend.”

“I’ve literally never been confused about that. I understand it completely, but you’re acting like we’re doing something wrong.”

“I don’t think we’re doing something wrong.” But his defeated voice says otherwise, and my heart hurts.

In this moment, Leo is a wrecked man.

He’s not the man who made love to me last night.

He’s not the man who held me close and whispered all his odes.

He’s not the one who kissed me in front of a Klimt, who slipped me postcards, who ate birthday cake naked in my bed.

And in this moment, I don’t care if he’s a snow leopard or a giraffe. I don’t care if he’s loved me for years or for days. I’m fine with either option.

All I care about is that he’s not all in.

And I am.

I’m so far in already.

My heart plummets to the sidewalk.

“I do understand,” I whisper, my voice breaking.

“You do?” His rises with hopefulness.

“I understand completely. I’m clear on how you feel. I get that you’re torn up.”

He sighs with relief. “Thank you for understanding.”

I square my shoulders, drawing a deep breath. “But right now, there’s way too much of him in this relationship.”

“What do you mean?”

“There are three of us in this, and there’s only room for two. I was already married to him. And I don’t want to be in a relationship with him again.” I raise a hand and press it to Leo’s chest, covering his heart. “I want to be in one with you. But right now? You’re not all the way in.”

His eyes implore me. “It’s not always going to be like this, Lulu. His mom showed up and said those things, and then RaeLynn appeared and pulled out the carpet, and I have to process it. I have to process all I’ve done.”

Sadness grips me, but so does certainty. “That’s the thing—you seem to believe you’ve done something wrong. That we’re something wrong.”

“That came out wrong. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“But you’re right.”

“I am?”

“You are.” I stare at him, my voice soft but firm. “I think processing is exactly what you need to do.”

“What do you mean? What are you doing?”

I don’t want to do this. But I have to. He’s not ready, and I don’t want a reluctant love. “I don’t want half of you. I want all of you. I deserve all of you. I want you without resignation, without you looking over your shoulder. And I want you without him.”

I look around. I’m not needed at the hunt. We finished the clue, we returned to the spot, and I’m free and clear.

I do one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

I walk away from love.
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That didn’t exactly go as planned.

Then again, I didn’t plan a damn thing. I simply hoped and clung to the edge of the boat in a battering sea.

Maybe not the best plan.

But I do have an ace up my sleeve—the last ten years of acting.

My poker face might not have been foolproof, but it’s pretty damn good, and so is my immunity to her.

I do my damnedest to dial it all the way back up. I don’t watch Lulu walk away. I don’t linger on her silhouette as she heads south on Central Park West, blending into a slew of New Yorkers.

I know this drill. Been there, done that, have the jacket.

I’m a fucking pro.

I simply turn, head into the park, and rejoin the teams at Strawberry Fields, as if my life didn’t just capsize courtesy of an overturned secret.

Ginny sees me and offers a sympathetic smile. I’m not sure how much she heard, or how much RaeLynn spewed to the crowd.

Nor do I care.

I shove my feelings down and make it through the end of the hunt, when I learn we finished in second place on today’s challenge, and yesterday’s last-place finish brought us down a notch overall. Kingsley and her sister announce the winning team.

News flash—it’s not mine.

Finger-Licking Good is victorious, and George nearly leaps for joy when his name is announced.

I pat Ginny on the back then Noah too. “Better luck next time.”

I go to the office and reacquaint myself with the familiar lineup of spreadsheets, contracts, deals, calls to return, calls to make, and conversations to have—conversations I drown myself in so I don’t have to think of Lulu.

I refuse to think of Lulu.

All my years of training pay off.

I don’t think of her at all.
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By three in the afternoon, I’m leaning back in my chair, and I’m chuckling with a chocolate supplier over a meme he just showed me. For the record, cat memes are always funny.

Everything is fine here, thank you very much.

Just another day of normal.

Another day of I’ll get through this.

As six in the evening draws near, there’s a rap on my open door. Ginny pops in. “Hey, you.”

“Hey.”

“Call me crazy, but you look a little . . . how shall we say . . . like you’ve been sucking on lemons all day.”

That sounds like a better way to spend the day than fighting off thoughts of the woman I love.

Wait.

I’m not thinking of her.

I pick up a pen and twirl it between my thumb and forefinger. “Nice to see you too.”

She steps inside my office. “Are you bummed out about how the scavenger hunt ended? Because we’ll live.”

“No, I’m not. It’s fine. It’s whatever.”

“‘Whatever’? You’re not a whatever person.”

But maybe I should be. Maybe I should say whatever to this whole upturned mess, since I don’t know how to fix it.

“I’m turning over a new leaf. Thinking of becoming a whatever person.”

“Is this because of what happened in the park?”

I say nothing.

She shuts my door, moves some papers, and parks herself on the edge of my desk. “Listen, you didn’t ask for my advice.”

“I’m well aware of that.”

“But I’m going to give it to you anyway.”

“I had a feeling you would.”

“The father of my child?”

I sit up. She never mentions him. Never talks about him. “Yeah?”

“He didn’t get his act together when I told him I was pregnant.”

“Okay.”

“But now he wants to be in my kid’s life. Now. When she’s ten. And can you add up what that means?”

I’m good at math, but I have no clue how to perform Ginny’s arithmetic. “No. I can’t.”

She pauses dramatically. “It means he missed ten years of her life.”

“But Lulu’s not pregnant.”

“That’s not the point.”

“What is the point?”

“Do you want to miss ten years of your life?” Ginny leaves the question trailing behind her as she hops off my desk and squeezes my shoulder. “A bunch of us are going to this new place up the street that has pinball games. Let me know if you want to join us.”

“I’ll think about it.”

But the more I think about it, the less I want to be with anyone tonight.

When moonlight blankets the city, I shut off the light in my office and leave, the last one to do so.

Once I’m home, the silence of my apartment cinches unwelcome arms around me. I try to pry them off, but it’s powerful.

I’m not in the mood for silence.

I’m not in the mood for anything.

I turn to the walls in my home. “Fuck off.”

I walk into the kitchen and talk to the counter, the fridge, the stove. “Fuck off.”

I pivot around and pass the picture of Tripp and me at his restaurant. I stop to stare at it. Somehow, somewhere, I’m vaguely aware of words I could say to his image—thoughtful, caring words.

Those don’t come. Others hiss from my lips.

“Most of all, fuck you.”

But I don’t think he’s the one in the photo I’m speaking to.
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My mother answers the door at eight that evening. I brandish a bag of Thai takeout, some popcorn, and my phone.

“I’ve got Facebook, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

She laughs and lets me in. “I’ll never forget how much you loved Shrek in middle school. You used a variation on that line for everything. ‘I’ve got a dragon, and I’m not afraid to use it.’”

“It’s your fault. You taught me how to study film and movies and pop culture.”

“Correction: I taught you that Shrek was full of irony.”

I frown, shouldering my way into her place. “My life is full of irony.”

Once inside, I flop down in a chair at the table and extract the pad thai and pumpkin curry. She grabs forks and plates.

“Let’s just eat straight from the carton.”

“My home. My rules. Use plates.”

“Fine.”

She serves the food and slides a plate in front of me. “So . . .”

I sigh heavily. “You nailed it.”

“Did I?”

“When you said years in his eyes. You were right.”

“And that means what, exactly?”

I tell her everything. I’ve never held back from her. “And so, that’s why I thought we could stalk my Facebook page, like that rhymes-with-witch did, and study every single photo ever to see if we see it too. I mean, this is what you’re good at. Studying media.”

With the forkful of noodles inches from her mouth, Mom shoots me a look. The look that says the cheese has slipped from the cracker. After she chews, she sets down the fork. “Let’s not. Why don’t we talk about it instead?”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. I don’t want to talk about it. I do want to talk about it. But talking about it won’t fix the bigger issue. I want the bigger issue fixed. I want him back. “It doesn’t matter if he loved me for ten years or ten seconds. He’s hung up on the past.”

“Does it matter to you that he’s felt this way for years? Does it change anything for you?”

A sob rattles up my throat, and I shake my head, answering with the whole truth. “No.”

“Are you sure?”

I try to hold the tears at bay. “It doesn’t. And honestly, I didn’t stalk the photos. I didn’t spend my afternoon staring at photo albums.”

“What did you do?”

“I went to work. I made chocolate. I fiddled with recipes. I served customers. And I missed him. It’s stupid because it’s only been one day, maybe two, that I realized I felt this way. And I don’t get it, Mom. Why do I miss him this intensely? It’s only been a few hours since I saw him. Well, it’s been nine hours, thirty-three minutes, and twenty-seven seconds since I told him to figure it out. And I miss him like it’s been years.”

She fights off a grin. “Nine hours, thirty-three minutes, and twenty-seven seconds?”

“Give or take on the seconds.”

She laughs. “You miss him because you fell in love with him. You miss him because you want his love in return. He’s loved you for years; you’ve loved him for a few days. But to both of you it feels like years. Think about that.”

I absorb her words, trying to absorb her meaning. But all I know is I long for him. Maybe this is how he felt for me all the time. That awareness makes my heart ache harder.

“The thing is, I should be scared that he’s felt this way for a long time. I should want to go look at every photo, analyze every conversation, and study every e-mail. And I did feel that way for a while. For an hour, maybe.”

“My my, you have become the most efficient woman at processing your emotions.”

I laugh lightly. “I think I have. I think that’s what I learned from my marriage. How to navigate through the storm. How to see when there wasn’t starlight to guide me. But I don’t need to pore over the past. I’ve done that. I’ve spent enough time on it. All I want is my future. And I can’t have it yet. I can’t have it unless Leo decides to navigate through his stuff.”

Mom reaches for my hand. “The waiting is the hardest part.”

“How long do I wait?”

“How much do you love him?”

“As much as I loved my tiara when I was nine. As much as I loved the twenty-five-thousand times I listened to Christina Aguilera in high school and drove you crazy, even though you’d never have admitted that out loud. And maybe, sometimes, more than chocolate. So what do I do?”

She laughs. “You think I’m going to tell you what to do?”

“Please. Just tell me. For once in your life.”

She shakes her head and crosses her arms. “Not gonna do it.”

I grab her arms, trying to uncross them. “Pretty please with multimedia analysis and popular culture discourse on top.”

Her laughter bursts across her apartment. “Lulu, just be yourself. Wait for him. Or don’t wait for him. Speak your mind. Or don’t speak your mind. Tell him what’s in your heart. Or don’t tell him. Mostly, you do you. Because you?” She cups my cheek. “You are fabulous just the way you are. You are on the other side. And whatever you do, you’re going to be just fine.”

She’s right.

I am going to be fine.

Maybe even better than fine. I can’t do a damn thing about his issues. But I can do something about how I feel.

After we finish the Thai food, I grab my phone.

But I don’t stalk wedding photos on Facebook or elsewhere.

I text Cameron and Mariana, and I ask if they’re free this weekend.

Then as Mom and I watch Shrek 2, pointing out the clever way the script both subverts and embraces fairy tales, I compose a letter in my head to Leo.

I make plans to send it to him tomorrow.
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I swing at the white ball the next morning.

It whizzes past me.

Another white orb flies in my direction.

With laser focus, I keep my eye on the ball and take aim as it sails over the plate. I connect in a satisfying thwack. The ball goes sailing all the way to the fence, smacking the chain link at the edge of the batting cages.

I’m here because there’s no cemetery to go to. There are no graveside conversations to be had, like in the movies. Besides, graveside conversations are stupid. A rotting pile of bones can’t exonerate you.

But something has to.

Something has to give.

I’ve tried running all night.

I’ve tried furniture stripping all morning.

The way I see it is this—the busier I can make myself, the better I can process and the sooner I can be with Lulu.

If I push this boulder of the past higher up the hill, soon I’ll reach the top. And maybe it won’t come sliding back down to crush me.

I zero in on another ball, whacking it to kingdom come.

Yes. That’s it. More imaginary home runs. More time in the cage. More anything. I grit my teeth, willing myself to figure this out.

“You know, it’s not about him.”

I startle, and the next ball flies past me, landing with a thunk at my feet. I swivel around to find Dean outside the batting cage, and I turn off the machine. “What are you doing here?”

“When I texted you this morning, you said you were going to the cages. A little slow on the uptake today, mate? Did you take one to the head?”

“I mean, why did you come?”

“It’s so nice to see you too.”

“I’m sorry. I’m a fucking mess.”

“I know.” He looks me over. Dean knows the basic details of what went down at the end of the hunt. I don’t keep secrets from Dean. “Leo, it’s not about him.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s not about him. It's about you. That’s what I came here to tell you. Because I had a feeling you were going to try to run your feelings away, strip them away, South American history them away. Am I getting warmer?”

I gulp. More like red-hot. I leave the cage, joining him on the other side of it. “Very warm.”

“Or perhaps whack them away.”

“It’s not working.”

“Shocking.”

“So, what do I do?”

He laughs. “You’re the man who always talks about choices. Why don’t you make a choice to move the fuck on?”

“Gee. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“It’s not about thinking it. It’s about doing it.” He claps me on the back. “The present is a gift. Start acting like it. Otherwise, you’re going to be spending a lot of days and nights at the batting cage.”

That’s all he says. That’s the only advice he drops on me. But it starts to wiggle around in my head, making its way to my heart.

“Want to go a round?” I ask.

He points to the ball machine. “Come to think of it, I do. And I believe the next round, and the one after that, and the next—they’re all on you.”

He grabs a helmet from the ground, drops it on his head, walks into the cage, and proceeds to whack the hell out of baseballs for the next few minutes. He has cannons for arms. It’s insane, and as he nabs hit after hit, something loosens inside me.

Something I didn’t realize was coiled too tight.

A sadness I barely knew I had.

I lost my best friend, and that stung.

But I’ve gained something else along the way.

Another one.

This guy. Right here. He’s part of my present, part of my life, and I want to enjoy this time. He’s not the same kind of friend as Tripp. He doesn’t have to be.

Dean’s himself, and I can be myself with him.

As soon as that thought occurs to me, I let go of a little more of the guilt I’d been holding on to.

I wasn’t always myself with Tripp. I was holding a big secret inside.

But with Dean, I can be myself.

And even though I definitely don’t want to spend my nights here at the cages, right now I’m sure this is exactly where I’m supposed to be.

When Dean’s done, I take my turn, and like that, we spend an hour or so at the batting cages, and it’s the most fun I’ve had with a buddy in ages.

It’s fun, and it’s freeing, and when I return home, I’m ready to tackle what to do next.

Then, when I unlock the door to my apartment, I find a letter on the floor.
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Mariana is parked at the curb outside my apartment, Jackie O glasses on, her thick dark hair swept back in a black scarf with white polka dots, ’50s movie star. Cameron stretches his long legs in the passenger seat, shades on, tapping out a drumbeat to the rhythm of Tom Petty’s “American Girl” on the shiny car door.

With my weekend bag slung over my shoulder, I rush down the steps to the . . . brand-new red convertible. Holy sexy automobile. “Where did you get this little slice of heaven?”

“I won my last case,” Mariana says with a twinkle in her eyes. “So I treated myself.”

Cameron raises a palm to high-five her. “It’s one helluva treat. And it’s good to be a lawyer.”

She blows on her pewter-colored nails, perfectly polished. “Billable hours for the win, my friends. That’s what it’s all about.”

Cameron points his thumb at her. “This is the kind of woman who needs a pantsuit. Someone who charges four hundred dollars an hour.”

She pats his shoulder. “You’re cute. Four hundred an hour? Who do you think you’re dealing with?”

“Oh, excuse me, Mrs. Esquire.”

She taps his head, as if she’s bonking him. “Five hundred fifty dollars. Talk about them apples.”

I hop into the back seat of the sweet sports car. “God bless Yale Law School graduates.”

“You know it.”

Cameron cranes his head around. “All right, my pretty ladies, let’s hit the road before I wrestle away the wheel. You do know sports cars are my temptation. I nearly bought a Ferrari at a car auction in Miami.”

Mariana lowers her shades to stare at him. “You nearly bought a Ferrari? How does one nearly buy a Ferrari?”

“I thought about it a lot. Dreamed about it. Fantasized about it too.”

“That is not nearly buying a Ferrari,” Mariana corrects.

“Besides, I thought you were dreaming about your mystery woman in Miami,” I tease. “Maybe you’ll tell us.”

He chuckles deeply. “Maybe I will. For now, Lulu, turn your phone off for the weekend.”

I make a show of hitting the power off button. They clap their approval, then Mariana leans a little closer to Cameron, their shoulders nearly touching. “If you’re good to me, I’ll let you drive once we’re in the Hamptons.”

“Please, go on. Define good to you.”

“No bitching about my driving is what’s good to me.”

“I would never do that. Also, have I mentioned what great taste you have in music?”

“Oh, you are smart.” Mariana turns the engine on and checks her mirrors. “All systems go for a weekend getaway. We need to make this girl un-sad.”

A pinch of sadness fills my eyes as I kiss her cheek then his. “You guys are the best.”

And they are—as soon as I told them I needed to escape for the weekend, Cameron booked a beach rental in the Hamptons, and Mariana offered to drive. That’s what friends are for.

A lump rises in my throat as she pulls into traffic. It’s a knot of emotion for my friends.

For the foundation of my new life in New York.

My starting over.

But before we leave the city, there’s one thing I need to do.

I tap Mariana’s shoulder before she cranks the music too loud. “Can we make a pit stop first?”

“We’re not stopping for H&H bagels. It’s hell there on a Saturday morning.”

Cameron rubs his belly. “H&H bagels are the bomb, Mariana. Right along with Puccini.”

As she slows at a light, he grabs his phone, suddenly transfixed by a message, I presume.

Mariana glances at me in the rearview mirror. “Looks like someone has a little online lover.”

He doesn’t respond, simply taps away with a goofy grin on his face.

“And who is making you smile like that? Is this grandma or your real mystery woman?” I ask.

He looks up, a glint in his eyes. “Perhaps it’s the real one.”

“Are you ever going to tell us about her?”

“Maybe I’m saving the story for the beach.”

“My ears are waiting,” I say, then tell Mariana where to make the pit stop.

Last night I wrote a letter to Leo. It’s safely tucked in my purse. A few minutes later, Mariana pulls up to Leo’s building, and I ask the doorman to let me leave the letter under Leo’s door. He obliges.

Afterward, I scurry back to the car, and we cruise along the highway out to the Hamptons, singing to Mariana’s road-trip mix—Def Leppard’s “Photograph,” The Eagles’ “Life in the Fast Lane,” Rihanna’s “Shut Up and Drive”—singing until we're hoarse, until our voices are shot, and then singing some more.

Then we make up words when Mariana finds some Puccini to blast.

The music isn’t enough to make me stop missing Leo. It's not enough to make me stop loving him. But singing songs at the top of my lungs with my two closest friends is enough to remind me what I have here in New York.

I have my family, I have my home, I have my shop, and I have my friends.

I’d really like to add Leo to the mix, but right now, with the sun shining brightly, the road unfurling, and the beach mere miles away, I’d say four out of five isn’t too bad.

I close my eyes and imagine Leo opening the letter. Well, it’s actually a postcard. A picture of Roy Lichtenstein’s The Kiss.

Dear Leo,

You asked if you were freaking me out. Let me assure you—I’m not freaked out in the least. Nor am I analyzing every little thing that has happened over the years. I think love is a gift, whether it comes quickly or has been burning across time.

I didn’t expect to fall for you. I didn’t think I’d feel this way, and I certainly never set out for us to happen. But we happened. And I do love you. I feel the love completely, in a wildly hopeful, incandescently happy way.

I suppose some things don’t change. I believe in the poetry of love, and I believe in hope.

I hope madly that you’ll see me the way I see myself—I’m not anyone’s girl. I’m my girl.

And I want to be yours, fully and without reservation.

That’s the only way.

Love,

Lulu
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LEO


I’m not worthy.

As I turn the card over, staring at the bright blue, red, and yellow of the comic book couple, I know with a cold, stark certainty that I’m definitely not worthy of her.

But so what?

The woman wants me.

The woman loves me.

And I’d be a fool to throw this away.

I’d be an absolute idiot to take any longer to process anything at all in the world.

What kind of man walks away from this kind of love?

A stupid one.

I might be stubborn, I might be tortured now and then, and I am definitely, absolutely pigheaded.

But stupid? I am not.

I fold the card, tuck it into my wallet, and vow to keep it with me always. I don’t know what to say to her, and I still don’t know that I completely feel like this is okay. But at least I don’t feel that guilt. At least now I’m free of that.

I grab my phone and call Lulu.

It goes straight to voice mail.

I do it again.

Same response.

I flop down on the couch, read the note again, letting her words fill me with champagne happiness. Because that’s what this is.

The trouble is, I don’t want to sit here. I need to keep busy while I wait for her to call back. But I don’t want to run, or hit baseballs, or work on furniture.

I have business to tend to. Personal business. There’s someone I need to apologize to.

I find Vivian’s number and call her. She answers immediately, and I ask if I can come see her. She tells me I’m always welcome at her home.

Maybe I always will be, and perhaps that’s simply a good thing, not a thing to feel guilty about. In fact, it’s a great thing that I forged a friendship worthy of admiration and respect from a mother.

I pat my pockets to make sure I have my phone, keys, and wallet, when my gaze catches on that photograph of Tripp and me. I stare at it, seeing it in a new light, remembering that night.

Mesmerized, I step closer, like I’ve turned a flashlight on the faded edges of my memory.

That wasn’t just some night at his restaurant.

That was the night he opened it.

And I’d completely forgotten how special that night was to someone—someone who’s still here.

I grab the picture frame and catch a Lyft across town.
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Vivian clutches the photo to her chest. “This I will cherish. This is something I wanted so badly. Thank you.”

“It’s the least I can do.”

“No. It’s the most. I think of that night fondly. He was the happiest he’d ever been. That’s my memory. That’s what I choose to hold on to. Not the other stuff. Not the terrible things. But this night.” She taps the glass for emphasis.

“How did you get there?”

“Get where?”

“To this place. To your clarity. To embracing only the good.”

She laughs, the wise kind of laugh only a woman who’s been through hell can have. “Sit. I’ll make some tea.” She stage-whispers, “Tea’s the only acceptable drink for a serious conversation.”

She makes some, then we sit and drink and talk about funny moments, the little jokes, the times we all laughed over the years. We debate hellions and hell-raisers, and we decide Tripp was simply both.

It’s cathartic—a catharsis I needed.

“Vivian, I wanted to apologize.”

“Whatever for?”

“For yesterday. For the way the news all came out.”

She waves a hand, seeming to make it all go away. “Please.”

“No, I mean it. I didn’t want any of it to come out that way, and I’m sorry you had to walk into that mess.”

“Don’t think twice about it.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“You know you can.”

“What did you think when you heard I was with Lulu?”

She smiles faintly. “I was shocked at first, but then I wasn’t. I always liked her. I always liked you. The two of you liked Tripp. You all had so much in common, and I suppose it’s not a surprise that you’d wind up together. Maybe it was inevitable. Some people are simply drawn to each other. They’re magnets, and they can’t stay away.” She takes a drink of her tea. “You and Lulu are magnets. How is it going?”

I wince. “That’s the thing. It’s not going right now. She told me to figure out my stuff.”

“Ouch.”

“I deserved it. I’ve been tangled up in guilt.”

“Oh, sweetheart. Do you really think Tripp wouldn’t want you to be happy?”

“I don’t know.”

She stares sharply at me, her ice-blue eyes challenging. “Think, Leo, think.”

“I’ve been thinking. It’s all I’ve been doing. And every time I think about it, I keep looking for permission.”

“How’s that working out for you?”

I laugh wryly. “Not so well.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“What do I do now? I’m waiting for Lulu to call me back, but I don’t even know what to say. What do I say to prove I’m not reluctant?”

“Do you want to be with her, no questions asked?”

“I love her so much it hurts. I love her so much it feels incredible. I love her so much, I don’t want to give her up. I love her so much, I would give her up if I had to. But I don’t want to. All I want is to move forward the way she wants. I want to be okay moving forward.”

Her brow furrows, as if she’s considering all I’ve said. “Did you come to me for permission? Like I’m a proxy for him?”

“No.” But maybe in some way I did. “Maybe?”

“Look at me.”

I meet her eyes.

“I’m not going to give it to you. Because you’re not going to find that, and somehow you’re going to have to be okay with it. Because you know what? I’m not the one to give you permission, and he’s not either.” She taps my heart. “This is where it comes from.”

The earth stops on its axis. The oceans cease churning. In that moment, I realize how completely wrong I’ve been. I’ve been looking for permission in the wrong place.

It exists in only one place, and that’s inside of me.

I have to give it to myself.
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I say goodbye to Vivian, thanking her profusely. I walk across Central Park, remembering the laughter, the friendship, the needling, the teasing, the calls to go out and celebrate, the calls to go to sporting events, the calls to go help each other move a piece of furniture, test out a recipe, anything, everything.

And then the last call. The night we went to The Red Door, the hottest eatery in town.

He can’t call me anymore and tell me that everything is cool and to just go for it with the woman of my dreams.

And finally, I don’t want that anymore. I don’t need it any longer. Because I’m giving it to myself.

I’m the only one who can decide to love Lulu the way she deserves. With my whole heart. I’m the only one who can go forward gladly, exuberantly, without a shred of reluctance.

Life is full of choices, and I’m making this choice.

It’s exhilarating.

Tonight, I say goodbye to guilt.

I shout see you later to any last doubts.

I call out I’m done to the past.

The choice is now, and it’s high time to embrace the present and make room for the future—an absolutely fantastic future with the woman I adore.

The woman who’s somehow wonderfully, fantastically mine.

Well, as long as I don’t fuck things up anymore.

Shoot.

I need to fix things, stat.

That’s when I start running.

There’s not a moment to waste.

I run out of the park, down Fifth Avenue toward my home, dialing and dialing, reaching voice mail every time.

But voice mail won’t win.

I’m a resourceful man. I strike business deals for a living. I know how to work my way around a problem.

I call her best friend, and he answers.
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TRIPP


Nearly two years ago, The Red Door restaurant

I raced up the stairwell to Leo’s apartment, taking the steps two by two, not bothering with the elevator.

I had to get his ass in gear.

I reached the fifth floor, sprinted down the hall, and banged on the door.

A few seconds later, he yanked it open. “I told you I’d be downstairs in five,” Leo said. “Is your watch broken?”

“I don’t wear a watch.”

“No kidding.”

“We gotta go. I’m telling you. Now. Time’s a-wasting.”

He laughed. “Like the restaurant won’t hold the reservation for you?”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s not the point. The point is I got us into The Red Door, and now I don’t want to wait. C’mon.”

I’d snagged a table at the hippest new spot in all of Manhattan. This place was so cool, and I was sure it would inspire a whole new spate of dishes at my restaurant. Lord knew, I needed the help.

Not to mention, I needed some dough to pay the overdue bills.

But I wasn’t going to worry about that tonight.

There would be time to worry.

For now, it was Leo and Tripp hanging out, eating the best food, and living the single life in New York City.

A few minutes later, Leo shut the door behind him, and we took off for the restaurant.

Soon we were dining on bacon-wrapped shrimp, succulent butternut squash ravioli, and mushroom truffles, and I was in heaven. “This is so good. Why don’t I have this on the menu at my place?”

He laughed as he took another bite of the mushrooms. “Because you’d be stealing another chef’s dishes?”

I waved a hand dismissively. “Who cares? I need truffles on the menu. And I need them now.” I banged a fist on the oak table.

“Do it, then, man. Just do it.” He lifted a glass of iced tea and offered it to clink with mine.

My iced tea.

I tapped my glass. “See? I’m a good boy.”

“Keep it up, man. Keep it up.”

“I will. I absolutely one-hundred-percent promise that I will.”

I could turn over a new leaf. Tonight, I was going to start over. I hadn’t had a drop in a few weeks. I was trying. I would keep trying. This was the beginning of a new life.

And hell, in this new life, Leo could be with Lulu. I could see them together. I knew he was in love with her, even though he denied it that one time I brought it up. I needed to tell him that promise was dumb. She wasn’t mine. She hadn’t been in a long, long time.

He didn’t need my permission. Didn’t need my blessing. I wanted him to be happy. Hell, he was the best friend I’d ever had, and he should have the world.

“So, that woman I met recently? Amy?”

I nodded. He’d mentioned her a few times. “The one you wanted to ask out?”

“I started seeing her. She’s pretty cool.”

I sat back and listened as he told me about a new woman.

Some other night I’d bring up Lulu, just in case things didn’t work out with Amy. My buddy would end up with Lulu. I was sure of it.

After all, there’d be time.

There was always time.
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LULU


A sound whispers across the tiled floor, a kind of whoosh.

I blink open my eyes, figuring it’s the wind from the ocean. We left the windows open, and my room is closest to the beach.

I sit up. “Cameron? Mariana?”

No one answers, and my skin prickles. This is that moment when girls do something stupid in a horror movie.

“Cameron?”

I call his name louder then flick on the lamp by my bed.

Is that a postcard on the floor?

A dash of hope flutters in my chest. I fling the covers away, and I am that girl in a horror movie.

Only I’m not.

Because this is a different story. It’s a story where the girl chases a Chagall.

I get out of bed, kneel, and pick up the postcard.

It’s an image of the artist’s L’anniversaire, a gorgeous, dreamy painting of two lovers floating above the floor, kissing, enrapt.

The painting Leo said he’d get me next time.

My heart thunders in my chest, wild mustangs stampeding across the earth. Please let next time be now.

I turn it over.

“Next time, I’ll give you a Chagall.” That’s what I told you, and I meant it. And I hope you’ll forgive me.

For what?

I open the door and find a trail of Chagalls across the living room floor, postcard after postcard. I pick up the next one.

I love you.

The next one.

It’s always been you.

And another, as my heart starts to glow.

I tried to stop loving you. I think I succeeded for a while. But you’re you, and you’re wonderful, and I fell in love with you all over again.

One more.

And this time? It’s better. Because I didn’t fall alone. I fell with you.

Tears slip down my face as I grab the next card, following the trail.

I fell madly, joyfully, enthusiastically in love with you, as you fell for me.

I grab the next one as the glow spreads from my chest all the way through me.

I still can’t believe I’m writing this. I can’t quite fathom that I’m not experiencing this solo. Have I mentioned it’s so much better to love you when you love me back?

“I bet it is,” I whisper, grabbing one more.

I don’t think I can compare the two. Loving you from afar was painful and exquisitely torturous. Loving you near is wonderful and exquisitely blissful.

A smile commandeers my face. My whole being. I’m almost at the deck, where a night breeze blows and stars light the sky.

I pick up the last one.

This is new love. I love who you are now. I love your spirit, and your humor, and your wild ideas, and I love your endless, beautiful heart and your profound capacity to love.

I love that you want this.

I love that you want us.

I want it all too.

My face is awash with tears as I stand, peering out onto the deck. A sliver of moonlight shines on the wood. Leo steps out of the shadows from the beach, his brown eyes brimming with hope.

“I’ll give you all the kisses in the world, all the paintings in the world. I’ll give you all my love. Always. Will you have me?”

No question has ever been easier to answer. I’m exploding with light and joy and all the love I’ve ever wanted. I launch myself at him, throwing my arms around his neck, kissing him madly as I say over and over yes, yes, yes.

I don’t need to quiz him.

I don’t need to know how he’s arrived at this conclusion.

I don’t need the details of how he processed things.

Because he did.

Because he’s here.

And because he kisses me with all his heart, his mind, and his body.

There are no more questions. There is no more past.

We kiss under the moon and the stars until kisses turn into fervent gasps and needy touches. I pull him inside, take him to my room, and show him that I love him heart, mind, and body.

When we’re done, I run my fingers down his chest.

“How did you find me?”

He smiles playfully. “You have very good friends.”

I smile too. “I do. I have everything.”

He takes my hand, links his fingers through mine, and squeezes. “So do I.”
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LULU


One month later

“What breaks and never falls, and what falls and never breaks?”

Leo peers at the ceiling of the train as it rumbles into Grand Central, chugging to a stop. We’ve spent the weekend in Connecticut at a quaint bed and breakfast. He reaches for my hand, slings my bag over his shoulder, then, with a proud glint in his eyes, announces, “Day . . . and night.”

I plant a congratulatory kiss on his cheek. “You’re so smart. Have I ever told you how smart you are? Have I ever told you how sexy that is?”

He taps his chin. “I’m not sure you have. But please, feel free to go on and on about all of those attributes.”

“You’re smart, sexy, devoted, great company, good with opening jars, excellent at reaching the top shelf, and incredibly good at taking the trash out. Which makes you a dream man.”

“Wait till you see how I can hang a new shower curtain.”

I fan my face as we walk off the train then stroll through the terminal. “That might be too much.”

“I’ll do it when you’re not home, then.”

Home.

I’m home when I’m with him. And home is where we’ll live together.

I’m moving in with him in a few weeks. His place is bigger, which translates into more room for colorful throws and pillows. Plus, his state-of-the-art kitchen is orgasm-inducing to this chocolatier who loves to experiment with recipes late at night.

Another benefit? His building is dog-friendly, so I’ve started fostering small pups with a local rescue. So far, we’ve offered a temporary home to Edward, Ferdinand, and a crazy chihuahua named Snapdragon, and they’ve already found their fur-ever homes too.

I love being home with Leo, but we also try to escape from the city as much as we can, when we’re not fostering pups.

Now, we make our way through the station, drinking in the familiar sights from the scavenger hunt, like the constellations above us. “It’s kind of funny. Being in this train station that second day of the hunt made me realize it was time to go for it with you. All those clues from the past helped me see I wanted a chance with you.”

He gazes upward at the stars and planets. “I’d like to thank the Academy and Grand Central Terminal. Also, Kingsley for organizing the scavenger hunt. And the chocolate fountain that made Lulu practically take off her clothes way back when. Also, thank you, llama panties.”

I laugh and dot a kiss to his forehead.
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That afternoon, we head to Bryant Park for a quick get-together to celebrate the scavenger hunt and give out trophies, since we never really had a proper finale last month. We stroll in front of the New York Public Library on Library Way—the sidewalk lined with plaques inscribed with quotes from great works of literature.

I point to one from Willa Cather’s O Pioneers! and Leo reads it aloud: “‘There are only two or three human stories, and they go on repeating themselves as fiercely as if they had never happened before.’”

I clasp Leo’s hand more tightly. “I love that. This would be a good riddle for a hunt. You can say something along the lines of ‘What’s familiar, but also new every time you open it? You’ll find me looking down, among so many others, each one hinting at a different story.’ And the answer would be Library Way.”

“Have I told you how sexy and smart you are?”

“Why, yes, shower me with compliments. They’ll get you everywhere.”

He squeezes my ass and growls in my ear. “Exactly where I want to be.”

Inside the park, we spot Ginny and Noah holding hands. As we walk past them, they’re debating whether cones are better than cups.

“See, when you get ice cream in a cone, there’s absolutely no waste. You don’t have to throw a thing out,” he says.

“Right, but when you get it in a cup, it’s pure. It’s just ice cream. You don’t have a cone to sully the taste.”

“How on earth does a cone sully the taste? It makes it even better.”

“Maybe I want my ice cream all to itself, just like I want my man.”

He sidles up against her. “You can definitely have me all to yourself. Anytime. Anywhere.”

I look at them, then at Leo, whispering, “True love born from true arguers. That’s definitely the two of them.”

I survey the scene, cataloging the others from the hunt—minus RaeLynn, since I presume she’s descended to her secret lair to plot more nefarious misdeeds. My heart scampers away from me when I see three adorable redhead babies in a triple-wide stroller and one very happy dad pushing them toward us. George’s skin is a little more golden than it was last time, and his eyes sparkle. He traveled to the Bahamas and donated the ten thousand dollars in prize money to an organization that provides school supplies for low-income children. He’s officially all kinds of awesome.

I wave to him and rush over, bending to dote on the babies. “They’re so cute. I’m overloading on the adorable. How do you even stand it every day?”

“It is their cuteness indeed that gets me through. Also, a vacation helped.” He holds out his arms. “How do I look? Like the most relaxed man in the universe? Tanned, rested, and . . . well, ready for another vacation.”

“You look like the guy who deserved a vacation and made one hell of a good use of it.”

“Determination was the name of the game. That was all. I saw the prize, and I said, ‘I absolutely must have it, no matter what.’”

“I’m glad you won. Every now and then, someone who deserves a prize wins a prize.”

A few minutes later, Kingsley clears her throat to say it’s time to present the trophy to the victor, but one of George’s little girls cries before Kingsley can hand over the statue. Another baby joins the chorus. I scoop up crying baby number one, and before I know it, Leo is by my side helping with the other.

The sight of him holding a little one in his arms is almost too much for me to bear. My ovaries huddle and plan a strategy to tackle Leo and demand attention RIGHT NOW. “Forget everything I said earlier. This is the sexiest you’ve ever been.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, and I want one of these for my own.”

“You’re suggesting we take one of George’s babies?”

The father of three jumps into the conversation as he tends to the third baby. “Anytime you two want to babysit, you know where to find me. In fact, how about five o’clock today? I’ll pay you double.”

I lean in to stage-whisper. “Confession: you don’t have to pay me a dime.”

“You mean you’ll pay me? Even better.”

“Name the date and time, and I’m there.”

“I knew I liked you. If you ever need a chocolate fountain, I’m your man.”

Leo smiles as he interjects, “So you want one of those?”

“A chocolate fountain? Yes. I do. I told you I like them.”

“A baby, Lulu.”

“Um, yeah. How could you tell?” The funny thing is, I’m not worried that my baby fever is going to scare him off. Leo’s not easily spooked. He’s also ridiculously good with babies.

He nuzzles the redhead in his arms and whispers something in a sweet baby language, then he looks over at me. “Then I better get you something first.”
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A few days later, Leo tells me a book he requested on antique furniture styles has arrived, and asks if I want to join him to fetch it.

I do, so we head to the New York Public Library and wander through the stacks, sniffing old books and playing a game to see who can find the most absurd history book. He wins when he locates a tome on poison in the court of James I.

We leave on a mission for lunch, scamper down the steps, and wander along Library Way, reading the quotes from the plaques. He gestures to the Willa Cather one, a few feet away.

“Hey, Lulu. What’s made of stone, contains a quote from an American author, and says something profound about stories?”

Seriously? “Are you soft-balling me?”

His brown eyes twinkle with mischief. “Maybe I am.”

I swivel around and point to the ground. “It’s that plaque. That’s the answer to your supremely easy riddle.”

He shakes his head, satisfaction spreading across his face. “No. The answer is where I’m going to ask you to make me the happiest man in the world.”

I gasp as he drops down to one knee on the Willa Cather plaque, reaches for a royal-blue velvet box from his pocket, and flips it open. “Lulu Diamond, will you marry me?”

My heart executes backflips. “Yes! A million times, yes.”

I hold out my hand, and he slides a ring on my finger as tears rain from my eyes. He stands, takes me in his arms, and kisses me in front of Manhattan, in front of the whole world, with a breathlessness and hope that makes me feel like we could be on a postcard.
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A few months later, I take George up on his chocolate fountain offer, much to the consternation of my husband-to-be.

Leo protests till he’s blue in the face.

It’s messy. It’s gross. It’s a vat of germs.

My response? It’s fun.

We compromise and order one for our rehearsal dinner, instead of the wedding.

Confession: it is messy. But it’s a blast as I pop strawberries onto skewers and dip them. Cameron willingly plays the role of fountain police, and he and Mariana make excellent sergeants, ensuring no one dips in a finger or a face.

That’s not the only chocolate at the festivities. We also give away our new chocolate collection to all our guests. I’m thrilled with how the Rising Star collection turned out. We call it Kissed by Chocolate, and the chocolates are packaged in art deco wrappers of stylized kiss paintings, with constellations of stars printed on the inside. They also outsold Frodo’s chips last quarter, and Kissed by Chocolate tops all the Heavenly lines too.

Seems, in our own way, that we won the team-building competition after all.

Our wedding the next day is a simple affair. Leo’s parents are here, along with his brothers, my mother and her boyfriend, Cameron and his mystery woman, Mariana, Dean and Fitzgerald, George, his wife and the babies, Kingsley and her husband, and Ginny and Noah, who are inseparable and next in line for vows, thanks to the ring Noah gave her last month.

Tripp’s mom is here too, and that means a lot to me.

My mother doesn’t give me away this time. I’m my own person, with my own dreams, my own goals, and I don’t belong to anyone else. That’s why this marriage will be different than my first.

Because Leo and I are sturdier than a three-legged stool. We’re a pair, the kind whose bonds don’t break. Sometimes life gives you a second chance at love, and if you’re lucky enough to spot it and wise enough to seize it, you better be strong enough to keep it.

I am.

We are.

And we will be.


EPILOGUE


Leo

A week later

A tropical breeze blows through the open shutters. Stretching, I swing my legs off the bed.

The morning sun of my Costa Rican honeymoon floods the suite. My wife’s not here. She left a note that she was out for a morning walk.

I head to the bathroom, brush my teeth, run a hand through my hair, then meander to the deck to enjoy the sun and the coconut-scented air that reminds me of her.

Then again, nearly everything reminds me of her, but the reminders no longer hurt. They don’t mock me with what I can’t have. They’re a promise of all that I’m so lucky to call my own.

I pop in an audiobook and get lost in the modern history of this country. A few minutes later, the door snicks open, and I remove my earbuds.

“Morning, handsome.”

Lulu’s wild hair is even wilder here, framing her beautiful face. She waggles a white paper bag. “Rice and beans, flan, some mangoes, and I have coffee too.”

She sets the breakfast on the table on the deck, as the sun hoists itself higher over the ocean.

“Good morning to you too.”

“Oh, I also found this with the breakfast.”

She hands me a postcard of a couple kissing on the beach. Probably something she picked up at a local souvenir shop. “What’s this for?”

“Why don’t you take a look?”

I flip it over to find her handwriting.

My eyes widen, and my skin prickles with excitement chased by hope. “For real?”

Her smile touches my soul as she whispers, “For real.”

I cup her cheeks and kiss her, then read her words aloud. They’re the best words she’s ever written to me, and that’s saying something.
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PROLOGUE


When you’ve had to tell as many “how we got together” stories as I have, you get a fair idea of the range of things a man will do to impress a woman, from thoughtful to absurd to downright unbelievable.

For starters, bro, did you really read Fifty Shades of Grey?

But that’s only number one on the menu of items guys will pick and choose from in an effort to elicit flutters from a new lady.

I know men who claim to love Pride and Prejudice. Even go so far as to say they’ve read the book. And maybe we do get that desperate to see what women see in Mr. Fucking Darcy other than an English accent. Which I have, by the way, but I still don’t understand the deal with Colin Firth any more than the next bloke.

I’ve met fellows who swear they don’t like football of any variety—American or proper—to reassure a lady she’ll never be a widow to the footie. Or they’ll turn off a match on the TV with so much drama you’d think they were giving up a kidney.

Or a man’s résumé will become suspiciously plump with female-friendly hobbies. Show me a single man in a yoga class, and I’ll show you a lad who’s trying to score major points with the fairer sex.

The next thing he knows, he’s shaving his chest, shaving his toes, and shaving his balls. Which must mean he’s serious about her because that shit hurts.

When it comes to manscaping, I think a trim here or there can go a long way, but go too far and you’ll look like a porpoise. And what woman wants to roll around in the sheets with Flipper?

But by far the worst case I ever saw was a guy who swore to his sweetheart that he loved Ed Sheeran’s music. Even followed Ed’s Twitter feed and read reviews so he could convincingly wax on about the ginger phenom. (The fella even planned to tell his bride that he wanted “Shape Of You” to be their wedding song. I put my foot down. Go with “Castle on the Hill.” “Shape of You” is too obvious, and women can see through that lie.)

As happy as I am that it worked out for these gents, especially after they pay my invoice as a specialty wedding service provider, it seems like a lot of work to keep up with all that—retweets, nether-region maintenance, or the pointless hell of football abstinence.

I understand why men want to show off for women. Women are like sunshine and whiskey, lilies and diamonds. They’re sex and desire and everything good in the universe. They’re lovelier to gaze at than a priceless work of art. Hell, women are better than football, better than pints of ale, better than the Rolling Stones and occasionally even the Beatles, though I will deny that blasphemy even under torture.

Women make a man’s merry-go-round keep turning, make life worth living. And they deserve to be annoyed if a guy who swore he hated football has a drawer full of Manchester United souvenirs.

There’s a fine line between putting your best foot forward and shooting yourself in it, and it’s my job to help the lead-footed of the world win women without losing them.

Damn shame, then, that the one woman I’d really like to impress is off-limits.

With good reason. With a long list of good reasons, in fact.

So off-limits is how she’ll have to stay, even when I learn she desperately needs my specialized knowledge to impress a new investor.

But wouldn’t you know—I need something from her too.

Badly.

That can only mean it’s time to impress the hell out of myself by resisting every single temptation to step out of the friend zone with her.
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Her legs wrap around my waist, firm and tight. Her heels make a vise grip, tugging me closer between her thighs.

It’s the perfect position for countless naughty things. The possibilities are as vast as my filthy imagination is wide, and my imagination has won blue ribbons for its width.

Its depth too.

And its length.

Yes, it’s an award-winning dirty zone between my ears.

But down here? In real life? The breath rushes from my lungs as she squeezes.

Holy hell.

I. Can’t. Move.

I can barely breathe.

Truly Goodman has me pinned on the mat. She’s ferocious and strong, and there’s literally nothing I can do to escape her clutches.

“Nice work, Truly and Jason! That’s how you neutralize a bigger, stronger opponent. With a back mount combined with a choke hold.” The praise comes from the instructor.

Well, Truly’s definitely neutralized any chance I’ll be turned on in jujitsu class again, that’s for sure. The instructor gives the go-ahead for my opponent to relinquish her hold on me, and I’m both immensely saddened that the brunette unlocks her legs from my waist and also incredibly grateful I’m not about to die in the middle of this demo of a powerful grappling move.

Truly breathes hard as she heads to the water fountain in the corner of the studio and takes a long, thirsty gulp.

Water, yes. That’s a brilliant idea. I follow her to the oasis. “Have you registered those hands as lethal weapons, Truly? While you’re at it, license those legs too.”

She turns around, eyes me up and down, then wipes her hand across her mouth. “And yet you made it out alive. No worse for the wear.”

I glance down at my frame, considering her assessment. “We can have a go again if you’re interested in trying to cut off all the circulation in my body. I think you achieved a ninety percent shutdown, so why not go for broke?”

She pats my chest. “I’m always happy to take you down in class if you think your pride can take it. How much ego did that cut off?”

Scoffing, I answer, “Nothing I can’t spare, given its size.”

“Glad to see you’re not suffering from ego shrinkage.” She laughs, then nudges my elbow. “Thanks for being such a good sport. I’m going to take a quick shower since I need to head to work for a meeting. Are you going that way?”

I weigh whether to leave now, or loiter a bit and join her on her walk to Gin Joint.

Who am I kidding? Those scales will always have a Truly-shaped thumb on them. “Is fifteen minutes good for you?”

“Make it ten.”

True to form, she’s ready quickly, looking fresh-faced and sexy as sin in a short, painted-on skirt and a black tank top. God, I fucking love summer. It’s the greatest season ever invented by man. I mean God. God invented summer, obviously. Man just invented the clothes that go with it.

“So, we’ve established you can take any man, woman, or three-headed beast down in a dark alley,” I say once we leave the studio.

“That was my goal when I started training a few years ago. But don’t sell me short. Four-headed beasts are now on my takedown list too.”

“How about grizzly bears? Or, say, an anaconda?”

“Been there, done that. But listen.” We stop at a light, and she glances at me then takes a breath. Her tone turns more serious. “You don’t go easy on me in class, do you?”

I scoff and shoot her a you’ve got to be kidding stare. “Wait. You think I was going easy on you?”

She holds up her palms. “Just making sure you’re not one of those guys who thinks he has to soften things for a woman.”

“There’s nothing soft about me.” I take a beat. “As you well know.”

She rolls her eyes. She does that to me a lot, but I won’t say I don’t deserve it. “That’s not what I’m saying.”

“But it’s spot-on true. I’d never go easy just because you’re a woman.” I wiggle an eyebrow. “But let’s talk more about how hard you want me to be. Would you like me, for instance, somewhat harder, much harder, or oh my God, that’s so hard harder?”

“Oh yes, please. The latter.”

With a straight face, I answer, “Done. Consider it done.”

“And I’m glad you don’t treat me any differently because I have girl parts. I want to be tough-as-nails in this martial art.”

I rub my ear. “Sorry I didn’t hear anything you said after ‘girl parts.’ Everything else sounded like Take me home, Jason, and make me scream your name. Did I get that right?”

“Sure. That’s exactly what I said.” She laughs as we turn the corner, heading down a tree-lined block in the heart of Chelsea. “You’re relentless, aren’t you?”

“Yes. Not a bit of relent when it comes to some things. And along those lines,” I say, stroking my chin, “that position we tried in class—just wondering if it made you think of any other interesting positions.”

“Hmm.” She screws up the corner of her lips, as if considering. “Nope. Can’t say it did.”

“None at all? Wrapping your legs around me didn’t trigger any memory?”

We reach Gin Joint, the speakeasy-style bar she owns, though to call it a bar would do it a disservice. It’s an establishment with a full lounge, 1920s-style decor, and regular entertainment, including lounge singers. Her brother—my best friend—is one of those singers, and he helps draw crowds. Gin Joint has scored a place on more than one list of coolest theme bars in the city.

She stares at the sky, still bright even as the sun makes its trip toward the edge of the horizon. “I keep drawing a blank.”

“Want me to give you more hints, or just spell it out for you? Things you said. I mean, things you screamed.”

She stares at me for a beat. “We had an agreement. That all stays in the vault.”

“But sometimes it’s fun to revisit memories in the vault, isn’t it?”

Laughing, she shakes her head. “Yes, but that’s not the deal we made.”

I know, but what can I say? I love the chase even if it’ll never go anywhere, just for the sake of it. “So you do admit you enjoy taking a trip down dirty memory lane?”

“You do realize that can’t happen again?” But a naughty glint crosses her pretty blue eyes. Ah, perhaps the memory is never far from the surface for her either.

I zip my lips, but then instantly unzip them. “I’m just saying.” I drop my voice to a whisper. “Three times.”

“Jason.”

I hold up my hands in surrender. “Fine, fine. Pretend you don’t remember every detail in triplicate.”

“I don’t. I don’t remember a single one.”

“And I die yet again.” I’m about to turn around when my mind snags on something she said earlier. “Who’s your meeting with? A supplier?”

A grin seems to tug at her lips. “A restaurant and bar investor Charlotte hooked me up with. She’s such a great bestie. Anyway, we’re going to talk about expanding my brand. I pitched him on a new concept bar I want to start.”

“You’re going to be the queen of Manhattan nightlife. I’ll say I knew you when.”

“And you’re the king of gentlemen,” she says, a nod to the work I’ve done to establish myself as an expert on all the things a modern gentleman should know. “Are you writing a column tonight? Working on a new podcast?”

I look at my watch. “Actually, I’m meeting up with Nora, and I need to get going. She won’t want to be kept waiting.”

She stiffens, her hand freezing around the key in the lock. Her brow furrows as she turns to meet my gaze, her blue eyes inquisitive. “Nora?”

Do I detect a lovely note of jealousy in her voice? That may be one of the most glorious sounds I’ve ever heard coming from Truly Goodman’s mouth.

“Who’s Nora?” she asks before I can answer. “You’ve never mentioned a Nora.”

She mentioned Nora’s name three times. If that isn’t a third time’s a charm moment, I don’t know what is. I decide to have fun with her. “She’s my date to the wedding I’m working this coming weekend.”

“Oh.” It comes out heavily. “I thought you did those solo.”

“Sometimes I do. Sometimes I don’t.” I drop a kiss to Truly’s cheek, catching a faint whiff of her freshly scrubbed scent. I say goodbye and let her chew on the idea of me on a date.

Here’s the thing: Truly has made it abundantly clear where we stand, and she’s 100 percent right that we can’t go there again—she’s my best friend’s sister, and she’s also my very good friend.

Yet I can’t help thinking about the other things she made abundantly clear one particular night earlier this year. Like how much she liked being underneath me, how much she liked being on top of me, and how much she liked me bending her over the bed.

I’m not going to say I haven’t gotten her out of my mind, but I absolutely fucking haven’t gotten her out of my mind. Trouble is, there are so many reasons this wouldn’t work standing between us. Reasons that aren’t going to change. Her reasons, and all of mine too.

So I flirt, and she hate-flirts back, a pretending-she-doesn’t-like-it type of flirting. That’s all we are, flirters and hate-flirters, and that’s all we will ever be.
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You know those movies where an Alec Baldwin or Willem Dafoe type shows up for five minutes at a pivotal moment? Blink and you’ll miss him, but that actor can make or break the whole damn film.

I’m not saying a best man can make a best picture contender out of something no one should have joined together, but when it comes to the speech, if you’re the best man, you’d better bring it like Willem fucking Dafoe. It’s your moment to shine. Or rather, it’s your moment to make the groom shine.

In a brewery in the heart of hipster Brooklyn on an evening in June, I raise a glass.

“Ladies and gentlemen, it is now time for the only five minutes of the wedding that the bride didn’t plan.”

The bride holds up one finger. “But I tried to. I swear, I tried so damn hard to write the speech for Gavin.”

The groom jumps in, grumbling playfully. “She’d slip me Post-its that I thought were dirty notes but were just suggestions for the toast.”

I shoot a glance at the man of the hour. “I suppose now would be a bad time to tell you she did, in fact, write this? And it consists of all the yard work you’re expected to do?”

“A honey-do list,” someone shouts.

“Secret to a happy marriage,” another chimes in.

Guests chuckle, and the blonde woman in the white dress shoots me a huge grin. That smile is like a key turning in the ignition. When the bride is happy, all systems are go.

I turn to the guests. “I promise I won’t take up too much of your time, but I do have one simple request before I begin.” I clear my throat, adopting a most serious tone. “If you brought your mobile phone, I highly encourage you to . . . leave it on. You might come across a great joke or a cat meme that we’re all dying for. Send them on to me straight away, along with any Venmo or Square or PayPal payments. I also accept cash and credit cards.”

More laughter echoes from the crowd, and that bolsters me.

I feign surprise. “Wait. That’s tradition here too, right? Because back where I grew up, across the pond, it’s customary to tip the best man if you enjoy his speech. And if you don’t enjoy it, it’s customary to tip twice as much.”

Gavin makes a show of reaching into his pocket for some bills. “How many to make you stop?”

He tosses some green on the table, and I wiggle my fingers. “More. A little more. Still more.”

Gavin waves a hand, laughing. “I can go all night.”

“Savannah, I’ll have you know, this is the only time he’s thrown bills at anyone recently. Scout’s honor.” I make a gesture like a cross between a Vulcan salute and two fingers twined, proving that I was never a Boy Scout.

Savannah laughs and bumps him with her shoulder. “I know you didn’t take him to a club, because I had a microchip implanted in my husband.”

Gavin pats the back of his neck then stage-whispers, “I put one in her too. What’s good for the goose is good for the gander.”

Damn, they’re good. They’re fun, they love to rib each other, and they don’t take themselves too seriously. If I didn’t know differently, I’d swear we’d been best mates for ages.

About a month ago, Savannah and Gavin called me for an emergency best-man-for-hire consult. They’d already booked me as an extra groomsman for the wedding so Savannah could have an even number in the bridal party. But before we could place our order for beers at the bar, she blurted, “I went to a wedding the other week where Gavin’s friend Eddie was the best man, and he told a story that involved a toilet plunger named Fred and a beer bong the size of a baseball bat. All I could think about was Eddie—what was he thinking, telling that horrifying story about the time his zipper was stuck? Love the guy, just love him, but he has zero filters and he knows it. Aunt Ellen, who’s quite old-fashioned, would faint from shock, I know it. And she would never miss my wedding, especially since I’m the only daughter on my mom’s side. Eddie’s cool with the change, probably because he’s not the speech-writing kind anyway, so can we please bump you up to the best man role?”

Could I help? Of course I could. The guidebook for the modern gentleman would advise strictly against mentioning toilet plungers in a speech, and even more so any misadventure that endangers one’s ability to procreate. It dictates, too, that guys like me, trying to rise up through the ranks of New York’s self-made men, not turn down the opportunity for work. Story of the last few years of my life.

“As Gavin’s best man, I had many important responsibilities, first and foremost being the bachelor party. We had a long list of activities we were considering. Cupcake tasting, pottery making, and flower arranging . . . were most decidedly not on the list. In the end, we settled for what all the fellas in the city like to do best: we learned how to crochet.”

I make eye contact with sweet Aunt Ellen, who beams at me from behind her coke-bottle glasses. She lifts up a canvas bag by her side. A crochet hook pokes out the top. Of course, I knew she loved to crochet.

“And I know you’re all dying to know who was tops at a slip stitch.”

Gavin lowers his face, chuckling under his breath.

Eddie chimes in. “Don’t try to deny it, Gav. You were sick with the hook.”

“And you were the master of the granny stitch,” Gavin shouts.

But before Eddie takes over, I slide back into pole position. “But Gavin’s prowess with crochet hooks aside, what stood out to me most from last night’s bachelor party was not the lovely oven mitt he crafted for Aunt Ellen.” I gasp in an over-the-top fashion. “Oh, dear. Was that supposed to be a secret?” I stage-whisper.

Ellen’s smile spreads across her weathered face. “I can’t wait to use it. Next time, we’ll work on one together.”

“Count on it. In any case, Ellen, I hope you enjoy it as much as I know Gavin and Savannah are enjoying this day. Because the truth is, even when we were at a pub in Williamsburg last night, enjoying a beer and a baseball game, Gav regaled us once more with tales of what a lucky man he is to have convinced this wonderful woman to be his bride.”

This is the money shot—Savannah sighs happily, gazing at the groom, her eyes full of love. The rest of the crowd gives a collective aww too. This is why they’re here: to witness one very happy couple.

“In fact, the night he met her, he rang me up, and I believe his words were ‘I have to tell you something. I’ve met the woman I’m going to marry.’”

The bride clasps her hand to her heart as Gavin smiles goofily at the woman who took his name mere hours ago.

“I couldn’t be more delighted to send Gavin off into the land of happily married men. May your love last many lifetimes.”

I raise my glass once more then bring it to my lips, but that’s for show. I can’t drink on the job. A good understudy doesn’t get pissed when he’s thrust on stage in lieu of the principal actor.

Eddie lifts his glass and whispers, “Dude, you rocked that speech hard. Rocked it like you were banging a babe behind a pinball machine. Like the buzzers were going off, and the flippers were flapping.”

“That’s the effect I was going for,” I deadpan as I sit next to Eddie while we chat.

“Achievement unlocked.”

“Indeed.”

Eddie downs the rest of his beverage. “I am so fucking glad they hired you. I was giving thanks last night. All I could think was how, if it were me up there, the whole joint would know about the time I ordered a policewoman stripper for Gavin’s b-day. That was some night.”

His eyes go hazy with the memory, or maybe it’s the memory that’s hazy, because Eddie suddenly slaps the table in a burst of realization.

“Hang on!” he shouts then drops his voice. “Fuck. That was my b-day I ordered a policewoman stripper for.”

“It can be hard to keep track of officers of the law in thongs,” I remark.

“Wait, wait—I got it! It’s coming back to me. I know what happened.” Laughing, he taps his skull. “I think my brain was trying to forget the whole thing. Because that night with the lady-cop stripper? That was the night my zipper got stuck.” He grabs his crotch, his face contorting as if reliving the pain. “Had to go to the ER.” He shakes his head, sighing. “Then again, it’s not all bad. I took the ER nurse home. She likes scars.”

Yep, everyone is happy I was bumped up to this post, and my bank account will be quite content too.
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With the toast done, the bride and groom take a whirl on the dance floor, and I grab the seat next to my date.

Nora has turned out to be the best plus-one an undercover groomsman could ask for. She’s upbeat, fun, and always game for adventure. Flicking her wild brown curls off her shoulders as John Legend’s “All of Me” hits its last note, she tips her chin to the crowd. “So many single women here are eating you up with their eyes. It’s good that I’m here.”

“Yes, please protect me from them. If too many talk to me, they might find holes in the facade.” That’s why Gavin suggested I bring a date. Not that I’d break character, but it gave me a buffer in case any prying relatives asked too many questions.

“I’ll never let them. That’s my job as Matilda tonight,” Nora says, using the fake name she picked for tonight, since Nora loves fake names as much as she loves wigs.

“Then let’s dance. I’m only sorry they’re not playing the alt-rock laced with the banjo. That’s what your Matilda persona loves, right? Dancing to your indie tunes?”

“Dancing or hula hooping, and boy, do I love it when you let me stay in character all night long.”

“As if I’d do anything but support your dreams.”

“And I’d never break character in front of an audience,” she says.

Laughing, I offer her a hand. “Just shut up and dance with me, Matilda.”

On the dance floor, she sets her hands on my shoulders, her pink clutch resting against me. Her warm hazel eyes sparkle as she surveys the scene. “This could be you someday.”

A cough bursts from my throat. “Stranger things have happened, but it’s a safe bet it won’t.”

She pouts. “Come now. You look so good in a tux. It’d be a shame if you were never the one up there.”

“And yet it’s hardly a dream of mine.”

“Sounds like that’s more of a nightmare to you?”

More like a thing I don’t care to discuss with her, or hardly anyone. “We’re talking full-on night sweats and terrors.”

Laughing, she says, “Let’s talk about something more pleasant. Like when the groom called you when he met Savannah. I’m dying to know how that went.”

Ah, this is easier territory, since it doesn’t sting. How could it? It’s a fable. “I was first on his list. He had to share the news with his old pal from uni.”

“Naturally. And I’m sure you had so very many things to catch up on. Stories from the quad, all-nighters in the dorm.”

That’s the story we cooked up when both Savannah’s and Gavin’s parents inevitably asked about the best man switcheroo. The groom and I met in college and kept in touch even after I returned to England. And that it was a terribly tough choice between Eddie and me, but Eddie understood and was chill with it.

In this business, that’s the great thing about not being from here. It’s easy to explain a friendship no one’s heard of with a gent from another country. Oh, that’s my buddy from London. We met in school and then he returned to England, and so on.

The reality is, Gavin found me the way my other clients do: word of mouth and my website.

I twirl Nora in a circle then tug her close. “That’s the truth, and I’m sticking to it. And the truth has been very good to both of us this summer.”

“So good. It’s been the best⁠—”

She flinches as something buzzes against my back. Yanking open her clutch, she snags her phone, and her eyes widen when she sees who’s calling. “I need to take this now.”

She scurries out of the reception like she’s just learned she won an all-expenses-paid trip to Fiji.

As soon as she’s gone, a redheaded bridesmaid with pouty lips and swipe right flashing in her eyes taps my shoulder.

“My turn, handsome,” the auburn-haired woman purrs.

“Let’s have a whirl, then.”

“Mmm. I love whirls.”

I glance around the dance floor, steering the conversation toward the event. “Having a lovely time?”

“I am, but it’s better now. And I bet we could find a way to make it even more fun.”

“Hmm. That would be tough when it’s already beyond a barrel of monkeys.”

“I bet I could find a way. I know how to make nights real fun.”

I do my best to sidestep the pass. “I’m best during the day, personally.”

She tries a new line of attack, gesturing to my bow tie. “You sure know how to wear a tux.”

“Thank you. I’m proud of my ability to dress myself too.”

“How are your undressing skills though?”

“Still working on shoe untying, but I’m pretty solid on the rest of it.”

“Did you enjoy the cake? I thought it tasted like sin.”

“Or maybe like heaven,” I try, deflecting yet again as she makes another attempt.

“But the frosting was yummier,” she says. “I’d like to take some home with me.”

“They probably have doggie bags.”

At the end of the song, she nibbles on the corner of her lips. “Let me be straight with you, Jay Bond. I’d really like your digits.”

“Double-oh-seven.” Well, she started it.

“How about the real ones, Mr. Tall, Dark, and British?”

“Thank you for your interest, but I’m involved.”

“Too bad. I wouldn’t mind fucking you and your accent.”

“Well, we are a package deal,” I deadpan.
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As guests straggle out an hour later, Nora tells me she’ll wait for me on the sidewalk, and she can’t wait to share her news. I make the final rounds, saying good night to the deejay and the bartender; the mother of the bride; the mother of the groom; and Eddie, who wiggles his eyebrows and points to the doorway, thanking me profusely in a series of dude, dude, dudes. As it happens, I’m conversant in Dude. He’s getting lucky tonight.

“No problem, mate. Happy to help.”

“You are the best man. You are the motherfucking best man.”

And what can I say to that but dude.

“Also, she likes scars, so I am in luck,” he whispers as he leaves, making his way to a redhead—the same bridesmaid who danced with me. I’m glad she found someone to bang. Good on her.

“Hey, sugar,” he says.

“Hey, babe. Let’s get down to business, because I’m in the mood for screwing you and your scar.”

Well, looks like someone has a signature pickup line.

I head into the hallway of the brewery, Gavin close behind me.

“You killed it out there. I’m almost glad Eddie has no filter.” He pokes his head out the door, checking the scene in the reception room. “Coast is clear.” He hands me an envelope with the rest of the rush fee in it.

“Thank you. I appreciate the prompt payment.” I tuck the envelope in my inside jacket pocket. Appreciation doesn’t quite cover how grateful I am for this after-hours best-man gig. It won’t last forever; it can’t last forever. But it’s been a godsend now that I need the extra dough.

My undercover groomsman business started on a lark five years ago when I spotted a freelance ad for a best man speechwriter. I nabbed the gig and earned a pretty penny for that first speech. Speechwriting is still a large chunk of what I do, but I’ve also expanded my services to include organizing stag parties (nothing tawdry—I focus on fishing and hiking trips or nights out at the pub) and now the fill-in business when it’s called for. That’s rarer, but it pays the best, so I’m taking it while I can get it, reaping the rewards of wedding season and all the reasons men call on rent-a-groomsman: they have few friends, they’re from another country, the bride doesn’t like the groom’s true best mate, the groom doesn’t want to pick between his good buds, his good bud is horrible at speeches, and so on.

“Listen, what should I say to the relatives if they start asking about you and why you’re not around? They really do think you’re my buddy from college and that you live in London.”

“You can say I flew back to England on the next flight out of New York. Had business to tend to.”

“Aunt Ellen will miss you the most, I’m sure.”

“And I’ll miss her and her slip stitches too. We were going to work on an afghan next.”

“I can picture it now. She’d probably have crocheted your face into it too, she likes you that much. But seriously, what do I do if someone sees you wandering around the city, then asks about you?”

“Say I’m back on business, or here for a quick trip into town. That’s how I'd handle it. I can wing it if I run into your mum or dad, or even dear Aunt Ellen. Don’t you worry.”

I wouldn’t nab referral after referral if this wasn’t something I could handle. My job is to be smooth, and smooth is what I deliver.

Gavin seems to consider this. “True. You’re a kick-ass wingman. A steely-eyed missile man.”

I mime making a check mark. “‘Steely-eyed missile man.’ Be sure to leave that in your Yelp review.”

“Want me to Yelp you? Because I will. I will Yelp you so hard.”

I raise a brow, and Gavin laughs when he realizes why. “Okay, that did sound vaguely inappropriate.”

“Only vaguely? You could enter that in Urban Dictionary. I believe you’ve founded a new term.”

“My true calling perhaps. And thanks again, man. You were so damn believable. I was almost convinced myself that I FaceTimed you to tell you about Savannah.”

“But didn’t you?” I ask playfully.

Laughing, he scrubs a hand across his jaw, then his laughter fades to a kind of nervousness. And I know where this is going. I brace myself as he rocks back and forth on the balls of his feet then leaps off. “So, if you’re in town and want to hang out . . . Savannah and I would love to have you and Matilda over for dinner.”

Ah, this is the hard part, when the ruse seems so believable that the guy wants to stay friends.

On the one hand, what’s the harm? Meet up for a night out, a beer. But then a job becomes an unpaid job, and I need the money.

“Sure, ring me some time,” I tell him, letting him down easy, knowing that when Gavin calls or texts, I’ll have to be busy. I’ve too much on my plate, too many people to look out for. Or rather two people specifically—me and someone I adore who needs me, my sister.

Gavin smiles. “Awesome. I’ll do that.”

“I need to take off, but you are going to have one hell of a great life. You and Savannah are one of the happiest couples I’ve ever seen.”

There. Remind him of that. Not of this momentary appearance of friendship between two bros.

I say goodbye to my client then exit the brewery, heading down the stone steps, unknotting my bow tie as I go.

Nora’s waiting for me, and we head into the subway station around the corner then catch the next train as it arrives.

As soon as she grabs a seat, she bounces. “I have news.”

“Spill, woman.”

She sighs dramatically, but her expression is one of utter bliss as she announces: “I’m leaving you.”
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Charlotte: Soooo . . . how did the big meeting with the investor go this week? Did you wow Mr. Fancypants?

Truly: Define “wow.”

Charlotte: That sounds like it didn’t quite go as planned.

Truly: Does anything really ever go as planned?

Charlotte: What’s the issue? Is he just not interested in the speakeasy concept? Because that is shocking. I’ve seen your Gin Joint numbers, you numbers-sharing whore, you.

Truly: They’re like Mariano Rivera getting into the hall of fame kind of numbers. Excuse me as I pet this photo of me and the famed closer when we met once after a game.

Charlotte: Girl, I love it when you name-drop sports stars on me.

Truly: That reminds me, when are you getting us third-baseline seats to the Yankees again? I need my fix.

Charlotte: Such a greedy one. If you can tear yourself away from work for ten seconds, you can share our season tickets for the game next Sunday. Spencer has a meeting, but the kids can hang with my sister so we can go child-free.

Truly: This news delights me. Not the kid-free part, since your kids are cool. But the baseball part. The Yankees are my happy zone, and I’ll work late every night to go to a Sunday game and replace your hubby.

Charlotte: We have two more tickets. You could bring Jason and Malone.

Truly: You’re a goddess. I’ll see if I can twist their arms. It’ll be hard, but I’ll do my darnedest. Anyway, thanks again for connecting me with Darren. To answer your question, he likes Gin Joint. But he wants something else first. I was kind of hoping he’d say a Parisian-style bar.

Charlotte: A Parisian-style bar would be amazing. I’ve wanted to do that for a long time too.

Truly: Sadly, that’s not his first choice, and that’s the problem. Wait! It’s not a problem. I don’t believe in problems. I believe in challenges. I’m simply still marinating on this one.

Charlotte: Ooh, intriguing. Tell me more. What style does he want?

Truly: Something I know little about. But I might have told Darren I know a helluva lot more about it than I actually do.

Charlotte: Guess it’s time to come up with a whole new game plan.

Truly: That’s exactly what I’ll have to do.
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“A divorce? You want a work divorce already?”

I’m shocked at Nora’s declaration, and I don’t want to lose my partner in crime. The groomsman-for-hire work used to be a solo gig, but lately a few men have asked me to bring a date. They figure if I have a date, there is less opportunity for guests to figure out I’m not part of the regular chummy club of guys. That’s why Nora became my standing partner this summer.

“But it’ll be an amicable split, I promise. This is good news, I swear. Don’t you want to hear the reason why? I’m bursting. Bursting, I tell ya.”

“Right. Sure. Give me the deets.” As much as I want to keep working with Nora, she’s a friend, and I ought to put her ahead of my own frustration over losing her. As the train chugs out of the station, I circle back to earlier. “Was it your agent who called?”

Her smile goes full Cheshire cat. “Yes! And I want to tell you every single thing.” She sits straighter, doling out details with teaspoons. “First, do you remember the Steiner wedding we did the other week?”

“Sure. The bratwurst king. German guy needed a British best man.”

“Yes,” she squeals. “And that wedding gave me the final touch I needed.”

“How so?”

“Don’t you remember that wedding? I went for a German accent. And that was what I needed for my most recent audition. My agent just called to tell me I’ve been cast in a Chicago company. Say you’re happy for me. Say you’re very happy for me.” Her eyes twinkle with the prospect of Tony awards and regular paychecks.

And mine, I hope, show nothing but true happiness for my friend. I yank her in for a huge hug. “That’s incredible. I’m thrilled for you.”

Her voice catches, and a tear rolls down her cheek. “This is what I’ve wanted. Thank you for the opportunity.”

“The opportunity?”

“Well, you know I was always workshopping roles as your date.”

Once, she was my artist lover from St. Petersburg; another time she slipped into the role of an ex-cheerleader from the heart of Texas; still another, she assumed the part of a buttoned-up banker from Berlin.

“In that case, I’m thrilled that you apprenticed at the Jason Reynolds School of Undercover Groomsmen and Their Plus-Ones. And don’t forget to thank me when you nab your first Tony. Promise?”

She makes an X on her chest. “Cross my heart. Hope to die.”

“Don’t die. That would be bad. Or at the very least, wait till you’ve finished starring in Chicago.”

She shakes her head. “It’s not Chicago the Musical. It’s a Chicago production. An out-of-town tryout for a new show. I’m going to be in the new musical adaptation of Raiders of the Lost Ark.”

One of my eyebrows rises in question. “They’re adapting that for the stage?”

“Complete with the giant boulder and everything.”

“What about the snakes?”

“Those are fake. Thank God. I hate snakes.”

“Yeah, everyone does. And the tunes?”

“They’re fantastic. Based on many famous lines from the movie.”

I break into an impromptu show tune, snapping my fingers to lyrics I make up on the fly. “Snakes. Why did it have to be snakes? Oh why, oh why, oh why did it have to be snakes?”

She dives in alongside me. “It’s not the years, honey. It’s the mileage.”

I try to picture the rugged adventurer high-kicking it on stage with his whip and hat, and I can’t quite manage it. Then, the marquees on the Great White Way read more like a cineplex of unlikely musicals: Tootsie, Pretty Woman, Mean Girls . . . You don’t know whether to log on to Broadway.com or Fandango.

“I suppose it was only a matter of time before Raiders stepped up for the musical treatment. Who are you playing? Marion?”

She sighs dreamily. “I wish. That went to a big-name actor. I’m playing a German spy. And that’s why the accent came in handy. I’m in the spy chorus.”

“That doesn’t ring a bell. Were there that many spies in the movie?”

She waves a hand airily. “No, but who cares? There will be on stage. Anyway, can you find someone else to serve as your plus-one?”

“Don’t worry about me.” Annoyance has no place here. “The stage is your dream, and I couldn’t be happier for you.”

Besides, I know a thing or two about pursuing true dreams. I chase them every damn day and into the night too, working late on the blog, seeking out media opportunities, penning guest columns, and trying to find every opportunity to be the expert source. But now’s not the time to dwell on my goals or my needs.

“Tell me more about the songs the coolest hero ever in film sings . . .”

She rattles on about the production until the train reaches her stop. Then she says goodbye, and I’ll miss having her by my side at the next wedding.

No help for it. I definitely require a shot or two tonight. Looks like a stop at Gin Joint is in order.
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When I exit the subway on Eighteenth Street, I turn down the block and find a text from my buddy Malone, sent about ten minutes ago.

Malone: Just finished a set at Gin Joint. Incidentally, I killed it. I’m here with Nick and Harper for a few if you want to join.

Well, sounds like he can read my mind. I tap out a reply, then stop when I spot him walking toward me, dressed in a tailored suit, his silk tie loosened a bit. Times like this, you’d be hard-pressed to believe he wears a white coat during the day as he examines cats and dogs. After hours, he looks every bit the part of the dapper lounge singer.

“If it isn’t the vet by day, Harry Connick Jr. by night.”

“I am something of a superhero. But then, don’t we all have our secret identities?”

“Isn’t that the truth?” I check my watch. “I guess you didn’t last long after you crooned your heart out to the crowd of . . . what was it, two people tonight?”

“Packed house, asshole. Packed house.”

“If you say so.”

He narrows his eyes. “And you wonder why I’m leaving.”

“Aww, you’re so sensitive. It’s sweet.” I gesture toward the end of the block. “I take it you’re calling it a night?”

“I am. But Nick and Harper are at Gin Joint, so you can catch up with them. The place is still hopping. No surprise. My sister is a maestro of the nightlife business.” He smiles, and there’s pride in that grin. Malone and Truly are closer than most siblings, maybe from being twins. Now and then, though, it sends a prickle of guilt down my neck because I’m keeping a secret from him. But if he knew what happened between Truly and me one snowy night six months ago, he likely wouldn’t be talking to me right now.

But since it’s never going to happen with his sister again, there’s nothing to worry about. “I’ll go catch up with the crew.”

“And I’ll see you tomorrow night at softball,” he says, then takes off, humming “Give My Regards to Broadway” as he goes. “Give my regards to Broadway. Remember me to Herald Square.”

“Stop, make it stop. It’s like a chainsaw mating with a jackhammer,” I shout.

“I’m sorry, did you say I’m making it rain? I thought so.” He waves dismissively and continues his number down the block.

I head to the bar. Drinks, friends, people to talk to where I can be myself? A spot where I don’t need to pretend I’m buddy-buddy with everyone just to make a buck? Sounds great. But the part I like best?

Sparring with Malone’s sister.

I mean, with Truly.

My good friend Truly.

That’s all she is. Not my best mate’s sister who I screwed one Saturday night when we were out of town.

But before I reach the bar, my phone bleats. It’s Chip, my client for next weekend. I answer right away, gliding into my practiced don’t-ever-let-on-there-are-problems tone. I’ll need it to avoid the thorny issue of whether I’m still bringing along a date as he’d requested.
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From the pages of Truly’s Drink Recipe Book

Game Plan:

Gin

Blackberry

Home-brewed ginger ale

When business throws you a curveball, what do you do? When someone surprises you and wants something a little different than you expected, do you freak out and say, “OMG! I can’t do that”?

No way.

You woman up.

You figure it out.

You develop a new game plan.

If you don’t have one yet, it’s time for a little gin, a little home-brewed ginger ale, and some fresh-crushed blackberries. Have a sip, savor the effervescence, and delight in the fizz. Let yourself drift off as new plans start to form.

Soon enough, you’ll know what to do to get what you want.
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“Hey, Chip, how’s it going? Counting down the days till the big I do?”

“Hi, Jay!” I don’t use my real name in the business. Jay is an easy pseudonym, and using it helps to keep my worlds separate. “Just wanted to double, triple, quadruple check everything for next weekend.”

I reel off the details, hoping to avoid mentioning my now dateless state. “My groomsmen are at the ready. Troy will be with me, along with his wife. He’s fantastic and has an uncanny ability to fit into any situation. And then there’s Sully, also with the missus as his plus-one. He’s very focused, very committed to the job, so he’ll be excellent. You’ll have all the groomsmen you need to pair up with the bridal party for photos and walking the aisle.”

“Perfect. That’s everything Ashley wants, and that’s all I want—to make her happy.”

“That’s a great way to start a marriage.” This is perfect. He’s not even thinking about whether he wants me to bring someone.

“And if anyone asks, we met in the running club and you work in advertising,” he says, recapping the backstory we created.

“You’ve got it right. You’ve got everything right.”

“But what’s your favorite cuisine? I should probably know, right? Shoot. What if someone asks? What if someone wants to know your favorite book? What if someone wants to know your sign?”

“Of the zodiac?”

“Yes! I don’t know it.”

“I promise you, Chip, no one expects you to know the astrological sign of a guy friend. Also, anything by Vonnegut and nothing by Ayn Rand, and everything by Nick Offerman. And I like Thai and Japanese.”

“I dig Nick Offerman too. I bet we exchanged dog-eared paperbacks. Wink, wink.”

“With Offerman you really ought to get the audiobook, but sure, paperback works.”

“And your favorite band? What if someone wants to know that? What if they want to know what concerts we’ve been to? Should I say Coldplay?”

“No!” With the fire of a thousand blazing suns, I kill that notion dead. “Never. Coldplay is what they play to torture you behind enemy lines. I’m a Beatles and Rolling Stones man.”

“Oh, cool! I like them too! Almost as much as Coldplay. I’d say maybe we could go to a Stones show someday, but I’ll probably be too busy. I always am. I’m sure it’s the same with you.”

“Absolutely.”

This is what I like about Chip. Despite his puppy-dog persona, he’s not poised to turn into a stage-five clinger after the wedding. He hired me because he’s completely content to spend his time with his woman, his 5K runs, his work, and his dog. Friendships aren’t his focus, so I don’t suspect he’ll be clutching my ankle and trying to follow me out the door when this is over.

“One more thing. Can you do one of those fancy accents? Ashley loves Love Actually, so she’d get a kick out of it. I like to pretend I’m Hugh Grant sometimes. I do the whole ‘Jump’ routine for her, and she digs that. ‘Yeah, Betty, I’m thinking, can we move the Japanese ambassador to four o’clock tomorrow?’”

“I’ll go full Hugh Grant for the groom and bride,” I say, giving him my best posh voice.

“Ahhh! Yours is so much better than mine. But hey, at least my lady likes this guy from Tallahassee. And you’re bringing along your lovely lady friend. I can’t wait to meet her. I love meeting new people.”

I wince, slowing my pace as I reach Gin Joint, scrubbing a hand across my stubbled jaw. “About that. Turns out I’ll be flying solo next weekend. But it’ll be great.”

I leave it at that. No need to dive into details.

“Oh, no, no.” His voice zooms ten stories high. “Buddy, you can’t come solo. I sold Ashley on you with the understanding that you were half of a couple. That all our men were coupled up.”

“I understand, but at the end of the day, why does it matter?”

“Her youngest sister is one of the bridesmaids, and she’s only eighteen. Amelia’s completely boy-obsessed. Ashley is worried her sister will throw herself at any good-looking guy in her path. And you? Well, look in the mirror. You’re too hot to be single. Not my words—those are Ashley’s. Actually, she said that about all of you when I showed her the pics, so you definitely need a plus-one.”

“Thanks. I think. But wait a second. Do we have enough groomsmen? Don’t you need one for her sister? Or is that playing into the issue?”

“Don’t worry about Amelia. She’ll walk with the maid of honor.”

“Good to know,” I say diplomatically. That’s an odd situation, the bridesmaid needing a chaperone, but maybe it solves the problem of the boy obsession. “And I’ll find a date.”

“I bet you can find one as quickly as I can find the problem in this pipeline project I’ve been studying while we’ve been on the phone. Yup. Found it!”

“You’re speedy.”

“That’s what she said.” He laughs and says good night before I can tell him that’s not really how that saying is supposed to work.

As I find myself at the door of Truly’s bar, I flash back to advice I gave a reader on my blog a few weeks ago. He’d been invited to a work event on the weekend and wanted to know if he should find a date for it on Tinder.

My response?

We modern gentlemen face this “where to find my plus-one” dilemma all the time. But let me share my best advice with you. Are you ready? Come closer. A little closer. DO NOT FIND YOUR DATE ON TINDER.

Tinder isn’t the place for those kinds of hookups—the ones where you need to be a gentleman. Where you want people to remember you, not your date who drank all the free champagne.

No, I told this reader the best solution when we need someone by our side for a special occasion is to ask a friend.

It was sound advice, if I do say so myself. I suppose I should follow it.
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As a rule of thumb, I don’t dwell on problems or linger over setbacks. I certainly don’t wallow.

I charge forward with focus and tenacity, solving problems for myself and others.

Tonight’s problem I will solve in a bar.

With my jacket slung over my arm, I head into Gin Joint, scanning the swank place for my friends. I spot Harper draped on a purple couch, chatting with her husband, Nick, and when I catch his eye, I signal that I’ll join them shortly. He flips me the bird. I flip him the bird back, and all is well.

I grab a spot at the end of the bar, searching for the woman I came to see. I need to feel her out first. See what kind of mood she’s in.

She’s mixing a martini for a guy with hair slicked back with so much product, it looks like it’s cracking. I’ve written a number of blogs with grooming tips that could help him out. Maybe start with Gel—more is not your friend.

I scan the chalkboard for the signature drinks. Among the gin specials are Game Plan, Last Word, Devil’s Teeth, Hush Money, and That One Time.

A brunette with a Great Gatsby hairstyle—shoulder-length with one of those 1920s headbands—joins Truly behind the bar, taking over the martini.

The woman I came to see marches over to me, plunks down a napkin, then tips her chin toward the Daisy Buchanan look-alike. “Gabriella will get the next few customers, since I suspect you deserve the owner’s attention.”

“I like to think I always do.”

“What can I get for you? Because you look like someone just told you that you can’t have bacon for breakfast.”

I shoot her a have you gone mad look. “Bacon for breakfast? I hope that’s not what you think I eat.”

She parks her hands on the bar. “What do you have for breakfast?”

“Eggs and soldiers.”

Her brow furrows. “What is that?”

I sigh heavily, dropping my forehead to the counter. “Why, oh why, Lord, am I still explaining British references after all these years?”

“I know the basics. Chips, fish, tea, blah, blah, blah.”

I look up, shaking my head sadly. “What am I going to do with you? You need a full and proper education in English food. The soldiers are pieces of toast you dip into the egg, soft-boiled and perched in a snazzy egg cup.”

“Ah. Here we call that, wait for it, toast.”

“Yes, eggs and toast. We’re simply more creative across the pond. But I never have bacon.”

She holds up her hand to high-five. “Welcome to the club of bacon haters.”

“Wait. You have a club?” I high-five back, enjoying the contact more than I thought possible with high fives. But she does have great hands. They did wondrous things to my dick one night.

Stop.

Just stop that right now, dirty brain.

“Of course we have a club. We have meetings and bylaws too.”

“Sign me up, then.”

“We have much work to do, comrade. And work requires a drink. I’m getting the vibe that you’re in the mood for one of my specials—a little gin, a couple cucumbers, and the best part? My homemade red-pepper laced lemonade.” Her gaze sweeps to the chalkboard sign. “Otherwise known as That One Time. Can I interest you?”

“You can very much interest me in That One Time.”

She spins around, grabs a glass, and starts mixing. I settle in on the black metal stool, enjoying the view.

Women like her pouring drinks—it’s one of my favorite sights. Right next to women in bikinis lazing in the sun and women sliding on fishnet stockings and then slipping into heels. Wait, that’s not fair to the image of women in white lace. That makes the list too.

She sets the glass in front of me, and I taste the concoction, savoring the sweet start and the fiery finish. “Beautiful. Now, tell me, why was I in the mood for That One Time?”

She eyes me up and down, with a cool and confident gaze. “Same way I could tell my friend Presley needed one when she was here a few minutes ago. Because she clearly had had a shit day at work, and things were not going her way. And it sure looks like things didn’t go your way tonight.”

“And how exactly can you tell?” I ask since I’m not the kind of guy who wears his heart on his sleeve.

Truly twirls her finger in a circle at me. “I can tell because you’re in your tux, Nora’s not here, and you have this furrow in your brow that says all is not perfect in Jason Land.”

She excuses herself to saunter to the end of the bar to help Gabriella for a moment, and I glance down at my tux then figuratively side-eye the furrow in my brow. Am I more transparent than I thought, giving off telltale signs of frustration? Well, that’s unacceptable. I'm practical, I’m fun, but I’m not emotional. I’ve seen where emotions can lead a man, and now I’m focused and have been since Claire Wedgewood, the woman I thought I was going to marry once upon a time, decided that waiting around didn’t fit in her schedule.

Then again, she was ridiculously good at putting herself first, so do what you know and all that.

With Truly tending to orders, I take my phone from my pocket and check my e-mail.

There’s a new one from Ryder Lockhart, a relationship and advice guru superstar.

Can you do another guest appearance on my show this week? We have a segment coming up on dos and don’ts for modern guys in business. Good fit for you. Think of some of your best tips and be ready to be pithy and witty.

Hell, yes. I am overflowing with pith and wit just waiting for me to share. I write back faster than a Bugatti, letting Ryder know I’ll be there.

When Truly swings by again, I put the phone away and answer her unasked question—what went wrong tonight. “If you must know, the date ended terribly with Nora.”

Truly’s lips curve up in the faintest of grins for a nanosecond before flattening into a straight line. “What happened? Did you guys split up?”

How I want to toy with her to see if she’s actually jealous. But that wouldn’t help my mission. “We weren’t together.”

“Oh.” She sounds delighted.

“Nora has been my pretend date at a few weddings.”

“I thought the best man for hire mostly rode solo?”

“For the most part, but sometimes the couple prefers a plus-one, or it’s easier in the circumstances. Nora was quite good at it. She’s an actress, and she wanted to workshop some characters. But she was just cast in Raiders of the Lost Ark the Musical, so she’s now unavailable.”

Truly’s eyes light up. “I want to see that when it comes to Broadway.”

“Consider it a date. I’ll order tickets tonight.”

For a second, a smile seems to tug at her lips, almost as if she likes the idea of a date. But it vanishes quickly. “Pick out seats in the friend zone.”

I take out my sad trombone and play a few lonely notes. “You love reminding me that you cruelly friend-zoned me.”

“We friend-zoned each other. It was mutual. Do I need to remind you of the morning after?”

“Only if you want me to remind you of all the things you said the night before.”

She heaves a sigh. “Jason.”

“Yes. Like that. Only with a little more of a long, lingering moan. Kind of breathy. Sort of like Jason, yes, right there. Harder.”

Her eyes never waver, never break my gaze as she leans closer, dropping her voice. “Truly, fucking hell. Yeah. That. Just like that. Your mouth on me. So fucking perfect.”

Turn the oven off. I’m cooked. Officially roasted. I toss the figurative white flag at her. “You win.”

She takes a deep bow. “Thought I might. But let’s not forget the other things we both said, mainly We can’t do this again. Malone will kill us.”

“Hmm. That does sound familiar, now that you say it. And speaking of avoiding imminent death, I have a massive boulder rolling in my direction next weekend. It’s the first of a number of weddings coming up where I have been asked to bring a date.”

“And how is this a problem? You can walk down the street and pluck a date off a tree, Jason. This shouldn’t be an issue.”

“I can’t help it if women find me incredibly charming.” I flash her a grin because it is easier if we keep things light, friendly. “But I must inform you, women don’t grow on trees. If they did, I’d be planting one in my backyard. Hell, I’d sow a whole orchard.”

“If you do that, I’ll go plant a field full of guys too.”

“Or you can play in my field.”

“I’ll have to weed you out first,” she says wryly.

I lean across the bar to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear, taking my time, making sure I get every single strand, especially since she trembles a little as I touch her. “You’d never be able to get rid of me.”

“I’m feeling that’s the case already.”

“Seriously, here’s the deal: I desperately need to take a date to the wedding next weekend and to the one after that too.”

“Put an ad online. Ask one of your many female friends. How hard can it possibly be?”

I snap my fingers. “Ask a friend. Brilliant idea. Bloody brilliant.” I bat my lashes. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

She flinches, blinking. “Nooooooooo.”

“We’re not friends? Hmm. I distinctly remember us making a friendship pact . . . albeit after the third orgasm.”

A faint blush creeps across her cheeks, and it’s completely endearing. She lowers her voice and says, “Yes, we made a pact. Yes, we’ve been friends, even though you’re five years younger,” she mutters playfully. “And we are friends, we intend to stay friends. But . . .”

“We’re great friends. Who else would conquer the wilds of Manhattan fitness with you? We do martial arts together. I took the obstacle course class with you. You even dragged me along to Punk Rope,” I say, reminding her of one of the many exercise classes she’s enlisted me to join with her.

“And how much fun did we have jumping rope and doing push-ups? Plus, the obstacle course was a blast.”

“We did kick ass on the tire run.” I sense an opportunity to remind her that, while we’re not engaging in a repeat horizontal fitness project, we have carved out a spot in the tag-teaming department. “Come along with me to the weddings. We’ll have fun, just like we do as workout buddies. You’d be a fantastic pretend date. Plus, I’m loads of fun, and you want to help a good friend.”

She stares briefly across the expanse of the bar as if she’s contemplating my proposition while checking out the goings-on in the lounge area. “I’m sure it would be a hoot, but there has to be someone else who’d be better.”

I look her dead in the eyes, dropping all teasing and jokes. “No. There’s not. I can’t have this business go belly-up. It requires complete discretion, and I need somebody I trust. Somebody I know. I can’t have it seeping over into the Modern Gentleman world. Potential clients might not be thrilled to know I’m an advice columnist by day and a paid best friend by night.”

“You really think it’d be an issue?”

“I don’t want to take the chance. How can I be the guy giving tips to other men on how to present themselves well, impress a boss with the best version of themselves, when at night I’m pretending to be Jay, who’s Peter the groom’s best friend from uni, only I met him a few days ago? But hey, I gave that rad toast. That’s why I need somebody by my side who understands how important the gig is for me and for Abby,” I say.

Truly hangs her head. “It’s not fair to play the little sister card.”

“But it’s true. I just need to get through these jobs this summer, and I’ll be nearly done with the last of the bills.”

Truly’s dark eyes seem to light up. “Seriously? You really have earned enough to put her through medical school?”

I straighten my shoulders, proud of this accomplishment. “For the most part, yes. She had grants and some scholarship money, and the cost in the UK isn’t the same as it is here. But I’ve earned enough and had some well-paying gigs. I’m almost there.” I rap my knuckles on the bar. “Touch wood.”

“Look, I want to help. I really do. I think it’s great what you’re doing.” She gestures wildly to the bar. “But I have a business, and it’s incredibly time-consuming. Plus, I’m working next weekend. And I’m expanding now to some new concepts. I’ve promised to move up some employees if it all comes together. Gabriella is going to take on more work during the expansion, so I really need to focus on making sure I can win over this new investor. How about I help you find someone instead?”

But she’s the one I need. “Isn’t there anything I could do for you? I could be your guinea pig for new cocktail concoctions. Or what about the new concepts you’re working on? I'm a bit of an expert on New York nightlife and drink culture, pubs, and whatnot. Comes with the job. So you can use me as your lab rat for that too.”

She straightens her spine while lowering her voice to a whisper. “What did you just say?”

“I’ll be your lab rat.”

“That’s brilliant.” Her eyes light up like sparklers. She clasps her hand to her mouth, as if she’s trying to contain her excitement, then she whispers, “That’s what I need. I was going to spend all my time online, researching English pubs. I was even considering a trip. But this is just what I need: my very own pub lab rat.”

I haven’t connected all the dots yet, but there will be time for that. “So you’ll do it? I’ll be your lab rat, and you’ll be my date?”

The door to the bar swings open, and a dozen or so women in slinky tops and tight jeans spill inside.

“Who’s ready to have the best night ever!” one of them announces.

“We have a party of twelve in the reserve room. I need to take care of them. But can you meet me tomorrow to work out a plan? I need on-the-ground research as I work on my pitch for the investor. You help me, I’ll help you. I’m free after my morning booty boot camp, and we’ll go over how this will work. Deal?”

I’m not about to let her wiggle out of it, so I pounce before she can think of a better way to get what she needs. “Absolutely. Have fun working on your booty. Wish I could be there to watch. I mean, exercise. I completely meant to do the boot camp.”

Smiling, she heads to greet the pack of women while I enjoy the view of her boot camp assets.

I return to my drink, savoring every sip because . . . holy shit. She said yes.
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I make my way to Nick and Harper. She shoots me a playful grin. “Let me guess—you were at the bar, flirting with Nick’s cousin?”

“Let me answer—I was actually striking a business deal.”

Nick cracks up. “That’s a good one. What are you, angling to write speeches for her to give when she serves cocktails?”

I snap my fingers. “Not a bad idea. I better write that down in my notebook of possible new ventures.”

Harper waves a hand, excitement in her eyes. “Or wait. Maybe you’re going to devise names of cocktails inspired by your blog. Don’t Forget to Hold the Door.”

“Always Offer to Take Her Coat,” Nick offers.

“A Gentleman Rises When a Lady Does,” Harper adds. “Speaking of, I need to call the sitter. Be right back.”

Nick rises when she stands, and I wag a finger at him. “You might think you’re mocking me, but what you’re really doing is proving you read my blog. Admit it—it’s chock-full of the very best advice.”

“It’s not too bad. But seriously, what’s the business deal?”

“Just a project she’ll help me on.”

Nick arches a brow. “Project? Is that code for something else?”

“What would it be code for?”

He scratches his jaw. “Are you forgetting who you’re dealing with? You think I can’t tell you’re hot for her?”

“As if I’d bother to hide it from a former scoundrel such as yourself. But cool your jets—nothing is going to happen.”

I tack on a silent again.

He lifts his glass, pausing before he drinks. “Maybe not tonight. Maybe not tomorrow. But someday.”

I narrow my eyes. “Did you really just quote half of a famous line from Casablanca to me?”

“Yeah. Seems I did. And it seems you’re going to have to sort out the feelings you have for her and what you’re going to do about the fact that her brother has no idea.”

“No idea what?” Harper asks when she returns. “Also, Carson and Skye are fabulous. The sitter said they already fell asleep. They get that from me. It’s my superpower. Sound asleep as soon as my head hits the pillow.”

“That is a pretty impressive skill. Ranks right up there with flying and invisibility.”

“I’ll take invisibility,” Nick whispers, as if Harper can’t hear him. “That way I can spy on my wife in the shower anytime.”

She tilts her head. “News flash. You do that already.”

Nick scratches his jaw. “True. I do that daily. It’s good to have a routine.”

“Anyway, what does someone have no idea about?” Harper asks. “Feed me gossip, please.”

“Your husband contends I’m going to have to do something about the fact that Malone supposedly has no idea that I supposedly have a thing for Truly,” I supply. “Which is a lot of supposedlys.”

Harper laughs. “Sweetie, I think Malone might know.”

I flinch. “How? Also, there’s nothing to know.”

Harper nods, still grinning. “Right. Got it.”

“I mean it. There’s nothing to know.”

“Of course.” She winks. “Sure. Nothing at all to know. And don’t worry. I bet Malone doesn’t have the astute power of observation that comes with ovaries.”

“And yours is the most astute,” Nick says to her.

But they’re wrong. I don’t have feelings. Not in the deep, emotional sense. Those don’t interest me. Never have, since I’ve seen where they can lead.

All I truly feel is lingering lust.

And I can set that aside easily.

I may love sexy-flirting with Truly, but this new arrangement has to come first.
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From the pages of Truly’s Drink Recipe Book

That One Time:

Gin

Homemade red pepper lemonade

Cucumbers

You can still remember the way he looked that night. Cool and casual with five-o’clock shadow stubble. The way he smiled, the way he laughed—full of the connection you’ve shared with him for ages. Hell, for years. The connection you tried to deny, to ignore.

But then one weekend, you went away.

And that seemed to unlock all those crazy desires.

Caution fell to the wayside, and you gave in.

The next morning, you agreed it couldn’t happen again. But still, you keep lingering on that one time. That time you try and try to forget.

Doesn’t always work though.

When the going gets tough, when the forgetting becomes harder, there’s only one drink that’ll do the trick.

Start with gin to blur the memories and add your homemade red-pepper lemonade for that sweet oblivion. You’ll get there eventually.

Someday. Maybe someday soon.
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As I tug on a pair of running shorts the next morning, I review my notes from a best man who’s hired me for a speech. Committing the basics to memory, I head out, hit the park, and peel off four miles on the pavement and the skeleton draft of a toast in my head.

When I cool down, I spot a familiar figure on the path ahead of me, the spitting image of Michael B. Jordan—lucky bastard. He’s power walking around the edge of the park, a knee brace hugging his leg. “Hey, tortoise! You still walking, not running?”

My friend Walker turns around and waves dismissively at his offending joint. “You try running when you’ve blown out a knee.”

“How many times do I have to tell you? That’s not the thing you want blown.”

“Thanks for the reminder. I’ve been missing your unparalleled life advice.”

I walk by his side. “What have you been up to? I haven’t seen you on the wedding circuit much recently. Used to run into you at every other ceremony, it seemed.”

He raises his arms toward the sky. “As God is my witness, I’ve finally started cutting back.”

I gesture to his limbs. “Careful there. Don’t want to injure your elbow too.”

He shoots me a glare. “You do know you won’t always be thirty?”

“True. But I’ll always be ten years younger than you.”

“And ten times the smart-ass.”

“Probably true there too. But seriously, are you finally spinning records in a club, like you wanted?”

“Landed a semi-regular gig at a place in the Meatpacking District. And they don’t make me play ‘Macarena’ or ‘I Wanna Dance with Somebody.’”

I shudder. “Least favorite wedding reception songs ever. Wait, no, that’s ‘Dancing Queen.’”

“And I don’t have to play that either.”

“You’re officially the luckiest bastard. Congrats on the exodus from the wedding business. You were keen on that.”

“I’m not totally out the door, but it’s swinging in that direction.” He scrubs a hand across his goatee, glancing thoughtfully at the sky. “Speaking of, how’s your exit plan going? I bet business has been even better after that Gentleman’s Style piece from a couple months ago.”

“The one where the bloke from the UK bragged about how fast his undercover groomsman business was expanding? He’s enjoying The Wedding Ringer effect, for sure. That film has been the best thing that ever happened to the business. Good thing I started my work well before Kevin Hart made it look cool, so I could ride the wave too.”

“But you do know you can’t do this forever?”

This is typical Walker. He’s the wedding-circuit Buddha, and he sees it as his duty to share his wisdom.

“Thanks for the reminder. I was starting to think I was going to be making toasts in my fifties.”

He shoots me a stare, holding his ground. “It’s my job to remind you of the benefits of having an exit plan. The money can start to seduce you, make you think it can be your full-time lifetime gig. And I know you have other goals.”

I flash an easy grin. “The whole gig is one gigantic see-you-later strategy. And I’m paving the path toward it every damn day.”

“Keep paving it, man. Otherwise, someday you’re going to be waxing eloquent on the radio about how to land a promotion, and when you leave, the guy down the hall will remember the toast you gave at some wedding as Jay the best man, or Jackson or Jackoff.”

“Good thing I’ve been using the name Walker lately,” I say, then wave goodbye with my middle finger.

I take off, running the last mile home, repeating Walker’s reminder that this is temporary, even though the pay is quite good lately.

Quite good indeed.
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When I return to my place, I down a glass of water, settle in with my laptop, and power through the speech. Next, it’s shower time, where I do not think of Truly.

As the water beats down, I don’t picture her jumping rope, or taking up boxing, or shaking her fantastic arse in that booty boot camp this morning.

That would make me a dirty perv.

Oh, right. I am.

Because, hell, she looks good when she sweats.

And she can screw like a woman who loves her cardio.

Dammit.

I can’t let this tempt me.

Even though I am tempted. I have been since I met her a few years after settling into New York City. Having dual citizenship courtesy of an American-born, London-raised father gave me the flexibility to live here, one of the few decent things he managed to pass on. I connected with Malone first, thanks to the softball league we both play on, then got to know his sister soon after.

Seemed a bit like a big “piss off” from the universe to make the sister—twin sister, no less—of a good mate a right fucking fox.

But she is, and she has a fiery personality too, which is an even bigger turn-on.

I resisted for years. And soon, resistance became the norm. It was easy enough to be friends with her, to sign up for crazy, heart-pumping classes together, to run a 5K by her side.

That was how we operated. She was one of the gang.

Until that night earlier this year. She’d suggested we go snowboarding, and naturally, I’d said yes. We’d spent a Saturday shredding the white powder on the slopes a couple of hours away, tackling tough run after tougher run. That evening, still high on adrenaline and black diamonds, we wound up staying the night in her room at the ski lodge.

We didn’t sleep more than an hour.

The next morning, as daylight shone its harsh light on our misdeeds, we vowed never to fall into bed again.

I knew that was for the best, especially after she explained why.

And her reasons are only a few of many that steered me back onto the well-trodden path of resisting her. Now she’s going to help me with my work, which needs all my focus as I finish up these gigs.

I rinse, turn off the shower, and grab a towel. Once I’m dressed, it’s time for business mode, so I put on a button-down shirt—always best to look proper—and log into Skype for a virtual coaching session. When I’m done, I see I have an hour free before I meet Truly.

I decide to give Abby a ring.

Her adorable, freckled face fills the screen. My favorite person looks exhausted, her brown eyes deeply shadowed.

Her brown hair is knotted in a messy bun. She yawns a “Hello.”

“You look completely knackered.”

“Gee, thanks. And you look like shit too.”

“Aww, that’s the sister I know and love. Always ready to sling mud at her poor, beleaguered brother.”

She shakes her head, bemused. “You’re so dramatic. And do you think I don’t know I look like the poster child for Buzzfeed’s List of Top Ten Signs You Need Sleeping Tablets? I’d be one through eleven.”

I shoot her a sympathetic smile. “Few too many late nights dissecting dead bodies?” I shudder reflexively, then hold up a hand. “Wait. Don’t tell me.”

“Good. Because I don’t think you want to know what they make us do in anatomy class.”

“You’re right. I don’t.”

“But I’m learning tons,” she says with a familiar bright smile. Abby has always come to life in the classroom. Learning is her jam. She rattles off some of the topics she’s studying, and it’s all well over my head, but I nod and say it sounds great.

“But try to get some rest now and then.”

“I will, but in the meantime, if you want to give me any suggestions for new night creams that you’ve found, that would be awesome.”

“What makes you think I use night cream? I’m naturally handsome and glowing.”

“Oh, please. I bet you have a bag full of lotions and potions.”

“Hasn’t anyone told you it’s not nice to lie about your older brother?”

She winks. “I won’t tell anyone. C’mon. I know all those face-cream companies send you samples. I read your columns on grooming tips.”

“Learn anything interesting?”

She mimes stroking a beard. “Why, yes. A recent one was interesting: Never forget that a shower always comes first. If you have time for only one grooming ritual, keep it basic—soap and water, rather than mustache or beard oil. But are there truly men who don’t realize that?”

“Abby, have you met men? Wait. Don’t answer that. I know you’re a celibate nun-slash-doctor-in-training. And yes. Men’s advice columns are ridiculously popular because, wait for it, men need advice, even of the most basic sort.”

“Can’t argue with you on that. What’s the latest with you? Are you still the champion of the Manhattan dating scene?”

I pretend to preen, sitting taller. “Naturally. I received an award last week to that effect.” I reach behind me, out of sight of the computer’s camera, and grab a trophy then thrust the cheap blue-and-gold statue in front of the screen. “Impressed now, are you?”

She laughs. “You actually have a trophy. That’s adorable, but what on earth did you do to earn that? Did you join a kickball league? Nab first place in a pie-baking contest?”

I heave an aggrieved sigh. “I can’t believe you’re mocking my pie skills when you were the recipient of all the amazing ones I made as we were growing up.”

She smiles, and it lights up the whole damn screen. “It was rather sweet, watching you help Mum bake and then test them on me.”

“You ate anything.”

“Could you blame me? The two of you could cook. Steak and bacon, chicken and bacon, shepherd’s pie with bacon added because bacon is the best thing ever invented. My stomach is rumbling just thinking of it.”

I cringe. “Bacon, so much bacon. All those years helping her turned me off it. I can barely stomach any meat these days. Fish or bust, I say.”

“Not me. I plan to marry steak. And then date pork and flirt with ham on the side,” Abby says with a dreamy look, as if she’s floating on a whiff of something delicious.

This little turkey loved the meat pies. I’d help Mum bake them, Abby would test them, and Dad would declare them delicious. All was well for years. My parents had an idyllic marriage, or so I thought. So my mum thought, too, until seven years ago. Abby was eighteen, I was twenty-three, and Dad, the bastard, said he’d fallen madly in love with somebody else. It’s no big deal! You kids have left home, and it’s time for me to follow my true heart.

His true heart had a surprise in store for him. After he tied the knot with the other woman, he went about his new life with no regard for any of us, including his ailing mum, and finally lost all the money he’d set aside to help Abby with med school. Turned out his new wife’s true heart was located in his wallet, and she knew how to pry his savings right out of him.

Love is such a ridiculous emotion. It can mess with your head and your life and your entire family.

Abby didn’t ask me to pay her way through medical school. She’d planned to take out loans, but I’ve seen some of my friends strapped with huge debt, and I was in a position where I could likely earn what she needed faster than she could pay it back.

I pat the trophy proudly. “I’ll have you know this was the jujitsu tournament I did with Truly earlier this summer. Came in first place in the men’s, and she was first in the ladies.’ Guess you’re not the only overachiever in the family. But speaking of medical school, I’m really interested in knowing if you’ve learned yet how the leg bone is connected to the ankle bone?”

She stares back at me, putting her eye to the camera lens like she’s peering through a peephole. “No, but I hope to get to that in the next class.”

“Study hard. Be good, don’t do drugs, and don’t date boys.”

“I told you. I’m marrying ham.”

“I thought it was pork?”

“Shh. Don’t tell steak.” She waves goodbye, and we sign off.

I change out of the dress shirt, pulling on a casual green polo, then grab my phone, writing a text to the woman I didn’t think of naked in the shower at all.

Damn. I am impressing myself with my restraint.

I send her a non-flirty note, asking where we’re meeting. She replies quickly.

Truly: I have to pop into a restaurant supply shop that’s near Prospect Park. Meet me in the park after?

Jason: What? I’m not good enough to be seen in the restaurant supply shop?

Truly: Feel free to be seen there, weirdo. :) But I must warn you, it’s a bit like church for me. I’ll be the one genuflecting before the glasses.

Jason: Then we must meet there, weirdo. :)

Well, I do like the way she looks on her knees.
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Truly: Good morning! It’s my six-month detox check-in.

Charlotte: Has it actually been six months since THE INCIDENT, aka what you described as the best sex of your life?

Truly: Grrr. You’re so not helpful.

Charlotte: Ah, but I thought good sex was one of the five great pleasures in life.

Truly: What are the other four again?

Charlotte: Sarcasm, cats riding Roombas, a well-made margarita, and high heels that feel like slippers. You know the kind—dainty and pretty on the outside and large and roomy on the inside.

Truly: I feel like those are three truths and a lie, because that last one does not exist.

Charlotte: Good sex does. But wait, we’re not talking about good sex. We’re talking about the fact that you’re avoiding it. How hard is that?

Truly: It’s awful. He’s too charming, too amusing, too easy to be with. He’s like a bag of popcorn. Have you ever tried to eat just one handful of popcorn?

Charlotte: That’s unnatural. Who the hell can do that?

Truly: Not me, that’s for sure. But here’s the deal: I’m going to be spending more time with him. He asked me to go to a few weddings with him for work, like as his plus-one, and I need his help with my work stuff too.

Charlotte: You’re going to be spending more time with the guy you want badly and have been secretly into forever? Sounds super wise.

Truly: Exactly. Help me.

Charlotte: I have just the thing for you. Can I show you the e-mail you sent me the morning after? Maybe you need a reminder of how you felt the next day.
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From: MixologistExtraordinaire at gmail

To: LuckySpotGirl at gmail

Re: Confessions of a Bad Girl

I am the worst twin sister in the world.

The absolute worst.

How could I do this?

And by this, I mean engage in earth-shattering, toe-curling, bend-me-over-the-bed-and-take-me-hard sex with my brother’s best friend. By the way, did I mention the sex was incredible?

Oh, wait. I did.

But I’m not surprised, because I’ve always liked his company. He’s funny and clever, and he has this irreverent side that’s fascinating and wildly entertaining.

But we were only supposed to go snowboarding.

WE’VE SNOWBOARDED TOGETHER BEFORE WITHOUT INCIDENT.

It all seemed innocuous, right? A day on the slopes in January.

At the end of the final run, the sun had already set, and we headed into the ski lodge and made plans to meet for dinner.

I didn’t even drink at dinner. Neither did he. We just talked the whole time, and there was candlelight. Stupid candlelight. And he was flirting, and he always flirts, but this time . . . this time we weren’t in New York. We were far enough away I could forget everything that went wrong years ago.

Did I ever tell you about Sarah, my closest friend growing up? She was the shoulder I leaned on when my father died, and we were the best of friends all through college. After graduation, she told me she wanted to go out with my brother and asked for my permission. Shocking, right?

But I talked to Malone about her anyway.

When I asked if he wanted to date Sarah, he said only if it was okay with me. Only if it was all out in the open. I said go for it. No one was sneaking around, so it was fine.

He went out with her for a few months, and at first, it was great. Until Sarah wanted more. She kept pushing him, and when he didn’t want the same things she did, she turned into a different person. She was now Sarah, wound up and tortured edition, pining away for a man.

Malone ended it with her, and then she ended it with me.

One morning she met me for coffee to “break up” with me. She said she couldn’t bear to see me anymore because I reminded her of him. When she got over him, maybe we could be friends again, she’d said. That was well over a decade—nearly thirteen years—ago. And I haven’t seen or heard from her since.

Yes, I was younger, and sure, in some ways this was early-twenties relationship drama. But, Charlotte, as I’m writing this, my throat’s tight and my stomach’s churning. No one tells you how much it hurts to lose a friend.

But you know what hurt more?

What it did to my brother and me.

Nothing was the same between us for months. Everything was awkward and tense, and we barely spoke to each other. When things eventually returned to normal, we made a deal—we’d never date a friend of each other’s again.

I broke my side of the bargain last night.

I slept with his best friend.

And the worst part? I want to be consumed with nothing but regret, only what’s in my head is a whole lot more chaotic and crazy. It’s half regret and half desire.

But here’s the bottom line: it can’t happen again. There are some things I can’t risk losing.

Xoxo

Truly
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Truly: Oomph. Nothing like having your words come back to haunt you?

Charlotte: You wanted tough love.

Truly: Yeah, that’s what I needed to see. I worry what would happen to his friendship with Malone if I let anything go further. What if we went out and it ended badly and caused a rift?

Charlotte: That is a real risk.

Truly: That’s why I can’t go down that slippery slope. I need to just focus on business. Not stupid lust.

Charlotte: Lust isn’t always stupid. Sometimes it’s exactly the opposite. That said, can we talk about the big issue?

Truly: Funny, I thought that was the big issue.

Charlotte: The big issue of how exactly you plan to pull off going to weddings together, being his fake date, and all that. You do know what happens at weddings?

Truly: People get . . . married?

Charlotte: And other people get . . . frisky. Picture this: dancing, toasting, WITNESSING DECLARATIONS OF LOVE AND AFFECTION. I’m sure going to one with someone you’re trying to keep your hands off will be as easy as resisting the seven-tiered wedding cake.

Truly: I can resist cake.

Charlotte: You’re a stronger woman than I.

Truly: You’re right. And you know what? I’m not that twenty-two-year-old anymore. I’m not that girl who struggled to talk to her own brother after he broke up with someone. I’m a goddamn adult, and my relationship with him is important. It’s one of the most important in my life. I’m going to see if Malone is busy.

Charlotte: Go for it. That’s an excellent resistance plan.
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Truly: Hey, knucklehead! Want to grab coffee before I head to the restaurant supply store?

Malone: If you’re buying, and if by coffee you mean coffee plus eggs and potatoes.

Truly: My, my, someone’s a growing boy.

Malone: Yes, I’m having a growth spurt at age thirty-five. Are you too?

Truly: Oh no you didn’t! Did you really just remind me of my age?

Malone: No, I reminded you of MY age. I can’t help it if you happen to be nearly as old as your older brother.

Truly: I am and always will be younger, by an astonishing FIVE WHOLE MINUTES. And you are evil. Good thing I love you. Meet you at Wendy’s Diner in twenty?

Malone: I’ll be there with a glass of milk to help my bones grow faster.

Truly: Awesome. Also, I have to meet Jason after that. I’m helping him with a work thing.

Malone: Are you going into the men’s advice business or the groomsman-for-hire business? Because as much as I think you can do anything, I’m not sure either is the right path for you on account of your not being a man. Just a friendly tip.

Truly: Thanks for the sage advice. So helpful. By the way, I love you. Just wanted to say it again.

Malone: You’re such a goofball. I love you too.
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I’d like to say I don’t flirt, but it’s too hard to resist.

When I find Truly ogling shelves of shot glasses, I point to the floor. “I believe I was told you’d be on your knees. ‘Genuflecting before the glasses,’ wasn’t it?”

“It’s called a metaphor. You use it to creatively express how you feel about something.”

“Let me creatively express how much I was looking forward to seeing you on your knees—like a die-hard Yankees fan looks forward to spring training.”

“Good one, since I do enjoy the arrival of spring training.”

“Thought you might like that. Want to tell me the story again of how you met Mariano Rivera?”

“Are you saying I’ve told you that story too many times?”

“Oh, no. Never. I hardly remember it. Was it after the game one Sunday afternoon, and Charlotte snapped the photo by the third baseline?”

Truly arches a disdainful brow. “See if I ever invite you to a game again.”

“Please tell it to me once more. I can hear it for the ten thousandth time.”

“I’m literally never sharing someone else’s season tickets with you ever.”

“You will. You totally will.” I shift gears, pointing to the glasses. “Have you ever collected anything? Like shot glasses or license plates or aprons?”

“Nah, I don’t really like things. I suppose, technically, I collect pancake recipes. But I keep them up here.” She taps her skull.

“That is worth collecting.” I pause, picturing what I might amass if I had that itch. “If I were a collector, I’d go for typewriters.”

“Typewriters?”

“Those things you use to write on? They have little keys with the letters of the alphabet on them.”

“Ohhh. I was wondering what those were.” She picks up a wineglass and runs her thumb along the stem. “Do you really write on a typewriter? That’s so quaint.”

“God, no. I’d have to become a registered hipster if I did, and I’m not ready to move to Brooklyn yet. Come to think of it, I don’t own skinny jeans either.”

“Let’s keep it that way.”

“All right. Stop distracting me with talk of pancakes and typewriters. Why aren’t you on your knees?”

She taps me lightly on the chest with the rim of the glass. “Because you can’t have everything.”

“Don’t I know it.” I gesture to the overwhelming array of stemware lining the shelves—glasses for wine and martinis, for margaritas and champagne. “What are you shopping for?”

She shrugs happily. “Nothing and everything. By which I mean, I’ll know when I see it. But if I don’t check them out, how will I find that perfect new glass that tempts a customer? Gabriella’s the same. She actually sent me a list of new glasses she’s been coveting.”

She grabs her phone and shows me a text.

Gabriella: You must get Nick and Nora glasses. I both beg you and insist on it. They are sooo cool and so tren-day. Also, some V-shaped martini glasses for me? They make me happy. Pretty please!

“She’s enthusiastic.”

“That’s why she’s a keeper, and that’s why I want to move her up. She might love glasses as much as I do. After all, every drink needs the right glass. I’ve been in love with picking glasses and making drinks since I was a kid crafting the coolest mixes for my lemonade stand.”

“Seriously? You made fancy lemonades for sale?”

“Hell yeah. I hustled my ass off on the streets of the West Village, selling honey lemonade, red-pepper lemonade, cherry lemonade. But I mostly did it for fun. I made all sorts of concoctions growing up.”

“What besides lemonade was in your young mixologist repertoire?”

“Started with Shirley Temple, of course. Malone loved that. I tested all my creations on him, and my parents too. My dad went crazy for my Arnold Palmer. I’d set up at the kitchen counter with all the plastic cups and mismatched mugs. I’d mix sodas with syrups, and juices with other juices, and try to figure out the perfect garnish to add.”

“So you were, for all intents and purposes, always a bartender?” I ask as we wander down the next aisle, surveying sherry glasses and copper mugs.

“A businesswoman too. When I was a teenager, I made enough at my summer lemonade stand to cover my movie and lipstick budget.” She smiles, her glossy red lips shining. “I do like my lipstick.”

Oh, how I want to say, And I like kissing it off, but I’m on a flirting diet. So I focus on the non-naughty things she said. “And now you’re hoping to expand your business.”

“Yes. Let’s dive into it.” She finishes browsing the aisles, places an order with the woman who runs the shop, then we head to Prospect Park, grabbing a bench on the outskirts of the grass.

“The investor I mentioned? I pitched him on that Parisian-themed bar I want to open. He likes it, but his partners aren’t ready for that yet. So he asked me to put together a concept for a new bar, modeled after Gin Joint with signature cocktails, decor, and all that . . . but with a British theme.”

“And clearly I’m the only person you could possibly come to.”

“You are kind of my one British friend.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way. I don’t want you accessible to any other Brits. They’re very dangerous, what with the way they speak in that sexy accent that makes American women swoon.”

She shoots me the side-eye. “You think I swoon when I hear your voice?”

“Swoon, throw your knickers at me, and want to have sex straightaway.” Maybe I was supposed to behave, but hell, it’s so damn hard with her. “It’s quite a burden to bear.”

“I thought we were trying to stay in the friend zone.”

I shoot her a you’re crazy stare. “Get your mind out of the gutter. I’m talking about the challenge of going around with this accent. Do you have any idea? Everybody wants me. Admit it. You do kind of melt a little when you hear me talk.”

“I admit nothing.”

“I’ll take that as a good thing.” I shift gears. Business now. Seriously. “Okay, so you’re using me for my pub expertise. What’s the plan?”

“What I thought we could do is this: I’ll go with you to the weddings as your fake date, and you can go with me to visit some of the pubs I want to check out. You can be my reality check, if you will. I also want to make sure the ideas I have are authentic, so I want to test them on you. I was hoping we could even start in the next day or so? Perhaps Tuesday?”

“I’m there.”

“Perfect. Now tell me about the weddings you want me to go to.”

I review the details, rattling off the basics of Chip’s ceremony, then the one for Enzo from Spain, who hired me since he’s new to the country and doesn’t know anyone yet, and another where I’m simply an extra groomsman, and I’ve been asked to play the part with an Aussie accent, for no other reason than the groom finds Crocodile Dundee entertaining. The groom is a superstar skateboarder in the X Games, and I tell her my friend Josh recommended me.

“Your sports agent friend?”

“Yes. Josh Summers. Reps a couple of the Yankees, some of the Rangers, and on and on. You’d like him; therefore, I will probably never introduce you to him.”

Laughing softly, she gives me a curious stare. “Why would I like him?”

“All the women do.”

“So all women everywhere have the same taste?”

I tap my chin. “Fair point. Your taste is finer. After all, you did enjoy the ride on my⁠—”

Her hand covers my mouth. “Be. Good.” She nudges my elbow. “So . . . when do I meet this hot sports agent friend of yours?”

I narrow my eyes, huffing. “Never. Also, I don’t actually need a date for the skateboarder’s wedding. It’s a solo gig.”

“Really? Are you sure?”

“Positive. And for that comment, you will never meet Josh.”

She rubs her palms together. “And you will never get to see Presley, then. She’s stunning and brilliant and hilarious. So there. I’m keeping her away from you too.”

I roll my eyes. “You do know I’ve met her several times. She comes to jujitsu with us now and then, and yes, she’s quite funny.”

“Then you’re not allowed to speak with her again.”

“You’re cute when you’re jealous.”

“Ha. Same to you. But enough about hot friends. About the two weddings you need me for . . . I presume we’ll need backstories and fake names? A different one for each?”

I make a low whistle of appreciation. “Damn, you’re good. Is there a name you’ve always wanted to have?”

She adopts a high, saccharine tone. “Oh, God. I love the name Truly.” Her voice returns to dry and sarcastic. “It’s not as if I was always made fun of for my name growing up.”

“Were you made fun of for that? It’s a lovely name.”

“Most people don’t get it. They think I’m Trudy. Or Julie. Because it’s not a name; it’s a freaking adverb. But it’s fine. My parents loved it. What can you do? And I suppose I really don’t mind it now.”

“I think it’s quite pretty. And it suits you.”

She holds my gaze for a lingering moment, swallows, then sighs. “Listen, I saw my brother this morning. I told him I’m spending more time with you.”

I flinch, unsure what to make of this admission. “He knows we hang out. Why would you feel like you had to confess something?”

“I didn’t tell him what happened six months ago. I simply mentioned over breakfast that I was going to be doing this with you. I told him because this here”—she gestures from her to me—“this deal, it feels more personal than taking a class or working out together. I know we flirt and joke.”

“Wait. You flirt? It’s more like you tell me you don’t flirt.” I hold up a stop-a-moment finger. “Oh, that’s hate-flirting. My bad.”

Twin spots of pink spread across her cheeks. She looks away then back at me. “Whatever. You know I’m attracted to you.”

Those words. Attracted to you. I shouldn’t let them send a charge through me. But hell, they do, an electric jolt. She’s been so damn good at denying, evading, dodging.

But right now, she is confessing, and it’s a turn-on exactly when it shouldn’t be. And maybe because emotions are the devil but desire is angelic, I give in, brushing my fingers down her arm. “I’m wildly attracted to you.”

Her breath catches. She leans closer to me, out of the friend zone and into the more zone. Her gaze swings down to my hand on her arm. “That’s a little tempting.”

“It is.”

“Maybe too tempting.”

“I should stop.” I run my finger down her bare skin, savoring the electric sensation of touching this woman again. The air between us crackles, and all it would take is . . . well, it would take deciding to cross a line we don’t want to cross.

Lines exist for a reason.

So you don’t give in to lust.

So you don’t let your dick or your heart control you. You don’t give in to instant gratification when you have a lifetime of friendship between you.

I swallow, take a breath, find my voice again. “Are you . . . dating anyone?” I choke out the words. They taste like last week’s compost bin.

Laughing, she shakes her head. “Sounds like you’d rather I didn’t?”

I shrug, affecting a relaxed pose. “You’re free to date.”

“And so are you. But I’m not seeing anyone. I’m too busy with the expansion plans right now. Dating is not on my agenda.”

“Same here. My business, that is. Too much going on.”

“So we’re both in the same position. And we’ll stick to the plan.”

And while I’m terribly tempted to make a joke about positions, or things sticking, I resist. “I understand. I know what’s at stake.”

“I know you do, Jason, but sometimes you make it hard. The way you flirt. The way you touch me.” Her tone is earnest, full of need. It stops me in my tracks. Normally we fire zingers at each other, we toss bouquets of flirtation. But there’s something almost sad in the way she’s speaking right now, like she desperately needs me to change.

“Do I touch you too much?”

“Too much for my own good.”

Dear God. Too much for my own good. “I get that. I can stop.”

“You need to know I don’t want you to, but we probably should. Because I like this.” She points from me to her. “I like this, but not as much as I dislike the idea of losing you or hurting Malone. I like how we are. I like seeing my brother for breakfast, like I did earlier today, and for baseball games, and when he hangs out to chat after he sings at Gin Joint. I’m at a point where things are clicking in my life. The bar, the business—everything. I don’t want to feel the way I’ve felt in the past, where I’m losing the people I love.”

I have to keep things on the level for her, and for me. I’m a serial monogamist for a reason—I don’t want to be Claire’d again. Commitment and I have kept each other at arm’s length ever since I came to the States in my early twenties to take care of my dying nan. When I left England, Claire took me to the airport, teary-eyed and looking like a Nicholas Sparks heroine, saying she’d wait as long as it took for me to return. And a month later, when I was still away, she took up with the barber down the street.

“I understand,” I say. “I don’t want you to lose what you care about. Not work or your closeness with Malone. And you know my deal. I’m not keen on anything more. So it’s best this way.”

“I do. I understand that,” she says, since she’s up to speed on the basics of what went wrong with Claire.

“All that said, there’s something vital I want you to know.”

“Sure. Tell me.”

My lips curve up. “Are you aware I’ve been attracted to you since I met you?”

“Why are you telling me this now?”

Because I’m on an honesty kick, and I take my time, letting a wicked grin spread across my face. “So you know it’s something of a miracle that we’ve only ever fallen into bed once.”

There’s that sharp stare I know so well. The oh no, you didn’t look. “You’re aware that falling into bed is exactly what we can’t do?”

“Indeed. And my point is, I’ve been exercising restraint with you for a long time. I can keep it up.”

She settles in on the bench, staring at the sun, putting on her shades, taking her time. At last she responds, a smile tugging at her lips. “I suppose you can. You do have excellent stamina.”
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That evening, I round the bases, high-fiving Nick and Malone as I cross home plate.

Nick gives me a fist bump. “Hallelujah! Miracles do happen.”

“And you two tossers are the beneficiaries, seeing as I knocked you in.”

Nick takes a bow. “I humbly accept your RBI, especially since it’s so rare.”

I stifle a laugh. “Dickhead.”

“That’s five years on the team, and it’s your first dinger, right?” he asks.

“It’s not even my first home run this season.”

Malone claps me on the back but locks eyes with Nick. “Now, now, don’t sell this guy short. He manages to whack a whole pair over the fences each season.” He turns to me, intensely serious. “We are so proud of you for that kind of consistency.”

I point to the field. “You do realize we just took the lead because of that home run?”

“That’s it. I’m getting you a plaque. Best One-Homer-a-Season Hitter,” Nick says.

“Don’t make him feel bad that he’s not at our level,” Malone cuts in as we head to the dugout. “We need to keep his spirits up. After all, if we didn’t have Jason on the team . . . well, we wouldn’t have enough players, and we’d have to forfeit.”

I groan, taking off my helmet and dragging a hand through my hair. “I just hit a home run. Or a whopper or a dinger or whatever it is you call it here.”

Nick rattles off the names. “Tater. Goner. Blast. Bomb. Jack. Like, you jacked one over the fence.”

“You’re so classy here with your jack talk.” I make the requisite offensive hand gesture.

“You could also call it a long ball,” Nick retorts, gesturing to his crotch. “That better?”

“Loads.” I glance at the bleachers, spotting Harper and their two kids grabbing front-row seats. “Your wife and kids just returned, so try to be a civilized bastard now. I know that’ll be hard for you.”

“Sooo hard. But I can do it.”

When the game ends, Nick takes off with his wife and the kids, scooping up his little redheaded daughter for a piggyback ride.

“Tell your dad you want another rescue dog, Skye!” Malone calls out to the little tyke, his cousin’s kid. “Vet services are on the house.”

“I already told him I want one. He said yes!”

“Because he’s wrapped around your little finger!”

“I’m going to work on my list of dog names tonight.”

“Please consider Jason,” I call out.

I sling my bag over my shoulder, making my way out of the park with Malone.

“You want a dog named after you?” he asks.

“Hell yeah. That’s the ultimate compliment.”

“Good point. I’ll aspire to convince her to choose Malone now. Or Truly. I bet she’d like that. Speaking of, I hear my sister’s going undercover with you.”

My brain speeds up, spinning, as if I need to fashion an excuse. But I shut down that matchstick reaction. There’s nothing wrong with her going undercover with me. Just as there’s nothing wrong with me spending time with her. This exchange of favors is no different than us going to jujitsu, or for a bike ride or a hike.

I pretend our plans are a state secret, bringing my finger to my lips. I shush him. “I don’t want anyone here to know.” I glance around the path as if we’ve entered enemy territory.

“Yes, I’m sure everyone has followed you to document your whereabouts.”

“You never know. I’m rather famous in this city.”

“Or in your own mind.”

I tap my temple. “I’m a legend up here.”

“No doubt. I find it amusing it took the two of you this long to figure out she would be a perfect companion.”

I snap my gaze to him, surprised at his comment. “What do you mean?”

Malone scratches his jaw, chuckling as we head toward the Columbus Circle side of the park. “It’s hilarious, the idea of you two pretending to be a couple at a wedding.”

Is he onto something? Trying to get under my skin and extract intel? But then I talk sense into myself because that one night was months ago, nothing more has happened, and we never let on. And since nothing has transpired in six months, isn’t that proof of either a supreme lack of interest or supreme resistance?

I vote the latter and pat myself virtually on the back.

“Yeah, I suppose it’s pretty amusing. Since we’re obviously not a couple.” I laugh for good measure, like I’m selling my case.

What the hell? I don’t need to make him a pitch. Truly and I are not a couple. Maybe I should remind him that the ocean is wet and sugar is sweet.

Malone cracks up, shaking his head. “That’s not what I mean.”

Now I’m thoroughly confused. “What do you mean, then?”

“Seriously? You don’t know?”

My skin prickles, the back of my neck growing hot. Shit. Fuck. Bugger. He does know I shagged his sister. He found out somehow, and he’s going to toy with me. Malone is a clever bastard, and perhaps he’s sliding the knife under my skin, ready to fillet me. I don’t want to be filleted, or grilled, for that matter.

And I don’t want to lose a good friend.

Especially over something that won’t happen again. So I lean on my skills. I can fake this. I can pull off nothing-to-see-here. “No clue what you’re on about.”

“The two of you bicker so much you seem like a real couple. It’s so believable that the two of you could be together.”

I jerk my gaze toward him. What the hell did he say? “Your sister and me?”

“You argue enough to fool anyone into thinking you’ve been together forever.”

He hums a tune under his breath as we turn onto Central Park West, and I chew on that observation, wondering if it means anything or nothing.

I decide it’s positive. It’s a damn good thing if Truly and I appear like we’re a couple over the next few weekends.

But at the end of the day and the end of the night, we are only fiction.
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Later that night, I head to my office, also known as the coffee shop near my apartment. But unlike half the other patrons at cafés these days, I don’t FaceTime in public or conduct conference calls at top volume while sipping my mochaccino.

Like I drink mochaccinos.

With a cup of tea in hand, I settle on a leather couch in the back corner, and Troy and Sully arrive shortly.

“Gentlemen,” Sully says, spreading his arms wide. “What is up?”

“This is what’s up. Did you know two of Shakespeare’s plays were translated into Klingon? Just learned that this evening in my playwriting class,” Troy offers.

“Do you speak Klingon?” Sully asks.

“Working on it. Thinking about maybe writing my next play in half verse, half Klingon.”

“Or maybe write it in all verse, wait till it blows up and Lin-Manuel Miranda partners with you, and then translate it into Klingon,” I suggest.

“Good suggestion, boss man,” Troy says.

We dive straight into wedding business. “Are you guys ready for this weekend?”

Sully rubs his palms. “I am pumped. My wife is too. She’s stocking up on tissues. She loves weddings. Cries at every single one, even if she doesn’t know the couple. Doesn’t matter. She goes full waterworks.”

“And she likes this? Crying over people she doesn’t even know?” That’s Troy’s style—he hasn’t met a question he’s afraid to ask.

“She says declarations of love hit her right here.” He taps his chest. “She likes weddings because she cries.”

“That makes no sense. How does that make any sense?” Troy asks.

“I guess you’ve never needed a good cry,” Sully says with a shrug and a sip of his coconut latte.

“If I need a good cry, I watch Brian’s Song,” Troy says.

“If I needed a good cry, and I literally never have, I think about the day The Beatles broke up,” I offer.

Troy furrows his brow. “You weren’t even alive then.”

“That’s what makes me sad. I’ll never see them perform.” I tap my phone and return to the details. “Here’s everything you need to know about the wedding.”

We review the plan. When I’m done, Sully counts off on his fingers. “Surf and turf bachelor dinner? Check. Woman? Check. Tux? Check. But the big question is, can I wear my new Nikes?”

Troy jumps in. “Nikes as in sneakers?”

“I don’t mean Nike as in a boutonniere. Unless Nike got into the boutonniere business.” He grabs his phone. “Side note: look into viability of lapel decor as possible new business venture.”

I don’t have the heart to tell him that florists have already cornered the market on boutonnieres. Instead, I focus on the practical, even though I already know the answer to my question. “Is Nike making tuxedo-wear shoes now?”

“That would be awesome, but no.” He slides his thumb across the phone screen, showing us a gorgeous set of gleaming white shelves filled with . . . sneakers. All sorts of sneakers. “My latest score is the new Air VaporMax FK. Check ’em out. They’re dope.”

“You actually collected all those pairs? For what? To look at?” Troy asks.

Sully scoffs. “Dude, they’re like stocks. I’m going to turn around and sell these babies. Well, not the VaporMax, because they’re too sick for words. But the others. If you buy quick and sell fast, you can make a nice profit. Always hustling, always looking for an angle.”

“I completely understand where you’re coming from with the hustle,” I cut in. “That said, I don’t think you should wear sneakers to the wedding.”

“For what it’s worth, I never wear sneakers when I’m working,” Troy offers. “Not a wedding and not at my other job either.”

Sully finishes off his latte, considers a moment, then stares at Troy. “Hey. What’s your other job? Writing plays?”

Troy glances away, his voice lowering. “That doesn’t pay the bills yet.”

“What does, then?”

“I do a bunch of stuff at night,” he says, his cheeks reddening a bit.

“Like what?” Sully presses. “You know what I do. Manage a Foot Locker.”

Troy takes a breath like this is hard for him. “I do a little construction, a little fire service, some delivery.”

Sully claps his shoulder. “Don’t be embarrassed, man. Nothing wrong with an honest day’s work, or an honest night’s labor.”

Wait. Is Troy’s night job what I think it might be?

“Speaking of honest work, Jason, who’s the lady you’re bringing with you this weekend?” Troy asks.

“She’s just a good friend. That’s all.”

Troy snickers. “Methinks the gentleman doth protest too much.”

Sully slaps his palm on the table, shouting, “Hamlet!”

“But can you do that line in Klingon?” I ask, successfully sending the conversation down a new rabbit hole and away from Truly.

When she texts me later to tell me the location for Tuesday’s pub visit, it feels vaguely like a date. Like we’re a couple.

But that’s ridiculous.

This is simply a project, and that’s all it’ll ever be.

And that’s all I want.
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Truly: Why am I looking at my clothes early in the morning, already considering options for tonight? There aren’t that many choices. My wardrobe is simple—black with a side of jeans.

Charlotte: You look foxy in black. And in jeans.

Truly: I’m not trying to look foxy! And really, what I wear this evening when I go to a pub with Jason doesn’t matter much, right? I’ll just dress like me.

Charlotte: The you look is a good look.

Truly: All right. Favorite skinny jeans it is. I’m ready for tonight and I’m planning on being a model citizen.

Charlotte: BAHAHAHAHAHAHA

Truly: You doubt me?

Charlotte: Of course not. I’m watching a Roomba cat video, not laughing at your efforts at model citizenship.

Truly: And for that, I can’t wait to come back to you tomorrow and tell you I was an angel. For now, I’m off to meet Presley for a cuppa.

Charlotte: I can’t wait for your report tomorrow either, you devil.
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Truly: On my way to our coffee date! But question for you – have you ever gone through a million wardrobe options because you’re planning to spend time with someone you’re not even dating? I did that just now. I’m seeing Jason tonight, and . . . well, you know. I need to stay strong.

Presley: I’m here and I’m going to order you a coffee, black. You always order something ridiculous like a watermelon latte with a side of nutmeg when you’re unsure of something, when in fact you need a coffee, black. Also, that’s what you should have tonight before you see him.

Truly: Watermelon latte sounds disgusting.

Presley: And yet I’m sure somewhere in this city, some café sells it.

Truly: Let us vow to never go to that coffee shop.

Presley: I accept this suggestion wholeheartedly.

Truly: Also, black coffee sounds perfect. That’ll keep me strong.

Presley: Good luck staying strong with the guy you want to bang.

Truly: I do not want to bang him.

Presley: Oh, sorry. I meant to say the guy you sooooo want to bang.

Truly: Between you and Charlotte, I’ve decided friends are the devil. See you in two minutes.

Presley: I’ll have my best devilish smile for you.
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Ryder meets my eye from across the booth in the studio. “And we’re back for the final segment of The Consummate Wingman. Today, we have a special guest in the studio. You know him as the Modern Gentleman in New York, and he’s dedicated to the cause of helping our listeners be the best they can be. Jason, talk to us. I need your number one new tip.”

It’s Tuesday morning, and I’m in the booth at the studio where Lockhart records his wildly popular radio show.

The man is a rock star in the advice business, and with good reason. He tells it like it is, and he has something to say. That’s what I’ve learned matters most. You can have a good voice, be comfortable in front of crowds, and possess a charming grin that warms people to you. But if you want to be an “expert,” you must have a point of view.

I move closer to the mic. “I’ve been thinking about how we can help our fellow men out there, and I have just the tidbit to share with your listeners. Ryder, tell me something. Do you think there’s ever a need to manspread?”

He chuckles. “No. Never.”

“Exactly. I propose an end to manspreading. In the ongoing quest to make manners the next cool trend, can we please keep our knees inside our own personal space?”

Ryder hoots. “I’m down with that.”

“Am I right? But if you don’t believe me, gentlemen of the city, put yourself in the place of someone who must share space with you. Let’s say you’re sitting on the train, heading into work, and you spread your legs. Do you really need a foot of space or more between your knees? Is that essential to your comfort and well-being? Your mating posture?”

Ryder smiles broadly. He’s clearly amused with today’s advice. “Nor is it necessary for your junk.”

“Exactly. And when you do manspread, do you know what the other person across from you is thinking? They’re thinking, ‘I can’t believe that’s somebody’s son, husband, brother, or what have you.’ Because spread legs are tacky and virtually always uncalled for.”

Ryder raises a fist. “Down with manspreading. Let’s bring an end to it.”

“Precisely. One of the reasons I say don’t do this in public is if you keep doing it in public, you’re going to do it in business. You’re going to do it when you sit down for a job interview. You’re going to do it when you sit across from somebody you want to hire you. And I tell you this: it’s highly unlikely anyone is interested in hiring a manspreader.”

“I think it’s safe to say that employers of the world are thanking you right now.”

“And I’m thanking your listeners who I know are going to change their habits today.”

“Well, you heard it here,” Ryder says, shifting to a wrap-it-up tone, “from the Modern Gentlemen in New York. Today’s tip? Just cut that nasty habit, dudes, and we’ll be heading toward a classier society.”

When the segment finishes, Ryder walks out of the studio with me. “The listeners dig you. It doesn’t hurt that they think you’re speaking from a position of authority simply because of that accent.”

“It’s true. The accent proves I’m always correct,” I joke.

“Let’s get you back in the studio in another week. Next Monday good for you?”

A smile threatens to take over my face, but I do my best to appear grateful and professional and not out of my mind with glee. Don’t want to scare him away. “Sounds great to me.”

“And listen, I’m really impressed that you’ve built a reputation as an expert on your own over the years. It’s amazing to meet somebody your age who’s gone through Toastmasters and done all sorts of public speaking. We may have an opening soon. I’m going to advocate for you.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

When I leave the building, I want to pump a fist, to jump up and down. It’s an odd job I’ve cobbled together, but it’s one I love. Talking. Sharing. Giving advice. And really, trying to save the world one man or woman at a time by keeping them from being disgusting pigs.

Later that night, I do something else I enjoy.

I meet up with Truly.
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From the pages of Truly’s Drink Recipe Book

Gentleman Friend:

Coffee

Just Coffee

Some guys are just . . . hard to categorize. They don’t want to stay in that neat drawer you’ve selected for them.

There’s the friend drawer, the date drawer, the colleague drawer, the lover drawer, and the boyfriend-material drawer.

But some men don’t fit in your bureau.

Take that guy who’s a friend, but not the average friend. You rely on him, you turn to him, and you laugh with him.

He has interesting things to say. He has a point of view. And you like that. Damn it, you like that more than you should. You find him . . . intriguing. You think you know him, but you’re also keenly aware that you haven’t unearthed everything that makes him tick. And you want to.

Because there’s more going on.

You’re not talking about looks, but he has all that. You’re talking about who he is. His brains, his heart, his smarts.

His charisma.

Damn, his charisma.

He has that by the gallon.

But you made a deal. You have a plan. There is a road map. He’s your friend, he’s simply your gentleman friend.

And sometimes when you’re heading out to see your gentleman friend, you need a shot of courage.

No liquor this time, ladies.

You need to be in complete control.

If you want to make it through a night with your gentleman friend, you need something strong. We’re talking the stiffest, toughest drink possible to gird yourself.

Garlic juice.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Kidding! Garlic is like bacon. It’s a no-go.

But coffee? A strong pot of coffee? Yes. Come to mama. None of that French roast crap for the Gentleman Friend drink. The Gentleman Friend is single origin Ethiopian, natural wash, handcrafted, organic with a bright, juicy taste. Never more than 202 degrees. Keeps the brain on high alert. Keeps your attention on anything other than the way your gentleman friend looks when he walks down the street in those dark jeans and that pullover shirt that hugs his pecs, wearing that five-o’clock shadow you want to run your hands over. Coffee will hold your focus when he gets that twinkle in his amber eyes—damn that twinkle. Damn it to hell and back for the way it makes your stomach flip.

Coffee. God bless coffee.

Coffee keeps you strong.
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She waits for me outside the pub in Tribeca she picked.

Dressed in dark jeans that hug her legs and a clingy top that slopes off one shoulder, she’s the woman in black. She hardly ever wears anything colorful, except her lipstick. It’s a wine red and shiny, like there’s a layer of gloss over it.

Somehow it’s fitting that she’s the color of night, because there’s a toughness to Truly. An edge. She’s no-nonsense, all business, and naturally, I want to take all those black clothes off her.

But I remind myself I need to maintain balance and exist peacefully in this state of wanting but not having. This is a normal feeling for me to have around her, and I’ve learned to live with it.

She waves, smiles, then when I reach her, she throws her arms around me. I’m taken aback, nearly knocked over by the unexpectedness of her embrace. But I’m not nimble for nothing. I seize the opportunity and sniff her hair. Fresh, clean, so very her—and do I detect the faintest scent of coffee beans? I do, and hell, now coffee reminds me of sex. “I’ll take this, and gladly. But I’m not sure what the returning hero greeting is for.”

She grasps me tighter, her arms looping around me, and yes, that’s quite nice too. “Thank you for spreading the gospel of no more manspreading.” She breaks the embrace and clasps my shoulder. “Manspreading is the bane of my existence, and you’re a superhero for doing your part to eliminate the virus that it is.”

“That’s what I’m here for. To make the world a little more civilized, one bloke at a time.”

“I see it all night long at the bar. Men have no idea how much it turns off women. I swear, I see groups of women walk away from packs of manspreaders.”

“Packs. Seems apropos for men with such wild and unruly behavior.”

“It’s almost as bad as mansplaining. That’s a touch worse, since it’s an insult to intelligence. Down with mansplainers, I say!”

“You’re on fire tonight.”

“I might have had a cup of coffee a few minutes ago.”

“So if you’re normally at a ten when it comes to energy, vim and vigor, you’re at about one hundred now?”

“Something like that. Also, coffee keeps me strong.”

“News flash—you’re already strong.”

She shoots me a look, one I can’t quite read, but it seems to fall squarely on the side of I-know-what-you-look-like-naked. “I need to be strong.”

“Okay, then.”

She gestures to the door. “Ready for pub lesson number one?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

We head inside and grab two stools at the bar, surveying the decor: leather chairs, round tables, high-backed booths, and the darkest of dark wood everywhere.

I nod appreciatively. “Looks pretty solid.” My gaze drifts to the bar itself. Beer tankards hang above it. “Very authentic.”

“Filing that tidbit away,” she says. “I picked this one because it was on my list as having promise. It has that local pub feel, right?”

“Yes, so you can check that off the list.” I peer toward the back room, cataloging the pool table, and the table football one too, then I make a note to stroll back there later for a proper survey.

“Good. Because I did a lot of research online. I don’t want you to think I’m simply going to expect you to do all the work.”

“Like when I fucked you from behind?”

Her jaw drops, and for the first time in my life, I think I might get slapped. I probably deserve it.

I definitely deserve it.

She doesn’t speak at first, just stares. “Did you really just say that?”

“Did I? Seems that might have been the little devil who sometimes takes over my mouth.”

“Gentleman, my ass.”

I shrug a little sheepishly, hoping I haven’t gone too far. “Even the best gentlemen have devils in them.”

“You and your devil are terrible.”

“Are you sure that’s what you meant? I feel like incredible was the first line in the review you gave me after.”

She shakes her head, huffing. “You’re the worst.”

“Or am I really the best?”

She leans in close. “Just a little reminder, since you seem to have forgotten some details. I did all the work when I rode you. I seem to remember you saying, Yeah, ride me like that, Truly. Let me watch you fuck me hard.”

Hallelujah! It worked. “You do realize it’s still hot as fuck when you talk dirty, even if you’re imitating me talking dirty to you? And for the record, that was my favorite view.” My brain has the courtesy to slide that image front and center. “Picturing it again right now.”

She covers my eyes. “Stop. Just stop.”

“Nice try, but it’s here in my head with me.”

She drops her hand. “The worst.”

“Also, a gentleman always apologizes, so please allow me. I’m sorry for saying you didn’t do any of the work. Now that I think about it, I recall you were fantastic at rocking against me when I bent you over the bed.”

Her eyes bug out. “You won’t ever stop, will you?”

I gaze at the ceiling, considering. “Probably not.” I return my focus to her, lowering my voice. “Do you really want me to? To stop?”

She locks her pretty blue eyes with mine. “Do I? I suppose that’s the question, isn’t it?”

And she doesn’t technically answer it.

Perhaps that’s the answer. Don’t stop.

[image: ]


The bartender swings by, setting down coasters and looking far too much like Liam Hemsworth for my taste. He better not speak like him.

“Cheers! Welcome to Fox and Frog’s Finest, serving the most authentic pints this side of the pond.”

Great, really great. He’s Daniel Fucking Craig, with his now-I’m-from-London-and-all-the-ladies-throw-knickers-at-me accent. Why can’t he just sound like a stuffy, rich uncle from Downton Abbey?

“We are indeed here for the authenticity,” Truly remarks.

“You have come to the right place, then. I’m Marcus, and I’m here for you tonight.”

Fantastic. His personality is a combination of a tour conductor on a double-decker red bus and Frasier, with the whole “I’m listening” routine.

“Nice to meet you, Marcus. Great pub you have,” Truly says.

“I appreciate you saying that. I’m the manager. Newly promoted. Pretty excited for the new role.”

“As you should be. Congrats,” Truly says.

“Thank you very much. But enough about me. Can I interest you in a pint?”

“Pale ale for me, and a porter for my . . .” She casts her gaze at me, mischief in her eyes. “My friend.”

Friend. A reminder of who we are. This is our zone, no matter how many times I might call up scenes from that night.

But friends is what I want, I remind myself.

“Would you like to hear about the pale ale?” Daniel—I mean, Marcus—asks.

“I would,” Truly replies, sounding captivated. “Go on. I'm all ears.”

Marcus clears his throat and rolls up his shirtsleeves. Fantastic. He has arms like a Hemsworth too, and dresses like, well, like he listens to my advice on how a man should dress. “Let me tell you about the pale ale. Because you picked well. You are going to get the finest hops this side of the Hudson.”

Truly scoots closer, listening intently. “Tell me all about it.”

He chuckles, rubs his palms together. “You’ll find this East Coast IPA is sweeter and juicier than a West Coast IPA. Personally, I’d say the flaked oats provide just the right sweet touch.”

Truly nods excitedly, her lips curving into a grin, and a sharp pang of awareness hits me. She’s fascinated with flaked oats. She’s mesmerized by his fucking beer.

“I love a little hint of sweetness in an IPA,” she says.

Marcus Hemsworth beams from here to London, then all the way back. “You’ll adore it, then. There’s almost no bittering hops, and in addition to that, we layered in loads of aroma hops in the whirlpool. Who doesn’t love a whirlpool?”

“Whirlpools rock.”

“That they do.”

“And what kind of aroma hops were rocking out in the whirlpool?”

Fucking hell. Could she be any more excited about the beer? It’s a pint, for fuck’s sake. You drink it; it tastes good. End of story.

“The best kind. The brewer uses the Citra hop, which brings the most tantalizing orange, grapefruit, and lime flavors. It takes the beer to a whole new level. A heavenly level. Do you know what I mean?”

“There is nothing I want more in a beer than for it to be heavenly.”

“But then, that’s what good beer is. Like angels concocted it on high.”

Have I slipped into an alternate world? One where barmen look like matinee idols and talk like Daniel Craig and captivate my woman?

I mean, my friend.

She’s just a friend, and she’s allowed to be interested in hops.

I remind myself that emotions like envy are unbecoming to my entire worldview.

“Let me pour that for you.” Marcus spins around and crosses the bar to the taps.

I shoot her a curious stare. “Want me to leave you alone to chat with Daniel Craig-Hemsworth?”

“Aww, you’re jealous.”

“No. Please. Not at all.”

“I’m just interested in how the beer is made. You don’t have to be so green.”

“Not jealous. Not in the least.”

She holds up her thumb and forefinger. “Maybe a little? I mean, he does have a nice accent, you have to admit. Not that yours isn’t ever so lovely too,” she says, slipping a posh accent onto the last few words.

I jerk back. “I don’t sound like that.”

“You don’t think you sound like Hugh Bonneville?” she asks, continuing in that high-class tone.

“Like a rich, stuffy uncle? Are you kidding me?”

“He’s delightful to listen to. Like Jim Dale. Don’t you like the Harry Potter voice? Astonishing things were happening, and all that.”

“One, Jim Dale is a national treasure, so naturally, I think he’s the cat’s whiskers. Two, I do not sound like Jim Dale or Hugh Bonneville.”

“Maybe Hugh Grant, then?”

“Daniel Craig,” I say, standing my ground.

With utter amusement in her eyes, she sets her hand on my arm. “You’re completely jealous that you’re not the only Brit in the room, aren’t you?”

“Please. As if.”

“Jealous. Calling it.”

“Not an ounce of it in me.”

“Liar.”

“Woman, you are relentless.”

She shimmies her shoulders in a little victory dance. “I am indeed.”

A few seconds later, Marcus turns around, sets down the pints, and issues a declaration. “I promise you this pale ale will coat your palate, and you’ll love every second of it going down your throat.” He blinks, realization hitting him clearly. “Er, sorry. That sounded . . .well, sometimes I get carried away.”

Truly regards the glass with a smile. “We all get carried away sometimes, Marcus.”

I groan. The innuendo. Dear God, the innuendo. I can’t take it anymore.

Another customer walks in, and Marcus gestures to the man in a cap who’s surveying the beer board. Yes, go away, Marcus. Go away, this instant.

“Now, I’ll be right over there. If you need anything at all, just shout. I’ll be here for you.” He’s Frasier again, and he takes off, possibly to begin a history lesson with a new customer.

Truly lifts her glass. “I like him.”

I flinch and try to blink back my shock. “You like him?”

That wasn’t what I wanted her to say.
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I point to Hemsworth. “Him? You like him?”

“Yeah, he’s a character. I like to call that type . . . the soapbox bartender.” She taps her chest. “Personally, I’m a mixologist. But the mixologist gets along well with the soapboxer because we’re both kind of obsessed with what goes into drinks.”

“And you like him?” I ask again, still incredulous.

“I like him professionally,” she says, then presses the back of her hand against my forehead. “You really ought to see if your temperature has risen from this fit of jealousy.”

“I’m cool as ice.”

“Then, since you’re so unaffected by him, take a drink and give an honest opinion.”

I down some of the IPA, and it’s pretty damn tasty. “It’s okay,” I admit grudgingly. “Maybe you and Soapbox want to discuss it.”

She laughs and drinks her beer. “I’ve never seen you so wound up. It’s adorable.”

“I’m not wound up, and I’m not adorable.”

She pokes my side. “Totally adorable.”

Laughing, I blurt out, “That tickles.”

“You’re ticklish?” This seems to delight her to the ends of the earth.

“It’s my curse.”

She darts her fingers out again, prodding my sides. I squirm away, trying not to laugh. “That’s too cute.”

“Not cute,” I mutter. “Not cute at all.”

She takes another swallow, then sets down the glass, her nose crinkling. “This beer is tickling me, but I do love a little beer tickle.”

Damn, she’s cute with her nose crinkling and her talk of tickling and her calling me adorable. And none of this, none of it whatsoever, ought to be appealing. But it is, so I reroute the conversation to where it started. Me. Us. Not that guy or his beer. “So, you listen to me? When I’m on Ryder’s show?”

“Maybe I do a little.”

“Or perhaps a lot?”

She licks her lips, smiling. “I like hearing what you have to say. You have interesting observations. On life, on men, on relationships. On business. It’s kind of fascinating.”

A smile tugs at my lips, coming from deep inside. “Thank you. That means a lot.”

“I read your blog too.” It doesn’t come out like a confession, more like she’s pleased to share this news.

“You really do?”

“And I really enjoy it.”

And I’m lit up, beaming with pride. This is even better than flirting. The fact that she likes reading my columns and listening to my advice warms me up. Hell, maybe it’s similar to how I enjoy listening when she tells stories of her love of mixology and how she names cocktails. “I’m stoked to hear that.”

“You always have something to say. And I like your opinions. They fascinate me. What made you this way? Why did you want to become the”—she stops to sketch air quotes—“‘Modern Gentleman of New York’?”

I sigh, wishing I had a lighter answer for her. But I don’t. “Let’s just say I’ve seen people behave in ways that aren’t exactly the best. So I try to offer suggestions on how we can be better.”

“What sort of things? Is it related to your dad? I know you’re not close with him.”

The mere mention of him sends a jolt of tension down my spine. “That’s true, and also a complete understatement.”

“Did something else happen? Beyond the obvious—him leaving your mom?”

I take another drink, finishing the glass, then bite off the bitter truth. “After he left her and ran away with the other woman, his own mum was sick. She lived here in the States, since he was born here.”

She nods. “Yes, he’s why you have dual citizenship.”

“One good thing I got from him, I reckon. The ability to live on either side of the ocean, no questions asked. In any case, my nan was quite ill, yet he couldn’t be bothered to come over and look after her. I came instead, cared for her, stayed with her till the end.” I take time with each word. Those are days I don’t want to revisit but want to give their proper weight.

“That’s terrible he wouldn’t take care of his own mom,” Truly says softly, placing her hand over mine. I stare at her hand for a second, and it feels good. Like it belongs there. “Do you ever speak to him?”

“No. I don’t want to. Don’t care to. There’s really no point. I have nothing to say to the man.”

“Did you want to return to London? After she passed? Or did your ex turn you completely off going home?”

“Good question. I did want to return at the time, but when Claire took off with the barber, it made me rethink everything.”

“Like what?”

“Where I wanted to live, what I wanted to do. I mean, for life. Not just cobbling together a little bit of this, a little bit of that. It was my second time in the States, since I’d been here for college. So I had to decide if I wanted to go home and chase gigs in London at The Guardian and whatnot, or stay here. When I landed some assignments at a New York-based website, the decision seemed made for me.”

“Any regrets?”

I flash back on the last six years here, the times I’ve had, the friends I’ve made, and the work I’ve done. “Not a one.”

“To no regrets.” She raises her glass with a smile, and I clink mine against hers.

“Enough about my soap-operatic family. Let’s talk about pubs. Have you figured out if this place is the model for a perfect pub or not?”

“I think it’s pretty close, but I can’t shake the sense that there’s something slightly off.” She whips her gaze around the place. She stands, paces like an archaeologist, studying all the nooks and crannies at Fox and Frog’s Finest. She heads to the back room, with the pool table, table football, and trivia machine. “I think something’s missing from here.”

I flash her a smile. “You’re getting warmer.”

She spins the poles on the table football then lets it go. It clatters as it circles and stops. “Okay, guinea pig, what is it?”

I smile at her nickname. “You were heading in the right direction. It’s missing . . .” I mime tossing a small arrow at the wall.

“Oh my God. There are no darts. No dartboard.”

“You can’t have a proper traditional pub without a proper dartboard.”

“Yes! Exactly! I saw dartboards in all the pubs I was researching. I can’t believe I missed it.”

“This is your first in-person lesson in pubs. Don’t be hard on yourself.”

She lifts an eyebrow. “I’ll leave that part to you. Being hard on me.”

A wicked grin crosses my lips. “Who’s relentless now?”

She bumps shoulders with me. “Too bad there’s no dartboard. Darts would have been fun.”

I tuck a strand of hair over her ear. “I’d have enjoyed watching you play.”

“I’d have enjoyed beating you.” She tips her forehead to the bar. “Also, thanks for sharing back there.”

I mime ripping my chest open. “It pained me, woman.”

“I could tell, but I appreciate you telling me. I like knowing what motivates you, especially since I know you’re not big on”—she gasps—“emotions.”

“You’re not exactly an open book either.”

She tilts her head to the side. “I’m not?”

“You’re pretty much a full-speed-ahead kind of woman. You don’t linger on . . . feelings.”

A crease forms in her brow. “I’m not sure that’s true. But maybe it seems that way because you know my story already. I don’t hold back. I’ve told you about Sarah. You know I’m close to my family and my brother. You know I still miss my dad, even though he’s been gone eighteen years. And you know I’m a workaholic. You know me. Maybe that’s why it’s easy for us to be friends?”

Her question is entirely earnest, but my answer isn’t, even though I try to make it seem that way. “Right. It’s incredibly easy.”

But the truth is, it’s not at all simple being her friend.

It’s becoming one of the hardest things I’ve done.
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Soon it’s time to leave, and as Truly gathers her purse, Marcus gives us a goodbye salute. “Cheers. Come back sometime. I want to share a new type of malt we’re bringing in. I’d love to tell you about it. It tastes like grapeseed oil and sunflowers.”

“That sounds fantastic.” Truly hums then taps the bar. “Also, I had an idea for you. It’s all about beer.”

My fists clench. Please, God, can she stop talking to him?

“I’d love to hear it.”

“I think you should write a blog about beer. You have a lot of insight. You ought to share it with the world. That is, if you don’t blog about it already.”

He strokes his chin. “Actually, I do. But it’s been kind of a hard slog. I want to share my love of beer with the world, but I’d much rather talk about it than write about it.”

“Start a beer podcast, then.”

He snaps his fingers, his eyes lighting up. “That’s a damn good idea. I’ve been looking into ways to expand.”

“Always hustling,” she says, then gestures to me. “That’s what he says.”

“That’s good advice, mate.”

“Thanks. Happy to give it,” I say grudgingly.

I check the time, clearing my throat as if to remind her she has someplace to be.

“One more second,” she says to me, and fantastic, now I’m the annoying dick who’s trying to herd her out of here.

“If you want to talk about it, I’m Truly Goodman. I run Gin Joint in Chelsea.”

He gasps. “I love that place. I was there the other weekend. Heard that guy sing and had a Hush Money. Best gin cocktail I’ve had in ages.”

Truly’s smile hits new levels on the Richter scale of delight, and I want to shove a sock in this guy’s mouth. “That’s my brother. He’s a lounge singer and a veterinarian. Or, I should say, he’s a vet and a lounge singer. And Hush Money is mine.”

“It was delicious. Like heaven in a glass.”

I scrub a hand across the back of my neck, wishing this exchange would stop.

“Thank you. I appreciate that. And the beer was great.”

“No, thank you. Your idea is fantastic. You’re amazing. I could kiss you.”

Every territorial instinct in me snaps to attention, calling up the caveman that lurks within. Draping an arm around Truly, I tug her close. I can’t not. “Sorry, mate. I’ve got dibs on that.”

His eyes pop out like they’re attached to springs. He raises his hands like stop signs, and his voice brims with contrition. “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that.”

“No worries.” I flash him a grin, even as I bring her closer to me because she fits fucking perfectly there. She fits against me like she belongs.

We leave, and when we reach the street, I let go of her. She swivels to face me, a challenge written across her eyes. “And what if I wanted him to kiss me?”

“Did you? Did you want to kiss Marcus?”

She parks her hands on her hips. “Well, if I did, you just ruined it.”

“I thought you weren’t interested in dating. That was what you said on Sunday.”

“And I meant it. I wasn’t trying to date Marcus, for God’s sake. I was not picking him up. We were talking about work.”

“You two were pretty damn chatty.”

“It was business. I was learning from him. Stop being such a jealous ass.”

“Ass? Now I’m an ass?”

“You are kind of acting like one.”

“Well, pardon me, then. I’ll just leave so you can return to Marcus the soapbox bartender, who looks like he sprang from Central Casting for Movie Stars.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Are you serious?”

I wave a hand in his direction. “Oh, come on now.”

“I didn’t even notice.”

“You didn’t notice he looks like . . . like . . .” Well, I’m not going to point it out to her.

“I told you. I was only interested in talking to him about beer. I was only interested in learning more about the business. This is business for me.” She stabs at her chest with one finger. “Hello? Workaholic here. Just like you.”

I huff sullenly and mutter an apology. “Sorry.” Then, because that’s not how apologies work and I should know better, I man up and meet her gaze. “I’m sorry I acted like a jealous ass. But I still don’t think Marcus is your type.”

She raises her chin. “How do you know?”

Adrenaline courses through me. It’s this argument, Marcus, the whole damned night. I step closer, lift a hand, and run my thumb over her jawline. “Because you are the kind of woman who needs a particular kind of kiss, and he’s not the man who can give it to you.”

“What type of kiss do I need?” she asks, and it comes out breathy. I want to hear that sound again. I want to be the reason she makes it.

I move closer, and she doesn’t back away. I need to get other men out of her head. I need to erase them, so I say, “Hot, hard, deep, and completely consuming.”

She swallows, her voice a little wobbly but still fierce. “How do you know that’s what I need?”

“Because when I kissed you that night, you melted. You turned boneless. You said no one had ever kissed you that way before.”

Her words are some kind of invitation. “Maybe I like it soft and slow now.”

“Do you?”

“Perhaps.” It lasts for five syllables, and with the vibration of each one, I move closer. I run a hand down her arm. Goosebumps trail in my wake, and she doesn’t pull away.

“Perhaps you do,” I repeat. She’s inches from me. Her eyes lock with mine and heat flashes across hers. “Only one way to find out.”

I slide a hand into her hair, then brush my lips over hers, barely kissing her, hardly touching. It’s enough to drive me wild, to make me want more. To make me want her again, want her more than I already do. This woman taunts me, tempts me.

And I want her to feel tempted too.

Her soft lips seal against mine, and even though I’ve kissed her hard and hot and heavy, even though I’ve kissed her like I’m going to fuck her, tonight isn’t for devouring.

I give her exactly what she asked for—soft and slow.

How much I enjoy it takes me by surprise. It’s like we’re discovering a new way to kiss. I bring her closer. She parts her lips, and the second she does, my mind goes haywire, wild with images of what might come next. Here on the streets of Tribeca, I can barely contain the desire that rockets through me.

Especially when she slinks her hands around my waist, dipping them into the back pockets of my jeans. Grabbing my ass. Driving me crazy as I yank her closer for a final hot, searing kiss.

When we break apart, my mind has traveled to another country. My logic and reason have packed up and left too, no forwarding address.

She drags her fingertips down the front of my shirt. “What do you know? Turns out soft and slow is nice too.”

I run a hand through my hair, trying to reconnect thoughts to reality. “Yeah, works for me as well.”

She drops her forehead to my chest, and damn, that feels nice. But when she lifts her face, it’s like she’s reset herself, cleared her thoughts. “But that was simply a test. You know that, right?”

I need to reset too, so I nod automatically. “Sure. Just testing a theory. Won’t happen again.”

“It can’t happen again.” She takes a deep breath. “Also, there’s something I’ve been meaning to refresh your memory about.” She moves closer once more, so there’s barely any space between us. “I don’t know where this idea of three times comes from. Maybe you ought to have your brain checked.”

“What are you talking about?”

She dips her face near me and whispers against my neck, her fresh scent drifting into my nose. “It was four.”

She lets go and leaves.

I stand there, wishing it were Chip’s wedding right now because I can’t wait to see her again.

And that’s a big fucking problem.
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From the pages of Truly’s Drink Recipe Book

Slippery Slope:

Wasabi powder

Sake

Lime juice

Splash of gin

So maybe you took a step down a slippery slope the other night. Maybe you tumbled a little farther than you thought. No worries. We can get you back up with a certain cocktail. Mix wasabi powder, sake, lime juice and a splash of gin. Strain it into a Collins glass, and take a hearty swallow.

That fire in your nose?

That kick?

It’ll knock you right back up to where you started.

Top of the hill with your feet firmly planted.

You’re good.

No slippery slope for you, no matter how pretty you feel when you slide into that blue dress he sent over to your place for you to wear tomorrow. It fits perfectly, like he knows all the curves and dips of your body.

No matter how sharp the drop seems when you read the note he included: I’d say try not to look too tempting, but that’s a lost cause. See you tomorrow night.

Slippery slope indeed.
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On the way to Chip’s bachelor party, my phone pings with a message. I unlock the screen, laughing when I find a cartoonish image of a leg bone connected to the ankle bone, and a text from my sister.

Abby: At last! Now we know how they’re connected.

As I turn the corner toward the restaurant, I hunt for a GIF, find one I like, and send it to her. It’s a shot of the board game Operation.

Jason: Well done! For your next assignment, I’d like you to master Operation. It’ll be tough, but I believe in you.

Abby: Jason, don’t be silly. That’s the fourth year.

Jason: I know that. Why don’t you tell me something I don’t know? I mean that literally. Go on. Try and find something that impresses me.

Abby: Sure, let’s talk about the anatomy of the brachial plexus.

A quick Google search tells me that’s the network of nerves extending from the spinal cord over the first rib and into the armpit.

I reply.

Jason: Now you’re talking!

Abby: Impressed? I told you that you’d get a strong return on your investment. Just wanted you to know your money is going to good use.

Jason: I never thought anything different.

I say goodbye fondly and head into the restaurant.
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The clatter of forks and the clink of glasses echo across the dark restaurant in the heart of the Upper East Side. Chip picked this surf and turf spot for his last single night, and the man seems pleased.

He stretches his arms wide across the back of the booth, sighing contentedly as he regards the remains of his sea creature. “Guys, this was the best night ever. Thank you so much for being in my wedding party. I’m so dang busy running the firm that I don’t have time for friends. This though? This kind of night out? It’s the perfect solution for a guy like me.”

There’s something refreshing about Chip. He’s entirely forthright about his situation and his need for a best man. He’s not cloying or clingy. He’s simply having a blast and paying for it.

I raise a glass. “Happy to be a part of it.” But Walker’s advice rings in my ears. You do know you can’t do this forever.

“It’s an honor,” Sully says, playing the part of Chip’s good friend to the T.

Chip points to the meal. “And this lobster? This was the best lobster ever. I’m going to write an ode to this shellfish.”

That sparks Troy’s interest. “What will you say?”

Troy and I worked a few weddings together this summer, and he’s a suave cat. His inquisitive nature makes him a good fit for the gig.

Chip regards the lobster, screwing up his brow as he thinks. “All right. I’ve been working on this for a while. I’m not there yet, but work with me.” He clears his throat and adopts an old English accent, sliding into a riff on Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18 and its opening lines about a summer’s day.

“Shall I compare thee to my dream fillet? Thou art more buttery and more succulent.” He grins at us. “What do you think?”

“Nice!” Troy jumps in.

“Well done,” I second, using my best Hugh Grant tone, as requested.

“But I kind of get stuck there. I’ve been reworking the first few lines for a while now, and I can’t seem to move past it. I bet you can help, being English.”

I laugh and turn to Troy, who’s nearly bursting to take on the challenge. “You don’t need me when you have our resident Shakespeare scholar and aspiring playwright.”

Troy, seeming energized by the opportunity, snaps his fingers, muttering under his breath the actual lines from the bard’s most famous sonnet. “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more lovely and more temperate. Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, and summer’s lease hath all too short a date.” A long sigh, then he pumps a fist. “Got it. Ready?”

“I’m ready,” Chip says. “Lay it on us.”

“Shall I compare thee to my dream fillet? Thou art more buttery and more succulent. Other fish will storm your plate, try to claim your place . . . But none will win, all are but a supplement.”

Chip’s jaw drops. “Are you kidding me? I’ve been stuck on rhyming ‘succulent’ forever.”

Troy gestures broadly, amped up by the creative exercise. “My first thought was ‘truculent,’ but that means aggressive and doesn’t really fit that well. So, ‘supplement’ it is.”

Sully’s eyes bounce back and forth like he’s watching ping-pong in the Olympics, then he bows Wayne’s World–style. “You just rhymed on the spot. We are not worthy.”

Troy blows on his fingers. “When you got it, you got it. I can rap the entire sonnet actually.”

“You can? That’s an awesome party trick. Can you do it right now?” Chip asks, sounding awestruck.

Troy glances to me as if asking for permission, and holy hell, he has it. “Dying to hear this.” I cross my arms and listen as Troy makes a beatbox of his mouth and proceeds to hip-hop his way through “Sonnet Eighteen,” starting with Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more lovely and more temperate.

I clap when he’s done. We all do.

The word idea seems to flash in neon above Chip’s head. “Can you do that at the wedding tomorrow? Maybe with ‘Sonnet One Hundred Sixteen’?”

“If music be the food of love, play on,” Troy says. “Though that’s from Twelfth Night. But it’s my way of saying yes, I’d be honored.”

“What do you do when you’re not . . .” Chip lowers his voice. “You know, doing this . . .?”

Ah, the question of the hour. In addition to the groomsman work, how exactly does he support his playwriting habit? Lately, I’ve begun to suspect he works the pole. How else would he know all the words to 50 Cent’s “Candy Shop” and Ginuwine’s “Pony”?

“He does a little of everything,” Sully interjects proudly. “A real man of the people. Jack-of-all-trades. Isn’t that right?”

“Yeah, sometimes I work as a cop. Sometimes I’m the maître d’. Other times, I’m just the pool guy.”

“Those are a lot of . . . odd jobs.” Chip’s eyebrow rises, like none of that computes.

Troy lifts his water glass and takes a drink. “Just to support the wife and me before the plays take off.”

Everything makes perfect sense now. He’s a stripper. Magic Mike meets Eugene O’Neill is my rent-a-groomsman.

Chip smiles like he has a secret. “I love Shakespeare. I quoted a sonnet when Pugalicious and I asked Ashley to marry me.”

I snap my gaze to him. “Pugalicious?”

“Pugalicious is my dog. Ashley and I met at a dog park. She has a pug too. It was love at first pug.”

“That is . . . thoroughly sweet,” I say.

“Hooked her with the pug, won her with a sonnet. Hopefully, she’ll stay for me.”

“I’ll drink to that,” I say, raising a glass.

“What about you? Who’s your date? Is she sonnet-worthy?” Chip asks.

“Julie,” I say quickly.

“What’s she like?”

I don’t answer Chip at first. Not aloud.

She’s like . . . the bottle of scotch you want to open but can’t because it’s on your father’s shelf. She’s like the car you long for when you spot the red Ferrari cruising around the bend. She’s the sexiest, wittiest, most clever woman—no, person—you’ve ever known, and you want her so fucking much, it’s a persistent ache.

I turn to Chip. “She’s just a great girl. That’s all.”

When dinner ends, capped with loads of selfies that Chip sends to his family and his bride, Troy pulls me aside.

“I need to take off. I have a . . . thing.”

“Good luck with the thing. See you tomorrow at the ceremony.”

After I say good night to Chip and head out into the Manhattan evening, it occurs to me that all of these guys, this random collection of men, are heading home to their various ladies. Chip to his soon-to-be bride, Sully to Jana (and his sneakers), and Troy to his woman, Irene. Well, after he shakes it all night long.

As for me, I wander downtown, happily single, loving the night breeze and enjoying my solitude.

Though what is Truly up to right now, on a Friday night in the summer? Is she out with friends too? At home? Or behind the bar at Gin Joint?

A tug pulls me toward Chelsea, telling me to casually pop into her bar. Chat with her. Flirt with her.

Steal a moment alone with her and kiss her so damn senseless she melts completely in my arms.

I blink the far-too-tempting thoughts away. Another kiss would be dangerous. It could make the next few gigs with her rockier than they need to be. Not to mention the potential strain it would put on my friendship with her brother.

I clench my fists, holding tight to those thoughts as I head home instead. No need to catch a few extra moments with a woman I’m not involved with, not seeing, and not going home to.

My phone bleats.

It’s Nora.

“Hallo, German spy,” I say.

“Guten Abend. I’m calling because I want to go out on a high note, and I won’t take no for an answer.”
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The next morning, Nora spins her replacement around to face the mirror hanging on Truly’s bedroom door, presenting her like she’s in a pageant. Granted, Truly looks stunning in the simple blue dress I sent to her.

“You look amazing.” Nora sings the last word. “Now, have you thought about what name you’re going to use?”

Nora’s here because . . . well, she insisted. She leaves tonight for Chicago, and she wanted to send us out on a high note, she told me when she rang last night. She also wanted to ride in style to the airport, and I can’t blame her. Chip is sending a swank limo for me, and I’m taking off soon and will drop Nora off at the airport on the way to the photo shoot. Truly will join me later.

“She’s Julie. That’s the name I told Chip,” I say from my spot on Truly’s couch.

Nora shoots death rays at me with her hazel eyes. “She can’t be a Julie. Why did you give her that name?”

“Why can’t she be a Julie?”

“Julie’s pretty easy for me not to fuck up,” Truly says dryly. “I have to agree with Jason on this one.”

Nora grabs Truly’s shoulders. “Because this is your opportunity. This is your chance. You could have been Ramona, a naughty librarian who wears fishnet stockings under her pencil skirts. You could have been Svetlana, a Russian orphan finally finding her way in America. Or, even better, Francesca, the Brazilian heir to an oil conglomerate, who escaped from . . . a cartel. Personally, I liked to use names like Zosa and Marta.”

It’s a wonder no one saw through the ruse. But then again, Nora can act. She’s not always over-the-top. Just with friends.

“But then I’d have to do an accent, wouldn’t I?” Truly reminds us. “I’m not really an accent person. Though I can do a good Midwestern one. And then when Damien Grey the Third bent me over the piano, he spanked me and slid inside me, and it felt oh so good.”

My jaw disengages from my skull and falls to the floor. Even in her Midwestern good-girl accent, she sounds fucking hot. “Yes, just do that all night.”

Nora laughs. “It’s very convincing. Maybe for the next one?” Nora’s hope is like an extra exuberant person in the room. “Or maybe you could be a delightful Southern belle. Perhaps you could be Abigail Anna from Savannah.”

“Why would I want to draw more attention to myself? I’m only there as a shield for him.” Truly flaps her arm at me.

“You’re both a shield and a lubricant,” Nora says, amused. “It’s what my agent says. Use me as your shield or your lubricant.”

I raise a hand. “If you’re choosing, I’d really like to be the lube.”

“Darling,” Truly says, trying on Southern Belle after all, “I’m the lube. Try to remember.”

Nora claps. “See? It’s so much more fun.”

Truly twirls her hair and smacks her lips, as if she’s chewing gum. “Like, I don’t know. I totally don’t know if it’s more fun. Does it, like, feel more fun to you?”

I crack up at her ditz routine. “Look at all your hidden talents.”

Truly takes a bow then says in her own voice, “Listen, I’m only going as Jason’s date. I don’t need to do a whole song and dance.”

Nora scoffs for a full minute. “Oh no, no, no, no. He’s not Jason tonight. You can’t call him by his real name.”

“Right, I nearly forgot.” Truly meets my gaze. “What am I calling you? Can you be Cornelius?”

I wiggle an eyebrow. “Depends when you want to call me that.”

Nora fluffs Truly’s hair and offers more names. “How about Mortimer? Or better yet, Wilbur? Hold on. Let me grab a comb.” She scurries to the other side of the room where she left her purse.

Truly walks closer to me, a smile tugging at her lips. “Can I call you Wilbur tonight?”

“Only if I’m deep inside you,” I mouth.

Truly’s eyes simmer. “You’re not going to be inside me.”

“Then you’re not going to call me Wilbur.”

Nora returns with a silver hair clip. “Let me just do this. If you like it, I’ll show you how, and you can do it tonight, okay? Personally, I like wigs, but the idea is the same. A new hairstyle can make you feel like a whole different person. It’ll help you get into character.”

She threads her hands through Truly’s hair, fashioning it into a French twist, and . . . wow. Truly looks . . . just wow. Her neck is divine and begging me to kiss it.

Be good. She’s your best friend’s sister. She’s your friend. And you need this job badly to help Abby.

But that neck. I want to get my mouth all over it. I want to inhale her. Devour her.

Truly gestures to her new ’do. “What do you think?”

I think my mouth is dry. I think I can’t form words without gravel in them. But I find my voice, answering her as nonchalantly as I possibly can, given the hard matters south of the border. “I think down works fine.”

Nora gives a dismissive grunt. “Fine? Fine is for peanut butter sandwiches. You look delicious like this. Like a strawberry cupcake. Ooh, one more thing. What’s your job, if someone asks? You could be a banker, all buttoned up. Or even a belly dancer. That’s exotic but believable. No one can call you on that.”

“I took a belly-dancing class once.” Truly wiggles her hips, then she snaps her fingers. “I know! I know what I want to do.”

She heads for her bedroom and returns wearing a pair of black glasses. “Costume glasses. You approve?”

“Of everything,” I say, picturing how all the pieces—dress, hair, hot-for-teacher glasses—will come together.

If I didn’t have a sexy librarian fetish before, I do now.

No, that’s not it. If I’m honest, I just have a Truly fetish, and it’s getting so damn strong I’d even be willing to let her call me Wilbur.
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I see blue.

Gorgeous sapphire blue.

How is it possible that outfit looks even better now? Perhaps it’s the sunset, that golden hue that makes everyone and everything a little softer, a little closer to perfect. Or maybe it’s because I’ve been thinking of her all day. Thinking of her since I saw her try on that dress. Thinking of her taking it off.

Truly arrives before the ceremony as I’m waiting on the lawn at the inn in Connecticut.

Her chestnut hair is in a twist, black glasses frame her face, and that dress hugs her fantastic body. What was I thinking? I should have bought her sweatpants, and I mean real sweatpants, the elastic ankles kind, not those yoga pants that radiate sex. Or a sweatshirt, all bulky and frumpy.

Then again, I’ve seen her in a sweatshirt, and I still found her alluring, so it’s on me to keep my lust in check.

She reaches me, rises on her tiptoes, and dusts a soft kiss to my cheek. “Hi, Jay.”

That’s not helping. I go up in flames. The temperature in me shoots up like I’m a space capsule reentering the atmosphere, radio signal lost, heat shield threatening to melt. This woman has my number. She is so fucking sexy, but I can’t let it distract me . . . because it’s expensive to teach Abby about the brachial plexus and solar plexus and whatever—screw all those bundles of neurons. All my nerves are unraveling for her.

“Hi, Julie.”

She shoots me a naughty grin. “Or should I call you Wilbur?”

“You know my conditions on that.” And maybe because she called me Wilbur, maybe because she looks good enough to undress, eat, and worship all night long, and maybe because resisting her is exhausting, I give myself a little leeway.

She’s my date, after all. Might as well enjoy the perks. I slide my arm around her waist.

Her reaction? Priceless. She trembles as I touch her. “Nice glasses. So glad you could make it, Julie.”

“Good to be here, Jay.” She sounds breathless, and for a split second, it feels like we’re the only people here, especially with our role-play.

With my arm still around her waist, I return the favor from the other night when she slipped her hands into my jean pockets. I let my palm slide down to her ass. I give the slightest of squeezes, enough to elicit a hitch in her breath.

“Behave,” she warns, shooting a stern stare over her lenses. But she wriggles against my hand, seeking out the curve of my palm.

I groan. “I’d tell you to behave too . . . but I don’t want you to.”

“We’re supposed to be good.” Wriggle, wriggle. “We’re in the friend zone.” She presses a little harder, a little more firmly into my hand, and the heat shield burns through, melting away.

I slide my fingers lower, teasing at the line—that absolutely delicious line—where her ass meets her leg. Ah, yes. I do enjoy where the tailbone is connected to the leg bone.

“If this is the friend zone, I’d like to live here.” I squeeze her ass, and a gust of a sigh rushes from her lips.

Too bad we’re surrounded by people.

Those people include my client, who’s rushing across the grass, looking dapper in his tuxedo. He pumps Truly’s hand. “You must be Julie.”

“And you must be Chip. I’ve heard so much about you. It’s a pleasure.”

“And you as well. Thank you for being here.” He turns to me. “And you. Without you, I wouldn’t be able to give Ashley the wedding she’s always dreamed of. Though, in all fairness, I should thank my ex-girlfriend. If she hadn’t dumped me for some other guy, I wouldn’t be here. I should send her a thank-you note.”

His genuine smile loosens some of the bricks in my facade. Because in his story, I hear echoes of mine, reminders of Claire. If she had held up her end of the bargain, where would I even be right now? With her? Without her? Back in London, trying to cobble together a living as . . . what? A meat-pie baking apprentice? A business reporter? I shudder at the thought of either. And honestly, I don’t know that I’d be doing the Modern Gentleman work in the UK. The cachet of not being from here seems to elevate my station when it comes to landing work in New York—speaking gigs and radio bits.

And I like my other job at the moment too. This one.

For the first time in a long time, I’m really enjoying this after-hours gig, and I suspect that’s not only because of the companion next to me. But because Chip’s a decent guy.

I clap his shoulder. “It’s her loss, isn’t it, mate?”

“Abso-flipping-lutely,” he says, the picture of happiness. “Speaking of, I just got word from Ashley that everyone’s here. We’re good to go.” He glances at the sun, slipping toward the horizon. His photographer is taking photos before the ceremony, so the light is ideal. “We can get the bridesmaid and maid of honor.”

“Right. Bring out the ladies.” When he darts off, I bring my face closer to Truly’s and whisper, “Remember, I’m too hot to be single. So feel free to put your hands all over me.”

“I feel like you can fend off any advances without me mauling you.”

“No, I can’t. I really can’t. You’re going to have to manhandle me. Just pat me down like you’re a TSA agent.” I widen my stance, raising my arms in the air. “Go ahead. I’m ready.”

“You’re ready? Is that so?”

“Completely. One hundred percent.”

She lifts her hands, draws a breath, then darts out her fingers and tickles me.

I muffle a shout, barely, squirming away from her on the lawn. “You’re vicious. Totally vicious.” But it comes out in a peal of laughter.

She grabs me, looping an arm around my shoulder. “Want me to put you in a back mount?” But the flirting stops when seconds later, a wrinkly, panting pug rushes across the lawn.

“Pugalove!” a young voice calls out, and I follow the sound, finding the bridesmaid shouting to her dog. “Pugalove! You come right back to me, you rapscallion.”

The rapscallion in question seems well-trained, since she spins around and rushes back to the bridesmaid, who bends and scratches the dog’s chin. “You are such a good girl. So good. But you’re supposed to have your maid-of-honor dress on, you nutty pug.”

I jerk my gaze toward her.

Maid of honor?

The young woman scoops up the dog. “Let’s get you dolled up, my lovebug.” The bridesmaid stands and brushes a hand down her dress, switching from dog baby-talk to something a little more seductive. “Oh, hi, Jay.”

“Hi, Amelia.”

She nibbles on the corner of her lip. “Pugalove was going to . . . well, I think she wanted to come over and meet you.” Her words come out all breathy.

Truly drapes an arm possessively around me. “Who doesn’t want to meet Jay? Get in line, Pugalove.”

The bridesmaid laughs. “I know. I’ll take tickets for that line.”

“You’re telling me,” Truly adds, squeezing my shoulder and snuggling a little closer. Well, there. Maybe I can get Amelia to hang around a little longer.

“Ah, you ladies are too kind,” I say.

Amelia slides me a dreamy look. “I promise, it’s not kindness that makes Pugalove and me want to wait in line.”

Truly chuckles. “Soul sisters. Am I right?” Then she brushes a quick kiss to my cheek, marking her territory.

Amelia sighs dreamily. “You’re so lucky.”

“I know,” Truly says.

“I want to be like you someday.” On that note, Amelia smiles sadly, spins around, and disappears back into the inn.

“Seems she brings out the jealous side of you.”

“You think so?”

“You were pretty handsy, Julie.”

“Just doing my job, Jay.” But the way she touches my arm—sensuously, seductively—doesn’t feel like she’s thinking about work at all.

Seconds later, the bride strides over to me, extending a hand. “I’m Ashley. So great to meet you . . . Jay.” In her soft North Carolina twang, she overemphasizes my name because, of course, she knows Chip hired me. Ashley turns to Truly. “You must be Julie. So glad you could come too. And I saw you met my little bestie. Isn’t she a doll? Pugalove’s the reason I’m here today.”

“Is Pugalove a matchmaker?” Truly asks with a smile.

“You bet she is.” With a knowing grin, Ashley stage-whispers, “She served as my guy magnet. Helped locate the right man for me.”

“She has some top-notch man radar, then?” Truly looks just shy of smiling at the bride’s candid good humor.

“She absolutely does. And boy, was it tough out there before then. Finding a good man is harder than finding a bra that fits you just right.”

“Well, that’s a level-five challenge right there.”

“I know. I spent years looking for just the right fit. But dating these days? That’s a level ten.”

“You're telling me. It’s rough out there in those waters.”

I grit my teeth at Truly even alluding to the cruel world of modern dating.

“Exactly. But when you have a dog like Pugalove, friendly and with excellent radar, you have an icebreaker with the handsome fellas.”

“So how exactly does her radar work? Did she find Chip for you or grease the wheels?”

“Well, in my defense, I did spot him myself. I’d seen him heading into the dog park a few times, and I had a hunch about him because he was so sweet with his dog. I thought, He’s got to be a good one, and all I wanted was to finally meet a real nice guy like that. So I timed my visit one day. I brought Pugalove when I knew he’d be there, and once I let her off-leash, she ran right up to him and Pugalicious. Two seconds later, she wagged her tail, asked for a little ear scratch, and that was all she wrote. Boom. Done.”

“Wow. She opened the door and gave you her seal of approval at the same time.”

“Exactly. Like she knew what I needed, and I definitely needed him. Chip and I talked for an hour, and he asked me out that night, and the rest is history, all thanks to her.”

“She’s the perfect wingwoman.”

“She’s a rescue pup, but really, she rescued me from the misery of dating jerks. I love her.”

I flash back to Chip’s words from last night. Yep, this woman is staying for him. Absolutely.

Truly gestures toward the inn. “She earned the maid-of-honor job, then. I’d say she deserves a slice of steak-flavored wedding cake for helping you find true love.”

“I know, right? Don’t we all want that? And listen, sweetie, if you ever need any tips on dating, let me know. I can give you the number of the pug rescue or the address of some dog parks.” Ashley points from Truly to me. “Unless y’all decide to level up. And if you do, you’d make a hella cute couple.”

She waves and spins around, and I’m left holding a bowl full of dating advice from the newlyweds. I suppose it’s fitting they’re trying to tell us how it all works. Simply being married doesn’t qualify one to give advice, but being happily in love makes you dole it out with abandon, because everyone should be so lucky.

I let go of Truly’s hand and join the ridiculously happy couple for photos, feeling strangely empty.
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When she reaches the end of the aisle, Ashley’s gaze finds Chip’s, and her smile is wildly happy and a bit wicked. She gives a tiny little wave and whispers, "Hey, you handsome man.”

“Hey, beautiful bride.”

“Are you ready?” she whispers.

“So ready,” he whispers back.

“I’ve been waiting a long time for someone like you.”

“I’ve been waiting longer.”

“No, I have.”

“No, I have.”

I bet this is how they were in the dog park, lovey and sweet.

They take their vows, and it suits everything I’ve seen of them, from that private exchange to when the justice of the peace pronounces them man and wife and tells Chip he may kiss the bride.

But she’s faster on the draw. Ashley grabs her husband’s face and plants a massive smooch on his lips. Yes, she’s keeping him.

Truly shoots me a smile that’s neither naughty nor droll. It’s simply . . . sweet.

And it does something to my cold heart.

Something that feels a bit like a thaw.

And that’s a whole lot of a problem.
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Chip and Ashley’s plan to keep Amelia at bay seems to have worked. Jana keeps Sully occupied, Irene keeps Troy busy, and Amelia seems to have gotten the message that we’re all partnered up.

She’s ceased the flirting and instead is making besties with Truly at the head table later that night. “So there’s the guy at school . . . I can’t decide if I hate him or maybe love him . . . or if he loves me or hates me. It’s all so confusing, and I don't know what to do.”

“What makes it so confusing? Can you give me an example?” Truly asks, in that helpful tone she has with people she hardly knows. Must be another reason why she’s so good at her job. She’s great with people. She can talk to anyone, and find common ground with them.

“Well, he did listen to Ariana Grande with me. That’s a good sign that he likes me, isn’t it?”

“I’d say it’s a great sign.”

“But he also didn’t invite me to the dance next weekend, and it would be awesome if he asked me.”

“Well, does he know you like him? Sometimes men need a little reassurance before they put themselves out there.”

“True. He did Snapchat me earlier today and I never wrote back. Maybe I should Snapchat him back.”

“I think you should go for it. Snapchat him tonight.”

“I will. He’s so adorbs. Like you and your guy.”

Truly loops an arm around me. “Jay is totes adorbs.”

I slide a hand along her wrist. “So are you.”

“Awww, you guys are the most adorbs,” Amelia says with a sigh. “I want this kind of thing for myself. You guys have to stay like this. It’s sooo sweet.”

I meet Truly’s gaze, thinking Amelia has some damn good ideas. Staying like this sounds brilliant.

I lean closer to Truly, whispering, “Thanks for coming tonight.”

“Thanks for inviting me.”

She leaves her arm around me, and it hardly feels like it’s for Amelia’s benefit anymore.

Soon enough, it’s time for the best man’s speech, and I keep it short and simple per Chip’s request, but I talk him up, waxing on about all the ways he’s a good, fun, and caring man. The funny thing is, it’s all true. Chip is a good guy. That’s patently obvious.

When I’m through, I turn the reins over to Troy who clears his throat. “I’m here to celebrate this union with a little Shakespeare. Is everyone ready for Sonnet One Hundred Sixteen?”

“Go for it!” Chip shouts.

Troy then proceeds to rap the hell out of the Bard, starting with: “Let me not to the marriage of true minds…Admit impediments.”

When he finishes, Chip turns to his bride. “Surprise, sweetie! I had him do that for you.”

Ashley throws her arms around him. “I am never ever letting you go.”

Chip’s smile can power a rocket launch. “That’s the goal.”

When Ashley drops a kiss to his lips, that pang in my chest returns, like a drumbeat, persistent and a little annoying.

Or maybe it’s simply that Ed Sheeran is playing, and the dancing has begun.

Truly sets down her champagne and grabs my hand. “Let’s dance.”

“To Ed Sheeran?”

“Yes. I know you hate him, and I don’t care.”

Funny, I don’t care right now that I hate him either. The chance to have her in my arms is worth the assault on my eardrums.

I take her hand, guide her to the dance floor, and loop my hands around her waist.

I’d like to say we’re good. I’d like to say I feel nothing.

But that’d be a bigger lie than pretending the groom isn’t paying me to be here.
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From the pages of Truly’s Drink Recipe Book

A Little Hanky Panky:

Champagne, Straight Up

You tell yourself you’ll stick to the plan.

You know you can do it.

Hell, you’ve done it for a while now. For years, even. For as long as you’ve known that guy, the one you can’t stop thinking about.

You go over the reasons. You list them, highlight them, stick them to a Post-it, and slap it on the fridge.

But then there are the things he says, dirty and sweet, entertaining and thoughtful. The way he listens—the way he talks. How he holds the door, pulls out your chair, takes your coat.

He’s a man in a city that is teeming with boys.

Or maybe it’s simpler. Maybe it’s how he touches your hand, your waist, your hair. Perhaps it’s the tender way he meets your gaze when you demand a dance, or the hint of vulnerability that flashes across his amber eyes.

Or it could be that, once again, you’re away from the city.

You’re not in that five-mile radius of your regular life, your regular job, and your regular people.

This is an escape, and you know when you indulge in that first sip of champagne it’s going straight to your head. Not just the drink, but the night, the dress, the tux, and the talking.

When you take that sip, it tastes like a getaway, like a delicious secret, like a treasure to grab tight.

Times like this, when the man you want takes your hand at a wedding, you’re already in a champagne state of mind.
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Dancing with her is not at all like dancing with Nora or anyone else in the world.

My pulse beats faster, my blood runs hotter. She slides against me, fitting perfectly in my arms. My gaze swings down to the neckline of her dress. It’s classy but shows a hint of creamy skin, just the way I like it. I brush my fingertips across the tops of her breasts, and she shivers as I touch her. “This dress looks stunning. Have I told you that?”

She licks her lips. “I’m not really sure. It’s hard for me to remember what I had for breakfast. But you can tell me again.” Her tone is so damn inviting.

I inch a little closer, my hands tightening on her hips as her arms loop around my neck. “You look good enough to eat.”

She offers me a smile, like my words have unlocked her. “You always look good enough to eat.”

This woman. Her appetite. Her naughty mouth. “And you say I’m relentless.”

“I guess it takes one to know one.”

“I like this mood you’re in tonight,” I tell her as I finger a strand of her hair.

She tilts her head. “What mood do you think I’m in?”

I whisper in her ear. “The same one I’m in.”

She shudders against me, and my bones crackle. My mind floods with filthy images of her. I’m dangerously close to overheating. I pull back slightly, trying to clear the haze so I don’t take her, toss her over my shoulder, and stalk into the inn to fuck her, forgetting my client, forgetting the job I’ve been paid to do.

I glance around the reception, tipping my chin toward the guests swaying under the lights, others laughing and chatting at the tables and the deejay swaying in place as he plays pop songs I despise, but I can’t find the energy to loathe anything right now. “What do you think of the wedding?”

“It feels like it’s real.” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “Like we’re not here as fake friends of the groom.”

“I know what you mean. It’s not like I think I’m going to hang out with Chip when this is done, but there’s something about him I like.”

“He’s authentic,” she says.

“He is. All he wants is to make her happy.”

“I think he’s succeeded.” The couple is on the dance floor too, practically sealed together. You’d need a butter knife to wedge them apart, but who would want to? The way they hang on to each other, the way they maul each other’s mouth, says they both chose well.

I turn my full attention back to Truly, cataloging her face, her midnight-blue eyes, the sweep of her hair off her neck, and those glasses. She fits perfectly in my arms, and I let myself imagine what it would be like to have more of her.

She doesn’t feel like a fake date. “I’m glad you’re here.”

She lifts her chin, meeting my gaze. “How glad?”

I laugh, pressing against her. “Incredibly glad. Isn’t that obvious?”

“Maybe it is now,” she says, sliding against the outline of my length.

I groan appreciatively. “Are you trying to send me a message?”

She shrugs, her eyes a little glossy, her voice a little rough. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Jason.”

I curl my fingers around her hip, squeezing, loving her frankness. “Really? It seems like you know exactly.”

She plays with the ends of my hair, sending sparks down my spine. “Do I?”

My entire body is lit up, charged by her touch. “I think we both know what we’re doing.”

She tangos her fingers across my shoulders, playing with the lapels on my jacket. “But we said it was a bad idea. You and me. We said it made no sense.”

“I know. And yet here we are.” My gaze drifts down to her fingers, now toying with my bow tie. “And you’re trying to undress me in front of everyone.”

“I’m finding it a little hard to keep my hands off you.”

“I know that feeling well. It’s always that way with you. It’s a constant battle not to touch you, kiss you, or steal you away to a dark corner.”

“And how’s the battle going tonight?”

“Let’s see. I’m dancing with you. Pretending you’re mine. Yeah, I think I’m losing the battle for control.” I slide my palm over the top of her ass, and she gasps then sucks in a breath. “All I can think about is how to get this dress off you.”

“And have you figured it out?”

“Oh, I absolutely have. I’ve mapped out the fastest way to undress you. In my head, you’re already naked.”

She smiles naughtily. “And how is it with me naked in your head?”

I meet her gaze, holding it as electricity radiates down my skin. “Dirty. Wild. Sweaty. Carnal.”

She shudders, pressing her breasts against my chest. “Sounds about right.”

I dip my face close to her, brushing my jaw across her cheek, letting her feel my stubble. “Wet. I left that out. You’re so fucking wet in my head.”

She trembles, her voice barely a whisper. “It’s not only in your head, Jason.”

I can barely contain my desire for her. I drag a finger down her spine. “You mean I could take off this dress, strip you down to nothing, and find out how much you want me?”

“Yes, and that’s why you need to stop.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re not ready to leave yet, and I don’t want to walk around the rest of this wedding a hot, wet mess.”

I glance toward the inn, then back at her. “I could take you inside, find a room, and fuck you right now up against the door. Would you like that?”

“You know I’d like it, but you can’t do that. You’re on the job.”

“Look at you, being so thoughtful and considering when I can and can’t fuck you,” I say.

“I think about you a lot. I think about you fucking me a lot.”

A groan rips from my throat. I’m on fire for her. Every square inch of me is sizzling. “Do you have any idea how much I want to make you call out my name right now?”

“Wilbur?”

I laugh, then the laughter fades when I give her my answer. “Like I said, you can call me anything while I’m fucking you hard.”

She seems to let my last words roll around her tongue like she’s tasting them, biting the juice from them. “Fucking me hard. Is that what you’re going to do to me tonight?”

“You and I both know how this night is ending.”

But when the song finishes a second later and turns into a faster one, we stop the dirty talk, the flirting. If we don’t, it’s going to be perfectly obvious to everyone that we want this wedding to end right now, and there are two more hours on the clock.

Instead, we dance, fast and hot, moving and grooving. We dance together, we dance with others, and we toast again to the couple. I knock fists with the groomsmen, I listen as Chip tells a joke, we talk to Ashley, we pet the pugs, and then finally, mercifully, it’s over.

Even though it’s been wonderful in its own way, I’m desperate for it to end.

I take her to the limo that Chip reserved for me and open the door for her, this woman I want.

Once inside, we lunge at each other.
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From the pages of Truly’s Drink Recipe Book

Water, Ice Cold

When you’re parched, when you’re so damn thirsty, when your mouth is a desert of longing, you grab a glass of ice water and down it. That is your true liquid courage. You don’t need any liquor. You don’t need to be buzzed. Hell, you’re not even tipsy. That last champagne you had was hours ago. You have a clear head and a crystal-clear mind. You know exactly what you’re doing.

What you want.

You want one thing, one person, and you’re going to get him. Get in the car and go.
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Our lips crash together. Hands dive into hair. Our bodies collide in lust and dirty desire as the car pulls away, the partition separating us from the driver and the tinted windows separating us from the world.

I unclip her hair, slide my hand through it, pulling hard. She groans into my mouth but never lets go. So fierce. So hungry.

Just like me.

We stop for a brief second as she removes her glasses and tucks them into her purse.

I pull her onto my lap, and she straddles me, grinding as she kisses. I kiss her back just as hard, just as greedily. We were soft and slow outside the pub the other night, and now we’re frenzied. Two animals unleashed, devouring each other’s mouth. She tastes spectacular, smells divine, and I need to be inside her right the fuck now.

Grabbing her ass, I make her grind faster. My brain goes haywire, my senses amped all the way up. She rocks against my length, her hips going wild, her pace frantic.

I grab at the hem of her dress. “As good as this looks on, I bet it looks even better gone.”

“Take it off.”

I do as instructed, pulling up her dress to her waist as she reaches for my zipper.

She slides it down. “I need you inside me. Need you to fuck me hard. Now, please, now.”

“As if I can wait any longer.”

I unzip my trousers the rest of the way, reach into my pocket for my wallet, and fish around for a condom. As I find it, I groan. Because holy hell. She has my dick in her hands, and she feels spectacular. Her soft fingers wrap around my hard length, and she squeezes and tugs, stroking up, running her thumb over the head, then back down.

“Your dick is prettier than I remembered.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You think my dick is pretty? Not macho? Or hot? Or handsome?”

She shakes her head and licks her lips. “‘Pretty’ is good. I want this pretty cock inside me. I want this hot, hard, fantastic, pretty cock inside me. Does that work for you?”

My dick twitches against her hand, answering for me.

“Seems your dick agrees, Wilbur.”

“‘Pretty’ works, it turns out. Hell, you can even call me cute if it means you’re coming on my cock.” I slide the condom on as she wriggles out of her knickers. “I’ve missed this sight. You, hot, wet, and bothered.”

“Aching. Don’t forget aching.”

“Let me ease it for you,” I tell her, sliding my fingers between her legs. My head falls back, and I groan my appreciation for all this fantastic slippery wetness. “Look at you. So fucking turned on. So aroused.”

“Told you I was.”

“I feel so awful that you were walking around all night like this,” I say, teasing her, stroking her, feeling her rub against my fingers.

“So awful you’ll get your cock inside me now?”

“Sure. That awful.”

She positions herself over me and sinks down. This must be what a Beatles concert was like—magnificent. All my synapses fire at once and nearly fry. Because this is sensational. Pleasure ricochets through my every cell, runs over every bit of my skin.

She gasps, and I groan, and then we fuck.

There is no prelude. No moment to adjust or slow down. This is pure pent-up screwing. Desperate and determined, she rises up and slides down, using my hard-on for her pleasure, finding just the right speed, just the right friction. I grip her ass tighter, squeezing the firm flesh as she rides me.

Her hands curl over my shoulders, digging in. Her jaw tightens, and she lets her head fall in the crook of my neck.

“I have to tell you something.” Her voice is filthy and seductive.

“Tell me. Tell me as you ride my cock.”

“I thought about you naked all night too.”

“Did it drive you crazy? Because I’ve wanted to fuck you so badly tonight, I thought I’d go insane.” I punch up my hips, thrusting deeper to prove my point.

“I’m already there.”

“Good, now go crazy on me, my naughty minx, because I know how you like it. I know you want to fuck hard and be fucked even harder.”

She likes it hard, she likes it rough, and she likes it fast and frenzied. So I give it to her that way, fucking her from beneath, thrusting up into her, bringing her down hard on my cock. Threading my hand into her hair, I tug her head back, and the sound she makes is carnal and so fucking passionate. It sends shock waves of white-hot desire through me.

My breath comes faster. Her hips move at a wild pace. We are raw nerve endings, lust, and crackling electricity. She grips me tighter, her moans stuttering with her ragged breath.

Her mouth falls open, and she lets out the longest, most delicious moan as she starts to lose control. “Yes, like that, just like that.”

I slide a hand between her legs, where she wants me most. And she detonates. She cries out, loud and tortured and exquisitely erotic, as she comes undone on me.

And that’s all I need. Her pleasure, her noises, her desire—they flip the switch in me. Pleasure barrels down my spine like a tsunami careening toward the shore, washing away everything—common sense, loyalty, goals.

None of that matters as I give in to the utter oblivion of release in this woman.

This woman I want again and again.

Hell, she can even call me Wilbur out of bed if I can just have her one more time.

But when she opens her eyes and sighs deeply, contentedly, it’s not my name she says.

It’s someone else’s.
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The music comes from within her purse.

It sounds like a cartoon’s about to start, as the opening music for Looney Tunes blares loudly.

“Darren.” She snaps to attention, slides off me, scoots next to me, and grapples for her purse. “That’s the investor.” Furiously, she rips the zipper open, snags her phone, and slams it to her ear. “Hi, Darren, how are you?”

She rearranges her voice as if she’s stripped the post-coital glow off it with paint thinner. It’s impressive the way she can go from minx to mogul in seconds flat.

There’s a pause as he chats, then she answers.

“Yes, it’s great. I’ve been running through some options, testing various concepts.”

Another beat.

“Definitely. Sure. Yeah. I can check out that place.” She scrambles for a pen in her purse, and I spot a box of tissues on the console. I reach for one, remove the condom, and put it in the rubbish bag hidden on the side of the door. A good limo driver truly thinks of everything. Maybe I’ll even mention that in my next blog: be sure to tip handsomely any driver who accommodates discreet disposal of prophylactics.

Truly cradles the phone against her head as she tugs down her dress. “Absolutely. When are you leaving? Sure, let’s get it done sooner.”

I zip my trousers and straighten my clothes, then find her knickers on the leather seat. I hand them to her as a small knot of frustration in me tightens. But I’m not sure why the knot is here, so I ignore it.

“Don’t think twice about it. You can call anytime. It’s not late at all. I work all hours.” One more beat. “Yes, the crowd is great tonight, as always. Thanks, Darren.”

She ends the call, heaving a relieved breath, as if she escaped from the boulder in the nick of time, grabbing her trusty hat before it was too late. “Glad I was able to answer that.”

“Why? Does he need you straightaway?”

She slides the lacy fabric back up her long, toned legs. “No, but still . . . I want to impress him, and I need to get my presentation and pitch ready a little sooner.”

“Is that why you told him you were at work? To impress him?”

She gestures from me to her, indicating our rumpled appearance. “He doesn’t need to know where I am or what I’m doing.”

“Well, of course. I wasn’t suggesting you tell him you just had the best sex of your life,” I say, a little more sharply than I intended, and then I understand my own annoyance—I wish the best sex of her life had rattled her so thoroughly that she’d ignored the call. I wanted her to be so blissed out she couldn’t remember her name, let alone that of the caller or the ringtone she’d assigned him.

Her eyes twinkle at my remark, and there—that look. It’s hard to be annoyed when she’s looking at me like she wants another round or three. “Is that so?” she asks. “Is that what it was?”

“Uh, yeah.”

She laughs, smooths a hand down her skirt, then looks at me from beneath her bangs, too seductive for words. Her voice is all soft and breathy. “Yeah, it was, Jason.”

No more annoyance.

This’ll do. This will do just fine, since I’m instantly drunk on pure masculine pride, courtesy of the injection she just gave me.

But there’s no time to indulge, since she zips right back to the topic. “Also, I said it because it’s better if he thinks I’m obsessed with work. He’s obsessed with work. He’ll be more inclined to sign off if he feels I’m the same way.”

“But you are obsessed with work,” I point out, since it’s clear she wants to talk about it. And that’s fine. It has to be fine.

“True.” Her acknowledgment sounds a little sad.

“It’s not a bad thing. I mean, no judgment. I’m the same. Business is what I need to survive, it seems.”

“Same here,” she says. “I get a little crazy when I don’t work. Like I’m a junkie who needs a fix.”

“I know exactly how you feel. I love the rush of hustling for new clients and new options. It’s like you’re coming down from a high when you’ve been away from it. Strange in a way, isn’t it?”

“It is. It becomes a need. A deep and powerful one. You know that saying? Work to live, don’t live to work? I don’t entirely see why that’s such a bad thing. Sometimes work is the thing that makes me happiest. It gives me a rush. That’s what I need it for. Do you know what I mean?”

Do I ever. She’s talking my language. “Like the thrill you get when you see your numbers grow, or you hear from someone who changed his behavior or attitude because of one of your columns, or when you get another chance to appear on a show you like being on,” I say with a wink, dropping that little nugget of good news into the conversational stew.

Her eyes widen with admiration. “That’s awesome. I’ll have to tune in. You’ll let me know when?”

“Absolutely. And thanks, I was pretty psyched when Ryder asked me to come back. So yes, I do get what you’re saying. It fulfills you.”

“Exactly. Work makes me happy. It’s gratifying to build a business, to nurture it, to see it grow. It’s reliable too. But I know that my mind-set isn’t something that usually meshes with other people’s.”

“Meshes? What do you mean?”

She shoots me a look like it ought to be obvious. “I’m thirty-five and single. I’m married to work at this point.”

“Is that how you see it? You’re single because you love work?”

“Pretty much, but that’s okay. I’m sure it’s different for you, being younger and, well, being a man.”

I nod thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re right. Society doesn’t seem to think it’s such an issue if a man is obsessed with work.”

“But when a woman is, that must mean she’ll never have anything else. Then again, maybe it’s true—I am somewhat obsessive. At least, that’s what my last boyfriend said when he ended things.”

I grit my teeth, thinking of Elias, a guy she was involved with a year or so ago. I used to see him at Gin Joint when he stopped by, always sidling up to the counter, making eyes at the sexy brunette. I hated him on principle.

“He said you were obsessed with work?”

“Yes. And he said he wanted to be with someone who had more of herself to give. He asked for me to cut back my hours, to work less. I said thanks, but no thanks. Work is good to me, so I’m good to work.”

“But you can’t be entirely obsessed. You’re not working tonight, after all. You were with me.”

“News flash—I worked all day. I worked for six hours before I caught the train to Connecticut for the wedding.”

“That surprises me, but of course, it shouldn’t, since you are, by your own admission, a workaholic.”

“And you’re the same. We’re wired the same way—to want, to chase, to go after things.”

I run my fingertips along the bare skin of her thigh, returning to my favorite topic. “Like I did with you tonight?”

She inches closer, her voice turning sultry. “You did go after me.”

“I wanted you. You wanted me. We both needed it.”

“That’s not in dispute.”

But it feels like something is. Like maybe we’re not entirely on the same page. Maybe I’m reading something into nothing, but I also feel like she’s reminding me we are only a fuck.

But what the hell?

I know that.

Sure, there’s a small part of me that wants to say, Let’s do it again next weekend. Let’s make a deal. Let’s screw each other’s brains out till we’re through. But I’m intensely aware of the many reasons it would be a bad idea to keep this going.

I have jobs to do. She has a business to expand. We have her brother, and that’s a big fucking deal. There is no time or space for anything more than this—a tryst in a limo after a wedding—and I need to stand firm on this hill, not die on a nagging desire for a little more.

I shove that desire out the door, speeding past it.

And speeding down Ninth Avenue too, since we’re back in the city, close to Truly’s home.

I rub my palms together and pretend to roll up my sleeves like we’re getting to work, since that’s what she loves. “All right, Mr. Investor wants your report sooner, so that means we need to hop to it with our pub crawl. Every day, every night, we need to finish your homework, and you need to use me as your lab rat.”

The smile that spreads across her face is magic. Now I’m really talking her language. “That would be great.” She rattles off the places she wants to check out and suggests a timeline.

“Yes, yes, yes,” I say since she said yes to helping me.

That’s us—two friends helping each other. Nothing more.

She gives me a soft smile. “We’re still friends, right?”

She might be reading my mind. I shoot her a look that says she’s bananas for asking. “Of course.” But inside I’m wishing she felt the same desire for more. Even though I know friends is what makes sense.

As we near her block, she glances out the window then tucks her phone in her purse.

“By the way, if he gets Looney Tunes as his ringtone, what’s mine?”

“Why don’t you call me and find out?”

I grab my mobile from my pocket and ring her number.

“Bond. Jay Bond,” her phone says.

“And I thought you weren’t affected by British accents.”

She shrugs coquettishly. “Perhaps I am, after all.”

“Good, then you can continue to enjoy mine from the friend zone,” I say, reminding myself of the score.

I mean her. I need to remind her of the score.

She smiles. “Yes, we’re good in the friend zone. Aren’t we?”

“We’re great.”

“I think so too.”

When we turn on her block, I get out of the car and walk her to her door, since that’s what a gentleman should do. “Thank you for coming with me tonight.”

“I say this with all sincerity and in every sense of the word . . . coming with you was my pleasure.”

The way she ends that sentence, so sultry, so inviting, I want to slide out of the zone once again, rope my fingers through her hair, and haul her in for a kiss. But I don’t leave her with a hot, possessive kiss that makes her arch her back and drag her nails through my hair.

Because that’s not what we agreed to. We agreed that tonight was a blip. So we’ll put it behind us.

“See you tomorrow, Truly.”

“Good night, Jason.”

See? That was so friendly.

I head to the car. As the limo pulls away, she’s already inside the lobby, walking to the elevator.

Ready to dive into work.

As we make our way across town, there’s that annoying twinge in my chest again. That nagging little ache. Only this time, it’s filled with longing.

Which is unacceptable.

There’s no room here for wanting more.

There is no space in my life for more, if I could have it.

Besides, when I check my phone, the message on it reminds me of one of the biggest reasons this won’t work.

Malone: On a scale of one to ten, how easy was it tonight to fool everyone into thinking you and Truly were a thing?

Ten, I want to say, but not for the reasons he thinks.

Ten, because one of the things men will do to impress a woman is listen to her.

Only, I didn’t just talk to Truly. I didn’t just listen to Truly. I didn’t ask questions about her work just to impress her.

I didn’t do any of those things to woo her or win her.

I did it because I want to understand her deeply, inside and out.

And that’s getting to be a problem.

I don’t reply to Malone. I don’t know what to say.
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Truly: I suppose this is where I say you were right.

Charlotte: But what was I right about? Was it that a wedding would make you relapse? About the number of days it took? Or how hard it would be to resist him?

Truly: All of the above. And it was out of this world. We’re talking mind-bending Os.

Charlotte: Mmm. Best kind to have. Also, I’m shocked. So shocked. Here’s my shocked face. *sends selfie of shocked face*

Truly: Yes, I can see from the blank expression that it’s a HUGE surprise to you.

Charlotte: You’re into him, you went to a wedding, you were in a limo. Doesn’t take a world-class detective to add up the clues. But I suppose it’s sorta maybe kinda cool to know that the second time was excellent? Yay to good sex and all. :)

Truly: I love that you’re trying to see the positive in me breaking a promise a second time.

Charlotte: I’m upbeat like that. Also, stop beating yourself up. You’re still a good person underneath that horny-for-Jason exterior.

Truly: Shut up!

Charlotte: I’m just saying. I still love you.

Truly: And I still love you . . . but it would have been nice if the sex was terrible.

Charlotte: Really? Would it really have been nice to have awful sex?

Truly: YES! Because if it had been terrible, I wouldn't be thinking about him all the time. I wouldn't want to do it again or have wanted to invite him over to my house last night. If it were terrible, I wouldn’t be wide awake at seven in the morning wishing that things were different.

Charlotte: What exactly do you wish were different?

Truly: That’s what I’m trying to figure out.
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“How do I look? As good as, say, when I did the Gigante ad?”

I draw a blank as I consider Enzo’s reflection in the mirror at the tuxedo shop. Gigante—what the hell is that? A Spanish brand of tequila? Some new make of cigarettes from Barcelona? Or perhaps condoms for the fellas for whom jumbo is a tight squeeze?

I finesse my answer. After all, he is a supermodel, so I’m sure there’s only one answer to his question. “Better. You look even better.”

He arches a brow, giving me a come-hither look that I don’t think contains any emotion but is, rather, one of his cache of expressions. Open a bureau, pick a look from a drawer. “Excellent. Then I’d say I look pretty fucking fabulous. At least, that’s what they all said when I posed in my underwear for Gigante. You should have seen the billboards. But the traffic accidents. I still feel terrible for all the accidents caused when people stopped to stare.”

Ah, Gigante is underwear. I should have known that. I’ll berate myself later for not prepping with a complete list of underwear brands worn by supermodels.

“That’s a shame,” I say. “But hey, hazard of the job, right?”

“My God, yes. One time when I was crossing Fifth Avenue, a woman tripped and nearly fell into a manhole from ogling me.”

“Who knew the risk to society you could be as a superstar model?”

“I caught her just in time though. I didn’t want to have that on my conscience.”

“I bet you made her swoon when you caught her.”

He flashes his ten-million-dollar grin. “I did. But I’d already met Valerie, so I was a taken man. Valerie and I met on my undies shoot. She’ll be here in a few minutes.”

“Yeah, about that. Can I give you a tip about undies?”

“Of course.” His brown eyes go wide and earnest. Enzo contains an interesting mix of Royal Caribbean cruise ship–size confidence and a doe-eyed desire to learn. Then again, anyone who looks like this man really ought to have universe-level stores of bravado. I don’t care for lads, not one bit, and I never have. But I can tell he’s not made like the rest of us. He’s not even in the top one percent. He’s the one percent of the one percent of the one percent, with cheekbones carved by a hundred vestal virgins and eyes that would Svengali anyone into anything. I bet he could even charm a lion into becoming a vegetarian with a single smoldering look.

Or convince men to buy skin-tight briefs. Come to think of it, the way his backside looks in those trousers, I bet his ass was sculpted by the same crew who did his cheeks. But there’s still one thing about this man that is not going to make women swoon, no matter the firmness of those abs.

“Here’s my tip: don’t call them undies. You’re in America now, and clearly you’re a rock star at the language. But sometimes we need to master the lingo too. Even I’ve had to adapt. All I want to do is call them pants, but no one would understand me. It’s either boxers or briefs here.”

“Ah, boxers or briefs. But what about when I wear nothing? What do you call that?”

I go stock-still for a second. But of course. It makes perfect sense. Naturally Enzo, the six-foot-two, twenty-six-year-old Spanish model who recently moved from Madrid to New York City to marry Valerie Wu, the nearly-twice-his-age CEO of a media and advertising conglomerate, walks around in the buff. “We call that commando. But please tell me you’re not wearing nothing right now as you try on the tux?”

He gives me an eyebrow wriggle. “Wouldn’t you like to see?”

“No, I actually wouldn’t.”

He laughs then clasps my shoulder, doubling over. “Oh, the look on your face. I wound you up. Don’t worry. I have on pants too. Right?”

I wag a finger at him. “You took the piss out of me. Also, I’d say you’re ready for the wedding next weekend.”

He regards himself one final time in the mirror, shooting approving looks at his reflection. And those must be from the give-them-sex-eyes drawer. “Valerie will probably want to jump me the second she sees me. But she always wants to jump me. That’s a nice thing about women of a certain age. In fact,” he says, picking up his phone and checking the screen, “she’ll be here in a minute.”

“To jump you?”

“Please. She’d never do that in a store. Probably in her town car, though, and I’ll look forward to that. But she’s on her way, since I sent her a selfie after I tried it on and she wants to see me in this in the flesh. Selfies of me make her happy, and I want a happy bride.”

A few minutes later, a statuesque woman with striking cheekbones sweeps into the tux shop, red Jackie O shades perched atop her waterfall of silky black hair, flashing smiles at the sales associates.

“Hello. Good morning, Delia. Don’t you look dashing, Simon? That suit fits perfectly. And that tie! Do you sell it here? I’ll take one of each. Thank you so very much. Add it to my account.”

She arrives at the dressing room area, brown eyes taking a leisurely stroll up and down her fiancé’s body. “Yes. Just as I suspected. Even better than the photo.”

“I had a feeling you might think so.”

“And I’ve already added the photo to my private collection.”

“Of course you have. I knew you would. I know you so well,” he says, his tone laced with affection, his gaze only for her.

“You know I love to look at them when you’re away in Bali, in Paris, in Milan, and I’m left behind all by my lonesome,” she pouts playfully, her eyes only on him.

He chuckles. “You make it seem like you’re left behind to make casseroles.”

“As if I’d even touch an oven. How do they work? You use them to cook food?”

He laughs, clearly delighted with her. “I believe so. But the phone and all the wonderful apps on it do that just the same. So you can run your empire while I am away from you.”

“And that’s why I love when you indulge me with my favorite photos.” Valerie and Enzo share a secret smile, then she spins around. “Where are my manners? It’s a pleasure to meet you in person at last . . .”

She extends a hand, waiting for me to supply my fake name.

“Jay,” I tell her.

“Jay. How lovely to finally meet the best man.” She winks at me, since she’s in on it. After all, she’s the one who found me. She’s the one who hired me—well, her assistant did. But, point being, she knows the score. The only thing she doesn’t know is my real name, since I don’t generally give it.

I take her hand to shake. “And a pleasure to meet the bride.”

“I’m dying to hear all about you. I love meeting new people. I love learning about what makes them tick. I want to know everything. But right now, I have some business to attend to. I have a call with my COO over a new partnership. I must return to my office on wheels. So we’ll talk more at the cocktail party?”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

She looks to her fiancé. “I’ll be waiting for you right outside. Then we’ll go to that gallery opening of the painter you love.”

“Ahhh. You got the tickets!”

“Of course I did. I know how much you love his work.”

“Now who’s indulging who?”

“What can I say? You know what I like. I know what you like,” she says with a smile.

He raises a hand, runs his thumb along her jawline. “You’re too good to me, my love.” He drops a kiss to her lips, a proper store kiss, nothing inappropriate, but clearly the kind that seems to say something about their union. They’re not even randy. They’re simply tender and, it seems, truly in love. On the surface he might appear to be her boy toy, but he’s a multi-millionaire model who indulges her whims, and she’s the billionaire who indulges his.

Funny, in a good way, how all these couples might be hiring me for appearance’s sake, but their connections with each other seem genuine. From Chip and Ashley and their delight in finding someone truly nice, to Enzo and Valerie and their surprisingly mutual romance, and even to Gavin and Savannah and the way they finished each other’s sentences.

They might have needed me for the ceremonies, but they don’t need me to be happy.

But I shove all thoughts of love, shagging, and deep connections out of my head when I meet Truly at the pub for lunch and a little recon.

When I see her lounging in a dark booth in a dingy corner, her head bent, tapping away on her phone, I’m not stealing the chance to stare at her privately before she notices me. I’m not cataloging those pouty red lips, that lush chestnut hair, that tight, toned body.

No, deliberately I’m thinking of Gigante ads, and that wipes any vestiges of lust and longing straight from my brain.
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I’m ready for my blue ribbon in resistance. Consider what I’ve accomplished so far today, and it’s only one thirty in the afternoon.

For starters, we’ve had an entire flight of beer samples, and I haven’t made a single flirty remark. Not one.

Nor did I utter a naughty word when Truly played a round at the pool table. Not when I caught a peek at the tops of her tits as she bent over to send the purple ball screaming into the corner pocket, and not when I watched the rear view as she whacked the next ball somewhere.

Where, I don’t know. Because I was enjoying the rear view.

And when she peeked under the table to run her hand along the leather material of the booth, I suggested not one filthy thing she could do while she was under there.

This is the new me.

Back in the friend zone. After all, we’re seeing Malone later today at a Yankees game. It’ll be the perfect chance to prove to myself, and to her, that I can stay right here, no problem.

I take a final drink of the beer. “So how are we doing? In the friend zone, that is?”

“And the you-scratch-my-back-I’ll-scratch-yours zone,” she adds, and just like that, I slide out of one zone and into another.

“Why did you have to say that?”

“The back-scratching zone?”

“Yes. I’ve been completely Zen today. I’ve been totally in the I-don’t-want-to-fuck-you-senseless zone, then you say that, and it reminds me of how you dug your nails into my back last night.”

“I did?”

“Do you want me to take off my shirt and show you?” I ask, because when I slide, I don’t half-ass it. I don’t tiptoe into flirt-infested waters. I do it all the way. Fins up.

She peers over my shoulder as if she can actually see the marks. “Did I really scratch your back?”

“Yes. And I loved it. Also, thanks a fucking lot. I was going to nominate myself for the Men’s Buddha Mastery Award for Not Thinking about Sex around a Woman You Want.”

She pats my arm. “I can still nominate you. I’m so impressed that you haven’t once said any filthy words. Like cock. Or pussy. Or fuck you senseless. Wait, my bad. You said those last ones.”

I toss my hands up. “You’re kicking a man when he’s down, woman. You can’t say ‘pussy’ and expect me to handle it with any sort of dignity or aplomb.”

“Dignity’s overrated when it comes to pussies. So’s aplomb. Also, pussy, pussy, pussy.”

“That’s it. I’m going to have to give you like twenty innuendos for saying that word.”

“Twenty? So that’s a normal hour for you and me.”

I scratch my jaw as if considering. “Sounds about right.”

She arches a brow with a quizzical look. “Have you ever thought about the word pussy?”

“Have I? Literally all the time. Well, I was behaving for an hour, and you ruined it. Now all I can think about is that word.”

“No, I mean the way it sounds. It’s kind of harsh.”

I slide closer to her in the booth. “There is nothing harsh about pussies.”

“But the word is harsh. Clearly, a man thought of the word. There’s no reason ‘pussy’ should be the slang term for a vagina.”

I cringe.

“Oh, please. Vagina, vagina, vagina.”

“No, that wasn’t why I made that face. I simply don’t see pussy as anything less than the most wonderful thing ever created.”

“Exactly. Therefore, it should have a better nickname. Think about ‘cock.’ That’s a fantastic nickname for the penis. It says what it is. It’s strong, it’s phallic—it’s a proud word. ‘Pussy’? Eh. It’s a little crude-sounding, a little dismissive.”

“What would you call that wonderful treasure between your legs?”

“If it were up to me, I’d have coined a much better nickname. Like silver. Or lily. Or summer. And then I could say, Oh, please touch my lily. Please finger my silver. Or go down on my summer. Go down on my summer now.”

My skin is sizzling, and I’m officially toastier than a forest fire. “Yes, I’d very much like to eat your summer, lick your lily, and kiss your silver. Also, I’d like to bury my face in your pussy.”

She lets out a shuddering breath as if this is hard for her too.

“And on that, want to go to Yankee Stadium and see your brother?” I ask.

“Thanks for the buzzkill.”

“You started it.”
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It’s not football. And by football, I mean proper football. But baseball will definitely do.

Truth is, I rather like this American pastime, and that is unrelated to having an American-born dad and entirely down to how utterly cool his mother—my nan—was.

Nan, a born-and-bred New Yorker, was loyal to the Bronx Bombers till her dying day. She made me read her the box scores from the newspaper—the actual ink and print thing, not even online—during her last few days. She had season tickets before it was cool to have season tickets. She sat in the upper deck, hunched over in her blue-and-white windbreaker, keeping score and teaching me.

Yes, that’s one of my party tricks. I can record errors, strikeouts, fielder’s choice, double plays, and line drives.

I do it this afternoon, recording the first play while enjoying peanuts and more beer as the sun shines brightly overhead.

“Your little scorekeeping notebook is so cute. Don’t forget to record all the balls,” Malone says as I write down the count on which the pitcher walked the guy.

“Classy, Malone. Mock me for my hobby. Do I mock you for singing?”

He scoff-laughs. “Every. Single. Time.”

“No,” I say, affecting seriousness. “I sing along.” I slide into the tune I heard him singing the other week. “Tell all the gang at Forty-Second Street, that I will soon be there. Give my regards to old Broadway . . . See? I’m a much more supportive friend than you, being all respectful of your hobby.”

I write down the flyout that comes next on the field. But as my words make landfall, I wince. I’m not entirely the better friend, not even close. I’m the worst friend, given what I did in a limo last night. But I’m on the straight and narrow today. Turning over a new leaf.

Malone takes a drink of his beer. “Like I said, you mock me every time, and if you didn’t, I’d take you to the hospital for a psychological evaluation. You told me that once. That’s how I’d know you were an impostor.”

I stroke my chin. “True, true. Your insults are proof that it’s you and not a doppelgänger, pod-person, or robot.”

“Hey, I have an idea,” Charlotte says as the pitcher winds up. “We could actually, I dunno, watch the action on the field?”

Truly pats Charlotte’s shoulder. “It always falls on us women to make sure the men know why they’re actually at a game. Everything is a trash-talk fiesta for them.”

Malone shoots the woman I screwed last night a curious look.

I mean, his sister. He gives his sister a look.

“But I thought you came here because you liked the way the shortstop looked in his uniform,” Malone remarks.

“Ah, the plot thickens. Is that so?” I ask Truly. “Don’t deny it. You do come here to perv on Lorenzo Marquez.”

Truly shrugs like she has a naughty little secret she’s not giving up. “Truth. Preach it.”

Charlotte nods. “Amen. Shortstops are the hottest. I think that’s why my husband decided to play shortstop on your softball team.”

“Because they’re hot?” Malone asks incredulously. “That’s why Spencer is the shortstop? I thought it was because, call me crazy, he was actually good at fielding the ball.”

“That too. But also because shortstops are traditionally the hottest players. If you don’t believe me, just look it up.”

“And you’re complaining that we sit in the stands and do things other than watch the game and only the game? I believe that makes you the pot calling the kettle black, ladies,” Malone says.

Truly squeezes his arm. “Dear brother, at some point, you’re going to have to accept that baseball history is incredibly inclusive and now encompasses everything from not only the greatest ballparks, players, and plays of all time, but also the best parks for craft beer as well as the cutest butts in uniform. Also, I know you’re a historian of athletic physique too. You had a poster of Brandi Chastain above your desk in high school.”

“Whoa,” Charlotte cuts in. “I’m just hearing this story now? I’ve known you two clowns for years, and I’m just now learning your brother had a crush on Brandi Chastain?”

Truly wiggles her eyebrows. “The one and only. He has good taste.”

I tap Malone’s shoulder. “It was the picture, right?”

“Of course.”

“I had that picture too. She was tops when she won the World Cup with the fifth kick in the penalty shootout. Have you ever seen any game that fantastic before?”

Truly cracks up. “Jason, you’re so adorable. He did not have the photo because of the absolutely incredible play she made. He had it because of the sports bra.”

Malone cuts in. “Just like you had posters of Derek Jeter all over your room because of his five Gold Gloves or his World Series victories?”

Truly gasps indignantly. “I totally had his picture because of his World Series wins. He’s the man in the post season.”

“Oh, right,” I say, winking. “Of course. That’s why you hung up his shot. Just like everyone who read a certain magazine for, ahem, the articles.”

Truly crosses her arms, straightens her shoulders. “I admired him.”

“Admired his backside,” Malone coughs under his breath.

“I admired his gamesmanship.”

Malone chuckles, raising a finger to make a point. “So much that you also used to draw hearts in your notebook and write TG and DJ.”

She slaps his thigh. “I did not.”

Charlotte holds up a hand in admission. “I’ll confess. I did that. I also liked to add TLF for True Love Forever. But in my defense, I was fourteen.”

“Same, same,” Truly says quickly. “And just to be clear, I liked him because of his talent. Because of his skills.”

Malone clears his throat. “She liked his ass. It’s that simple.”

I pop a peanut into my mouth, making a mental note that some things never change. Truly Goodman is an ass woman. She squeezed mine the other night on the street, after all. And I have to say, my derriere is just as good as Jeter’s. Maybe not on par with Enzo’s, but Jeter’s will do.

Wait. I can’t be thinking about her interest in my ass. I’m at a game with her brother.

I direct my thoughts to baseball and only baseball for the next several innings as Malone and Truly trade stories, poking each other in places only a sibling can reach, with Charlotte and I chiming in from time to time.

But as we slide into the seventh-inning stretch, something I’ve been sidestepping is becoming unsidesteppable. These two are so connected. They love each other madly, and they support each other savagely.

As it should be.

I love my little sister like crazy. I’d do anything for her, and I do—running a second business to finance her education. And I have zero regrets about it.

I understand the deep and abiding love between siblings.

But guilt is a splinter under my skin. Guilt over the lie I’m telling Malone. The lie of omission.

For the second time, I slept with my best mate’s sister.

Once can be a mistake, can be forgivable, even.

But twice is deliberate.

And if I do it again, it’ll feel like an affair.

Though nothing about last night felt illicit. Everything felt all too right, all too true. Was it that way for her? Did she feel the same something more too?

The loudspeaker crackles, interrupting my thoughts as the announcer tells us it’s time for “Take Me Out to the Ballgame.”

We stand and sing a rousing rendition.

When it ends, Truly smiles at her brother. “Remember how we used to duet that song when we were kids and Dad took us to the games?”

Malone’s smile is genuine and a little wistful, like he’s remembering those times with their father. “We duetted everything. We had a blast, especially with Dad.”

“We did.” Truly drapes an arm around him. “You have the pipes, but I can hold my own. We killed it at Christmas.”

“Jingle Bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way,” Malone croons.

“Oh what fun it is to ride in a one-horse open sleigh,” she sings.

Malone returns to his speaking voice. “But that was nothing compared to the time you came home from college, and whipped up some pancakes for breakfast and a song about them too. Right on the spot, with your spatula as a microphone. I was all kinds of impressed.”

“Hello? I love pancakes. They deserve all the odes.” Truly shimmies her shoulders, and with a bluesy tone, she and Malone sing to the tune of “On a Bicycle Built for Two.”

“Pancakes, pancakes, give me your answer true . . . I’m half-crazy over the love of you . . . it won’t be a stylish affair . . . we can’t afford flatware, but I’ll gobble you down, till you’re all around . . . in my huge belly!”

I lean back in the seat, watching them. It’s completely endearing. It tugs on my heart and makes it ache at the same damn time. When they’re done, I slow-clap along with Charlotte.

“And this is why I’m so damn grateful you sing at my bar too,” Charlotte says, patting Malone on the arm.

“It was nice of me to share my brother with you, wasn’t it?” Truly says.

“Ladies, ladies. There’s enough of me to go around,” Malone says, then looks at Truly. “But that’s your family-friendly pancake number, sis. Don’t hold back on the naughtier one you sang when Mom left the kitchen. As a matter of fact, I sang it to Sloane the other morning.”

“You sang my pancake seduction number to your fiancée? The woman who swoons every time you sing? I’m shocked.”

He shrugs with a smirk. “It worked.”

I chime in. “I want to hear the pancake seduction tune.”

Truly huffs, the kind of sound you make when you’re not really irritated. “Really? You want my not-safe-for-work pancake song?”

Charlotte’s hand shoots up. “Hello! How did I not know about this? Sing it, girl. Sing it now.”

Truly straightens her shoulders, purses her lips, and makes a sexy little humming sound in the back of her throat. “Come get some pancakes. I know you want 'em. I got some pancakes. Hot off the griddle. Come get some pancakes.”

I tug on my collar because it’s too hot for words here. I’d like to come get her pancakes. I’d like to pour syrup all over her and lick it off.

And yet, here I am at a ballgame, having a blast with my friends. Am I willing to risk moments like this too?

There are my stakes, there are hers, and then there are these. This deep familial bond.

Truly and Malone are so close they can sing Christmas songs together at Yankee Stadium. They can harmonize about fluffy carbs, they can talk about missing their dad, and it’s all part of who they are.

I can’t ruin that. I can’t take a chance I might damage this precious connection.

I have to stay out of the horizontal zone with Truly. No matter how hard it is.
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Truly: That went well, I’d say.

Charlotte: They won. Of course it went well. Oh, did you mean how you and Jason should be nominated for Oscars for acting like you’re friends?

Truly: It’s not an act!

Charlotte: I know. You really are good friends. Like Spencer and I were. And obviously we still are.

Truly: And now you’re husband and wife, and mommy and daddy too. :)

Charlotte: Seems we did okay. :) Point being, I didn’t smell anything fishy. Well, except for the floor of Yankee Stadium, but that’s up there with the ten surfaces on which you never want to place a purse.

Truly: Alongside the Port Authority?

Charlotte: Yes, and any men’s restroom. Including those in the Four Seasons.

Truly: Don’t forget the Ritz too.

Charlotte: Anyway, just keep on this falling-out-of-bed path and you’ll be fine. As long as you don’t slip onto his dick again, you can totally be friends forever!

Truly: Thanks for the tip. I’ll try to avoid falling onto his cock.

Charlotte: Well, you do have a history of accidentally landing on it.

Truly: Purposefully. It was a purposeful landing.

Charlotte: Own it.
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The next morning as I run in the park, I call my sister, who’s usually between classes at this time of day in London. Talking to her is always a good reminder of why I do what I do—why I bust my ass, work hard, and keep things on the level.

Or rather, why I’m going to stay on the good-boy side forever.

“Hey, you! What’s going on?” she asks when she answers.

“What would you do if you really wanted something but couldn’t have it?”

“Like strawberries? Because you know I break out in a rash when I eat them.”

“Sure. Yeah. Good analogy.”

She laughs, a little surprise in her tone. “I don’t eat them.”

“It’s that simple?”

“Jason. Of course it’s that simple. But I don’t think you’re asking me about strawberries.”

“Hell, was it that obvious?”

“As obvious as the fact that all cats ignore humans. So, who is the girl you can’t have?”

I heave a sigh, slowing my pace so I can share this. “Best friend’s sister. But it’s okay. I have it under control. I’m fine. I’m not even thinking about her.”

“Are you sure? Because you called me to talk about her. Well, strawberries. But I suspect she’s the strawberries.”

“Fine. You can see right through me. She’s definitely the strawberries, and I will just pretend I have a strawberry allergy. It works for you.”

“Mine’s real, you twit.”

“Sure, right. And it works for you too. It’s exactly what you need to resist strawberries. Therefore, I now have a strawberry allergy.”

“But you don’t have a strawberry allergy,” she insists.

“Of course not. And I’d never make light of one either. But perhaps I’ve just recently developed a dire reaction to . . .” I imagine the woman I want, the way she smells, her breezy scent. “Fresh air.”
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When Truly and I go to jujitsu the next night, I keep my fresh-air allergy at the top of my mind. I’m not rude to fresh air. I don’t ignore fresh air. I might even praise fresh air for how excellently she executes all sorts of moves, especially when she and Presley go at it during a demo on the mat. Not going to lie. A cat fight is fun as hell to watch, even when it’s staged.

“Grab her hair!” I call out. See, that’s friendly.

“I’ll grab your hair next time,” Presley says to me in a huff.

I grin and throw out, “Scratch her back!”

“I’m not going to scratch your back, Jason,” Presley shouts.

“You’re a terrible sport.”

“I’m not scratching your back either,” Truly says.

Well, I can’t resist that. “You mean . . . again. You’re not scratching it again.”

When they finish the demo, Truly’s look says I’m in trouble, and she challenges, “Back-scratching?”

“I meant it in a friendly way.”

“Then please note I mean this in a friendly way: you make a terrible cheerleader. Your peanut gallery comments are the worst,” Truly says.

“It’s because I don’t have pom-poms,” I say.

Truly tries to rein in a laugh, and so does Presley. There. See. All is well.

When it’s my turn to demo with Truly, we work on grappling on the floor and I’m all business. A total pro all through class and as we finish.

And I valiantly resist catching a whiff of the delicious fresh air when we leave class, say goodbye to Presley, and visit another pub that night.

I am the master of this zone.

When Truly spins efficiently on her heel, regarding the surroundings and rattling off all the elements of the pub that work (dark wood, types of beers, tankards) and those that don’t (the TV is too close to the pool table, and when a match is on, you can’t hear your friends—plus, pubs are supposed to be warm, homey environments that enable conversations), I tell her I’m giving her an A-plus.

“You have mastered all things pub.”

“I’ll take my pub master badge, thank you very much. And I’m ready. I’m going to nail this presentation like a sixteen-year-old gymnast going for Olympic gold.”

“Or as Eddie the erstwhile best man would say, you’re going to nail it like a showgirl being banged behind a pinball machine.”

Truly arches a brow. “Hmm. That does sound like a promising way to bang, but I’ll stick with the gymnast analogy. Or how about this? Like a hammer on the head?”

“That’s a good one too.” I congratulate myself for resisting hammering innuendos, abstaining from nailing, and sidestepping all banging double entendres. Not even tempted, because they’d make me break out in hives due to my sudden onset fresh-air sensitivity. “And let me know how it goes tomorrow. I want a full report.”

“You’ll get one.” She takes a breath, seems to study my face. Her voice lowers to that tender volume that tries to hook into a part of me I don’t want hooked. “Jason?”

“Yes?”

“Thanks for everything. I feel ready . . . because of you. I appreciate everything you’ve done. And we have your final wedding this weekend. I hope this exchange has been helpful for you too.”

“It’s been great. And we’ll nail the wedding. Speaking of nailing it, how good are we at nailing this friend-zone thing?”

She smiles softly. “We’re the best. We’re definitely nailing the friend zone.”

“Like you wanted,” I say, a slight question in my voice that I immediately wish I could strip out. But maybe she won’t notice.

“And like you wanted as well.” She noticed, but so it goes.

I stuff my hands into my pockets, holding tightly to resistance. “Yeah. We both did. We both agreed it made sense.” I swallow my desire to kiss her, to thread a hand through her hair, to tell her I want to be so much more than friends. I shove all those nagging feelings aside, along with the wish to spend more time with her, to help each other on other projects, on every project, to be her support in business and life and vice versa.

After I put Truly in a Lyft home, I walk across town to my place, needing the city air, the fumes, the scent of garbage to erase all my unwise wants.
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Once upon a time, I wrote a column on how a man can reinvent himself. Make changes to his mindset, his style, his attitude.

It remains one of my most popular for one reason. It’s a column about Kara’s Flowers. But it’s the name I gave to my philosophy of reinvention that really shines: Adam Levine-ing.

For the record, I do not listen to his music. I don’t even think I could live with the shame if anyone found Maroon 5 piping into my earbuds. And yet, Kara’s Flowers is the model for reinvention, and I say as much when Ryder has me back on his show that week.

“And what do we need to know about Kara’s Flowers?”

“Everything. It’s literally the model to follow if you feel like you want to make changes in your life. If you want a new career, a new approach to dating, whether you like men, women, or some combination thereof, look no further than a little pop band named Kara’s Flowers. They totally bombed in the mid-90s and were dropped by their label about a month after their first record. But you know what they did?”

“Tell us. Don’t hold back.”

“They took one of their guys and made him their front man. Changed their type of music and became a band that has sold more than twenty-seven million albums. Adam Levine is their lead singer.”

Ryder brings his fingers to his forehead, mimes an explosion, adding in the requisite sound effects. “I’d say they did just fine indeed with this reinvention trick.”

“Not too shabby, right? It’s a reminder, and frankly, an inspiration, even if you don’t like their music. Sometimes you need to shake things up. Rejigger who you are, how you present, and what type of music you make.”

“All right, let’s apply this to our audience. Let’s say one of our listeners wants a whole new career. How does he do it? How does he Adam Levine himself?”

“He does it step by step,” I say, detailing my tips for prioritizing, changing, and communicating. “And don’t forget one of the most important aspects of Adam Levine-ing.”

“Serve it up. Give us your best hot tip.”

“Dress better. That’s what I always tell the men of the world. I don’t know what’s happened to society and this whole wear basketball shorts for everything trend or the athletic wear is now street wear thing. Even jeans, for that matter, should be worn judiciously.”

Ryder stands in his chair, leaning over the soundboard, checking out my garb. “Guys, this man walks the walk. He’s wearing slacks.”

“Of course I am. Even if the listeners can’t see it, you need to dress well. No one was ever sent home early from work or school for dressing well. Do that, and it’ll help your cause.”

When the show is over, Ryder shakes my hand. “You’re killing it, man. Making me look too damn good.”

“You do that on your own.”

“See you next week. Make sure to pop by Marie’s office on the way out. She’s cutting checks today for contractors, and she always loves seeing you. I think she’s hoping for your soccer tips.”

“Football, Ryder. Football.”

“Never. Not even on pain of torture will I ever say football.”
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That’s a sign, if I ever needed one, that this is becoming a regular gig. I say goodbye and head down the hall, feeling pretty damn good about how things are looking.

“Oh, yes, he’s so charming.”

I hear a drawling feminine voice coming from the breakroom down the hall, her intonation a mix of Dallas and, well, more Dallas.

Then another voice joins in, sounding like she’s from Brooklyn—as in, a lifelong Brooklynite. “And he knows everything on the topic. He’s a total delight to listen to with that accent.”

I square my shoulders, smiling to myself. I am indeed a delight.

The first voice goes again. “I’m not even into that stuff, Betty, but I find myself trying new things because of him.”

Well, how about that. My work is reaching women too.

“I love his attitude, love his style. I told Ryder to hire him for the job. We sooo need someone like that,” says the woman named Betty.

I pump a fist, slowing my pace because eavesdropping is so not acceptable, but these are extenuating circumstances. I need to hear this.

“What did he say?” the Dallas woman asks.

“He thought it was a great idea. He’s bringing him in to finalize it,” Betty from Brooklyn says.

Yes!

“He’s the breath of fresh air we need on that show,” Betty adds.

“Don’t I know it. It’s about time. It’s also about time for our meeting. We better skedaddle,” the Texan replies, and I take that as my cue to nip into Marie’s office and retrieve my check.

“Looking lovely as always, Miss Marie.”  I always enjoy seeing her when it’s paycheck time, and that’s not simply because she’s terrific at handing over money. She’s from the homeland too, so we’ve bonded.

She pats her blonde hair. “I have a very good hairdresser. She deserves all the credit. Somehow she makes me look like my two teens haven’t made me go gray.”

“Teenagers? I would have thought toddlers.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, Mr. Reynolds. Now, take this check and take your girl out for a nice meal.”

“I don’t have a girl, but if I did, I’d take her someplace fantastic.”

“I can’t believe you don’t have a lady. If you let me, I could set you up with some of my friends. I have a few divorced ladies who would just scoop you up like an ice cream cone.”

“I do enjoy ice cream. What flavor exactly?”

“Does that mean I can play matchmaker?” she leans in to whisper.

Maybe it’s because our relationship exists on this simple level, or maybe it’s because I’m in a damn fine mood. I glance around as if to make sure the coast is clear, then whisper back. “Not yet. Truth be told, there’s someone I fancy. But we’re just friends.”

“Friends make the best lovers.”

“Mrs. Williams!” I say, like she’s shocked me in a Henry James novel.

“Oh please. Don’t act so astonished. Mr. Williams and I were friends first. And let me tell you, that made all the difference.” She drops her voice. “Why do you think my kids were born one year after I said I do?”

“I didn’t actually realize they were.”

“And now you do. Because we were good friends first. So, what’s she like? Your prospective lady?”

“She’s just a friend. I swear. We are only friends.”

She rolls her eyes. “Come back in a few weeks and tell me how that’s working out for you. Fifty dollars says you’re more than friends.”

“One hundred says we’re only friends.”

We shake on it.

“Now,” she asks, “who are we betting on this weekend? Chelsea or Manchester United?”

We debate the merits of each, then decide where to place our bets.

“Now keep me posted on your friend.”

“Just a friend.”

“Right. I believe you. I totally believe you.”

I blow her a kiss. “Of course,” I say, then tell her I’ll see her next week.

When I look at the check, I see it’ll cover many nice meals. I breathe a sigh of relief. I don’t love money so much as its ability to pay for things I need.

As I make my way out of the building, I tune in to a podcast on restaurant reviews, since it’s always good to have food recommendations at the ready.

“The soufflés at Cloud Nine are the very definition of pillowy. Soft, fluffy, and bursting with flavor, they wooed me the entire evening. In fact, I seriously considered spending the rest of the night with my cheese soufflé.”

I chuckle at the reviewer’s passion. Coco even speaks in a kind of seductive voice that fits her reviews, since food seems to be the ultimate passion for her.

“In fact, I’m tempted to leave my boyfriend for this . . .”

I bump into Marcus as I turn into the lobby. He’s out of context here, so it takes a moment for the brain cells to link up.

Marcus Daniel Craig-Hemsworth?

“Hey!” He waves to me as he walks over.

I take out my earbuds. “Hello.”

“I know you! I mean, I didn’t know you were you when I saw you at my pub.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, unsure why the bartender is here.

“The Modern Gentleman in New York! I read all your columns. I listen to your podcast. It didn’t click till you left, but then I remembered where I’d heard your voice. On your podcast, and now here. I’m like a Modern Gentleman acolyte.”

Inside, I’m thinking Walker was dead wrong. I’m not running into wedding guests at my Modern Gentleman gigs. I’m running into fans. Bona fide fans. Could this day be any better? “Thrilled to hear that.”

“You’re Jason Reynolds, and you have been an inspiration. You’re the reason I’m here today. Well, and your girl too. Let me back up and explain. I can do it in a word, actually. A brilliant term you coined.” He takes a deep, fueling breath. “Adam Levine-ing.”

“Oh, you heard me on Ryder’s show just now?” I ask, figuring perhaps it’s piped into the lobby or he’d tuned in on his phone.

“No. I listen to you all the time. I read you every day. Your idea of reinvention is my gospel. I was basically working two jobs, waiting tables, piecing together a living to pay some bills, and I came across your column. It was everything I needed to prioritize, communicate, and dress for the part.” He tugs at his blue button-down. “I learned everything I could about beer. Became a top bartender, and now I make substantially more money. And I took my blog and turned it into a podcast, like your girl suggested. Always hustling.”

I don’t correct the possessive pronoun before girl. “That was fast.”

“You’re telling me.”

I clap him on the shoulder. “Good on you, mate. Good on you.”

Maybe I need to revise my stance on how I feel about Marcus with his I know everything about beer and I could kiss you attitude. After all, the man recognized me. The real me. Not the best man, pretend-friend me.

He points his thumb back down the hallway. “And now I’m here to talk to Ryder about this new job I’ve been hired for.”

I blink in surprise. “He hired you?”

“Sure did. My friend Betty told him about me and my new podcast. He called me straightaway and told me he had something for me. And I have you to thank.”

And Truly.

He has Truly to thank.

For that terrible, awful, horrid suggestion.

I grit my teeth to within a millimeter of cracking their enamel, then slap on my best practiced smile as I shake his hand and wish him well. After all, that’s the gentlemanly thing to do.

But inside, the reality lashes me harshly.

I was wrong. I heard the women wrong. Marcus is the guy they were talking about. Marcus is the one they find charming. And Marcus has come here to take the job.

Because he fucking Adam Levine’d himself, thanks to my advice.

To mine and to my good friend Truly’s.
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Charlotte: I tossed a whole silver dollar in the fountain at Lincoln Center today, making a wish for your meeting.

Truly: Whoa. Big spender.

Charlotte: Dreams are more likely to come true if you pony up for wishes, right?

Truly: Absolutely. Imma go toss my gold bars into the fountain right now. Be right back.

Charlotte: Anyway, just texting to wish you luck. You don’t need it, but I’m required to wish it anyway. It’s going to be fabulous. Will you let me know how it goes?

Truly: Of course. And thanks for the intro in the first place. I wouldn’t have this shot if it weren’t for you. Dinner is on me, well, basically forever.

Charlotte: Nah, that’s crazy. I was happy to hook you up.

Truly: Hey, I wanted to tell you something.

Charlotte: *perks up * *presses ear to phone* *waits with bated breath*

Truly: *deep breath* Jason and I made it back to the friend zone. We’ve been helping each other all week, and it’s worked really well. No more slips.

Charlotte: Ohhh. Congrats, I think.

Truly: Yeah, congrats, I think too.

Charlotte: And is that what you really want?

Truly: What I really want is irrelevant. This is what makes sense. And I’m fine with it. I mean it. I’m totally fine with everything.

Charlotte: Well, I’m here in case you’re ever not.
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He stole my idea. He stole my show. He stole my spot.

It’s that simple and that shitty.

Normally, I’d go to Gin Joint right about now.

Okay, well, not exactly right about now because it’s five in the evening and that’s workout time, and a workout is precisely what I need. An hour at the gym, some time on the exercise bike, some Beatles and Rolling Stones, and maybe, hey, maybe some Eric Clapton too, since my countrymen always reset me properly.

But after a shower, I can still smell fumes of annoyance wafting off me. I hate being annoyed. I hate feeling like I’m spinning on a hamster wheel.

And I wish I could go to Gin Joint, catch Malone singing, grab a beer with Nick if he’s there, then chat with Truly. I want to sort out this epic ball of frustration inside me by talking to friends. But I can’t separate this knot from her right now, as much as I want to.

Rationally, I know it’s not her fault. She made an offhand suggestion to a barman. A smart idea too. The same suggestion I’d give the guy. Hell, it’s the advice I spew out all the bloody time.

And yet, it’s bitten me in the arse.
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I head to a club in the Meatpacking District where Walker is deejaying, figuring a stiff drink certainly can’t hurt matters. That’s exactly what I get when I arrive, ordering whiskey amid the haze of cosmopolitan-this and martini-that going out to the young twenty-somethings in leather pants and tight tops that slouch off the shoulders. I grab my drink, knock it back, and check my watch. Walker told me he usually puts on a longer mix and takes a short break at nine.

As I turn around to make my way to a booth, I spot my buddy Josh, who looks as out of place as a man in dress pants, a crisp white shirt, and a silk tie can look at a dance club. I stop when I see him, eyeing him up and down derisively, practically shouting, “Didn’t you get the memo to dress for the occasion?”

“Yeah. This is my occasion. Business. That’s why I dress like I’m wheeling and dealing millions of dollars in pro athlete contracts.”

I break out my imaginary violin. “I feel so bad for you, what with all those rich athletes you have to represent.”

“Hey, I have to be a virtuoso, because there’s this new basketball player in town that everyone’s trying to get a piece of. Including Haven.”

“Ah, Haven. The one, the only.”

He shoots me a look, like he can’t believe I’d refer to her that way. “No, Haven is not the one, the only. She’s this . . . this . . . She’s a total ballbuster. She’s a pain in the ass. She’s a double serving of I can’t even.”

“Sounds as if you fancy her.”

He shoots me a searing look. “No. Just no.”

I clap him on the shoulder. “Have it your way. Why don’t I treat you to a glass of whiskey, Mr. Monopoly?”

We head to a quieter bar in a corner of the club. When I see Walker making his way through the crowd, I motion for him to join us.

He claps us both on the back. “What brings you cats to my club? You can’t resist the skills I share with the night owls, right?”

“It’s barely nine. It’s hardly night-owl hour. More like Wall Street and Madison Avenue hour.”

Walker rubs his thumb and forefinger together. “And they bring the greenbacks to hear me spin.”

We catch up for a few minutes about business, and I order another drink while Walker asks for a water. As we talk, Josh jerks his gaze toward the dance floor occasionally, then Walker narrows his eyes at me. “What’s with you tonight, Reynolds? You’re not your usual chipper self.”

I drag a hand through my hair, slumping against the bar. “It’s that obvious?”

Walker points his thumb at Josh. “As obvious as his interest in Leather Pants Woman.”

Josh snaps to attention. “What are you talking about?”

“The woman in the tight leather pants and silver-sequined top. The one who looks like she’d have your balls for breakfast along with a kale smoothie, all before she goes to her Zumba class. C’mon. You think I didn’t notice you were staring at her? You forget who you’re dealing with. I see everything.” He points to his eyes.

“She’s not having my balls for breakfast.”

“But is she having the kale smoothie before Zumba?” I ask.

“Whatever. That’s Haven. She’s . . .”

“She’s the ballbuster?” I supply.

Walker pats Josh’s shoulder. “Maybe you need your balls busted. Ever consider that?”

“No. But maybe you need yours waxed. Ever consider that?”

“Who’s to say I don’t wax them already?”

Josh cracks a rare smile, then signals a time-out. “TMI.”

“We’ll put a pin in the ball convo for now.” Walker turns to me. “All right. Serve it up, man.”

I heave a sigh as the bartender brings my drink, and I thank him then answer Walker. “I’m just annoyed. I was on Ryder’s show this morning, and everything seemed to be going well. He asked me to come back—there’s an opening there, and I felt like I was primed to nab it. On my way out, though, I ran into this other guy—who’s bloody fucking British too—who might as well have been carrying the job around like a wrapped present, playing with the bow so everyone looks at it.”

Walker sighs sympathetically. “Happens to the best of us, man. Somebody’s always taking jobs. That’s just the way it goes.”

“Not really what I wanted to hear.” I knock back some whiskey.

Josh shoots me a look. “Why is that not what you wanted to hear? That’s the truth. That’s the truth of business. I lose business to Leigh Jensen, to Scott Borehead, to CAA and that guy who looks like Dwayne Johnson. And they lose business to me. We’re all reeling our lines off the same boat, angling for the same fish. Right now, the shortstop on the Yankees is up for grabs. And Haven wants Lorenzo too, I’m sure.”

“The shortstop. Always the shortstop,” I say with a groan.

Walker simply shrugs. “If I were a shortstop, I’d literally want for nothing in life.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” I say.

Josh barely notices our exchange. He just picks up where he left off. “I’m not going to let Haven win him though. Not after I lost two clients to her in the last month.” He growls in her general direction. “Haven Fucking Delilah.”

Walker rolls his eyes. “Hey, Josh. Why don’t you tell us how you really feel?”

“You want to hear what happened? Because she poached my clients, man.”

“Yeah, I’m dying to hear all about the poaching. Tell us about Leather-Pants Poacher,” Walker says dryly.

Josh huffs, dismissing it with a wave. “I’m not talking about her. I’m done talking about her. She pisses me off too much. Plus, look at her.” Our eyes drift toward the aforementioned Haven. The poacher. The evil one.

The complete and absolute babe.

“Seems you can’t stop looking at her,” I remark, and he snaps his gaze back to us.

“Anyway, let’s help our sorry-ass friend,” Walker says, meaning me, and downs his water quickly. “I have five minutes.” Walker turns to me. “Here’s the deal. You had an opportunity. It looks like it went to someone else. You just move on.”

“I know. I know. It’s just that some days I feel like I make progress, then I’m back to square one.”

Josh lifts a glass. “Welcome to the grind, man. That’s how it is. You have to get used to it, and don’t stop moving.”

“I’m used to it. Don’t you see? It’s what I’ve been doing for the last six or seven years.”

Josh shoots me a look. “Dude, I’m in my mid-thirties. I’ve been hustling since I was twenty-one. Wait, no. I’ve been hustling since I was six and watched Montana win back-to-back Superbowls, and decided I wanted to rep superstars like him. It never ends.”

Walker points to himself. “I’ve been a hardcore music fan since, well, since I was in the womb, I think.”

Josh nudges him, a smirk on his face. “Please, tell us about the music you listened to in the womb. That sounds really fascinating. Was Mozart playing when you were in mommy’s tummy?”

I laugh. “Or did your mum get you addicted to Cyndi Lauper?”

Walker scoffs. “My mom played Mozart for me, and I’m damn proud of it. Made me smart. I graduated early from college. But the point is, this is how it goes. You take the awesome highs with the messy, muddy middles and the dreary lows, and we’ll be here to support you. That’s what good friends are for. To stop you from wallowing in your own misery. You have friends because you’re not always going to get what you want at work. Work is a fickle mistress. But friends?” He gestures from himself to Josh to me. “Friends are the glue.”

Josh nods, holding up a fist. “Bro code.”

“Man code,” Walker corrects as he knocks back. I join in, though a voice in the back of my head tells me I’m the worst violator of the code, in spite of my fresh-air sabbatical.

“Friends make it all more bearable. You see your friends, you have a drink, you listen to a tune, and you kick back. You reflect on the state of the world. You realize that there’s all sorts of shit going on that’s way worse than a gig not going your way. You donate a little money to a charity. You move on, and then you pull yourself up. When you get home tonight, give money to the homeless or to rescue dogs or to kids living in poverty, okay?”

A bit of shame coats my throat as I finish my drink. I have been wallowing, and I’m not a wallower. “You’re right. I can’t feel sorry for myself. What the fuck is that? One hundred percent unacceptable is what.”

Josh lifts his glass. “Amen, brother. To never feeling sorry for yourself.”

I clink my glass to his. “I’ll drink to that.”

“Besides, I still have the regular weekly gig. I haven’t lost that. So I’m just status quo.”

“And speaking of keeping things status quo, I need to have a few words with Haven.”

Josh stalks over to confront his nemesis, and I hear a few words of their conversation.

“You come in here to try to steal more clients from me?”

She crosses her arms. “As if I have to steal them.”

“You know that’s exactly what you’re doing.”

“Maybe you ought to do a better job holding on to them.”

He inches closer, getting up in her space. “You do know there’s a reason why you shouldn’t be doing this?”

She juts her chin up at him, looking unintimidated by the way he towers over her. “And there’s a reason, too, that I enjoy it so damn much.”

I’m pretty sure he growls at her next, and her eyes simmer. I’m also pretty sure that in a parallel universe, they’d go off and fuck it out. But that’s just a hunch.

I turn to Walker. “Did you feel like you just accidentally tuned into the start of a new TV romance or something?”

“That was some of the best theater I’ve ever seen. Rivals, eh? I want to hear more, but now, I need to get back out there and spin some tunes. Why don’t you get on the floor and dance? Everything in life can be solved with a dance-off.”

“I have nobody to dance-off with,” I say.

He gestures to the entire floor. “The place is packed. Find a stranger. Dancing clears the mind. Sorts the thoughts. A few dances, and you’ll know exactly what you need to do next.”

I do move with the crowd for a few songs.

It does clear my head.

I do feel better having seen my friends.

Walker is right. When it comes to work disappointments, you move on, and you don’t let them get you down. You brush them off and keep chasing the dream.

By the time I leave the club, I’ve lightened the load and shed my annoyance. As the thumping subsides in the night air, I check my phone, finding a message from Truly.

Truly: Nailed it like a gymnast hammering pinball machines!

I laugh at the absurd way she’s mixed all three analogies. I smile too, because I’m proud of her. Because I want her to have all her dreams come true.

I read the text again. Then one more time. I can’t wipe the grin from my face. I was a right idiot to be pissed at her. She’s only ever had good intentions. She tried to help Marcus, just as she’s been helping me. For as long as I’ve known her, she’s been supportive of my business and my efforts to help Abby. She’s been available for a chat, a night out, a workout, and a jujitsu class every time I’ve needed it. She’s been everything I could want in a friend, and I’m lucky to have her as one of mine.

Friends don’t only help you through disappointments.

They also cheer you on in good times, like Truly’s.

I’m not far away from Gin Joint.

Not far at all.

I make my way to her bar so I can congratulate her in person on nailing it. Along the way, I follow Walker’s advice and make a donation to an animal rescue. There. I feel better. When I reach Gin Joint, I don’t see Truly behind the counter, so I ask the guy mixing drinks where I can find her.

“She’s in her office. Is she expecting you?” he asks.

A jerk would barge in. A gentleman asks. “No. But I have to see her anyway. Do you need to call her first and tell her I’m here?”

He smiles, shaking his head. “Nah. I’ve seen you around. Go on ahead.”

I turn down the hallway, head to the last door, and knock. When she answers, she’s like a breath of fresh air, and I want to breathe her in all night long.

Because she smells like so much more than a friend.
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“So you nailed it? Just like I knew you would.”

Her smile is huge as she ushers me into her office, the door falling shut behind us. She’s so giddy that her enthusiasm is practically a new perfume, and it’s going to my head.

“Yes! I met with him today, and I went over all my plans. He said it sounded fantastic. He just needs to check with his partners and”—she stops, crosses her fingers—“then we should be good to go.”

“And do you have a name for this new establishment?”

“I was thinking of something really on the nose like An English Pub because, hey, then won’t I come up quickly on search results?”

“That’s what I admire about you—always thinking.”

“Always hustling.” One corner of her lips curves up, and she shoots me another smile. “Thanks again, Jason. I really couldn’t have done it without you.”

“I’m not so sure about that. I think you had it in you already. I was just company.”

She leans against her neat desk, looks me up and down, and says, “Good company indeed.”

Her voice has changed slightly. It’s softer and a little bit more seductive. How is that even possible?

“And a great friend too,” she adds.

Is that a reminder to herself? But I can’t read in her tone whether she’s underscoring the word as a barrier or stating the simple truth: we are great friends. The way we’ve interacted this week affirms it. “We’re doing pretty well at this friendship thing, aren’t we?” I ask.

“We’re rock stars at it.”

“No one is as good as we are at getting right back into the friend zone,” I say, and it feels like it could be true enough until she touches my arm, setting off sparks. Heat rolls through me, fanning the flames of my desire for her, stoking the fire into a blaze.

“Jason, I really did need you for this. You might think you were just company, but I couldn’t have done this without your help. You have such a fine eye and a nose for details. That made all the difference in the world.”

My heart thumps a little harder, a little more insistently. I wish I didn’t like her compliments so much. I wish I could take them on a surface level. But there’s nothing surface about what I’m feeling for her, and I don’t want to sling quips and dirty words right now.

“We helped each other,” I say. “There’s no one else I could have asked.”

“It’s the same for me. You’re the only one with the insight I needed. And it was a lot of fun to scour pubs together.”

“It was incredibly cool. And I loved spending all that time with you,” I say, choosing the bare truth.

Because here it is: I don’t want to be in the friend zone. I want to be in her zone.

Her eyes widen. I see hope in them, and I want to believe she feels the same way I do, that this extra time we’ve spent together in the last few weeks has done to her what it’s done to me.

She runs her hand up my arm. “I loved spending all that time with you.”

I’m not entirely sure what is happening here. But we’re swept up in a storm of compliments. A sea of confessions. And in the eye of this storm, there is no more room for innuendo or flirting. We’re both standing here saying only what’s true. And what’s true is that I want her to have everything she desires. “I’m happy for you, Truly. I want all your dreams to come true.”

“I want yours to as well.”

I take another drink of truth serum. “Going to Chip’s wedding with you . . . it never felt like you were a fake date.”

Her voice is breathy. “It never felt fake to me either.”

Tonight doesn’t feel like the baseball game, the last pub visit, or the jujitsu class. This doesn’t feel like anything else we’ve done before. Maybe I simply had to clear my head of all the noise that was in it to arrive in this new zone. This is the zone I want to be in.

I wrap a hand around her waist, running my thumb along her hip, making her shudder. “You smell amazing.”

“What do I smell like? I don’t really wear any perfume.”

I lift my chin, drawing a deep breath of her gorgeous scent. “I know you don’t wear perfume. Your scent is in my head. It’s in my brain. I can’t get it out. It drives me wild. You smell like fresh air.”

She laughs. “I suppose there are worse things to smell like.”

“There’s nothing better to smell like. And the funny thing is, I thought I was immune to it.”

I move closer, lift my hand, and finger a strand of her hair. Her breath catches. “How is one immune to air?” she asks.

I shake my head. “Don’t know. I’m certainly not.”

She nibbles on her lip and meets my gaze, her eyes soft and vulnerable. “I don’t want you to be immune to me.”

“Don’t you worry about that. I think I’ve lost all resistance.”

“Have you now?”

“Pretty sure.” I’m damn well certain this is the zone I want to be in. The contact zone.

She lifts her hand, reaches for my collar, and brushes her fingertips over it. “I love being friends with you. And I love all the other things in our lives. I don’t know how to make sense of what’s happening or what I’d do about it if I did. But right now, I need you to kiss me. Because you can’t just stand here in my office looking like this and talking like this and saying these things.”

I flash her a naughty grin. “I can’t?”

Shaking her head, she jerks my collar and tugs me close, her forehead pressed to mine. “You can’t. Because I want you too much. And it’s not like the other times, Jason. I can’t pretend we’re just friends after everything that’s happened. Kiss me now.”

I cup her cheek and claim her lips. I crush her mouth in a searing kiss that goes straight to my head, that makes my mind spin deliriously in a Truly-induced haze. I kiss her like it’s a living hell not to have my mouth on her, all over her, everywhere.

Her hands tangle in my hair, and she pulls me even closer, kisses back just as greedily. Her sighs and murmurs wind me tighter, send me higher. We kiss so hard our teeth click. We kiss so fiercely that we bite. I grab at her shirt, her skirt, wanting to tear off her clothes.

“Do you have to go back out there?” I ask.

“I do. In like five minutes.” Her voice is breathy, desperate.

“Five minutes? We haven’t got a second to lose. Let me bury my face in your pretty little . . . summer . . . so I can make you come on my tongue.”

Laughing, she scoots back on her desk and opens her legs.

Fuckkkkk. “Seems you like that idea.”

She grabs my chin, meets my gaze. “Your mouth is insanely talented, and I’ve missed it. Go down on my . . . lily.” She chuckles.

“I’m going to, but I can’t fucking say summer, lily, or silver again, so I’m just going to eat your fantastic pussy like it’s dessert.”

“Do it now.” She hikes up her skirt, a blatant invitation.

I park myself in her desk chair, slide my hands up the smooth skin of her thighs, and yank the lace of her knickers to the side.

I groan at the sight of her wetness. She practically shimmers with desire as she hooks her shoes against the edge of the desk. Fucking perfect. I lick one delicious line up her center. My eyes roll into the back of my head from the intoxicating taste of her. I’m burning everywhere from one lick, one touch, one kiss.

She is too, judging from the way she grabs my hair, curling her hands around my skull and whispering, “Do it fast. You know it won’t take me long.”

I smile against her heat, moving my face back and forth, letting her feel my stubble. “I love your confidence in me.”

“It’s because you have an impeccable track record.”

“Far be it from me to break it, then.”

I return to exactly where I want to be—feasting on her, tasting her, flicking my tongue, kissing her hard, devouring her.

I’ve only done this to her once before, but I’ve missed it immensely. And I remember exactly how my woman likes it. She likes to be consumed, with hungry kisses and a lot of penetration. I bring my fingers between her legs and slide two inside. She bucks against me, thrusting and rocking and moaning and groaning, and I’m in absolute heaven with her, eating her out on her desk. This powerful, sensual, strong woman who all but told me we’re not simply a good fuck anymore. That we’re something more too. I don’t know what that’s going to be. All I know is I need to send her over the edge right now.

She rocks faster, moans louder.

So good.

Oh my God.

Just like that.

I’m close, so close, keep going.

Yes, yes, yes. I’m there. Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.

She detonates, coming on my lips like the overachiever she is in the having orgasms department. This woman can climax like a rock star.

When she comes down, I help straighten her up, sorting her skirt and her knickers. She gazes at me with glossy, hazy eyes and whispers, “I don’t think we’re in the friend zone anymore, Toto.”
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“So, yeah. I have to agree. There was nothing particularly friendly about that,” I say.

“I don’t feel friendly at all.” She grabs my face and plants a searing kiss on my lips, more intoxicating because I know she tastes herself on me. Because she has the same appetite I do, the same intensity.

When she pulls back, she slides her hand along the front of my pants. “I want you. Want to taste you. Want to have you.”

“I’d be amenable to that as well,” I say, groaning in frustration, since I know it can’t happen now.

“I wish I didn’t have to get back out there. But I want you to know I’m going to be thinking about you.” She squeezes, sending a fresh wave of heat rolling down my spine. “But not just this. All of you.”

“So, not just the sex parts of me, which obviously I want you fantasizing about ninety-nine percent of the time. But also the other parts?”

She laughs. “Yes, the other parts.”

“They’re very happy with one percent.”

“Might be higher than that.” Letting go, she smooths a hand over her skirt then meets my gaze. “So, I know we should probably figure out what this is, but there’s a part of me that also doesn’t want to. At least, not yet. Not tonight.”

“I know what you mean. It’s all sorts of unexpected. And yet, not.”

“Exactly. I didn’t even think I’d see you tonight, but then you showed up, and look at us. We can’t stay away from each other, can we?”

Proving her point, I thread my fingers through her hair, savoring the feel of the soft waterfall of silk on my fingers. “It seems we can’t entirely.”

She leans into me, and ever so briefly, I embrace her, savoring the tender, but too short moment.

When she pulls back, she presses her hands to my chest. “The only thing I know is we’re pretty good at sleeping together and staying friends. Don’t you think?”

“We’re aces.”

“Maybe we should try sleeping together again and staying friends? Till we get the whole ‘sleeping together’ out of our system?”

I flinch for a second then rein in my surprise. I don’t want to be friends with benefits. I want her in my system, not out of it. I want so much more of her. But I also know now isn’t the time to have this conversation. She’s already pushing the edges of her small window of time. “Sleep together, then go back into the zone?”

“Sure?” She sounds like she’s trying to convince herself. “What do you think?”

“Let’s make a go of it.”

I’ll take what I can get for now. I’ll accept her gracious offer because I can’t think about anything except her now. She’s in the front of my mind, and she’s rapidly claiming a stake in my heart.

I’ll sort out the rest later.

For now, I’m going to walk home and enjoy the night air with the taste of her still on my lips.
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From the pages of Truly’s Drink Recipe Book

The Get-Him-Out-of-My-System Cocktail:

Gin

Pineapple Juice

Sometimes you break not just the rules, but your rules.

You could say it’s because you can’t resist.

But honestly, that’s not the answer.

You’re an adult. You make choices. You choose to relinquish resistance.

You let it fall through your fingers like grains of sand.

You don’t care where the sand winds up. You want what you want.

Even though it’s so much more than want now.

It’s deeper, more intense, and scarier too.

This feeling in your chest? It’s making you rethink everything. And when you feel this way, you need a little gin and some pineapple juice.

It tastes strong and decadent too, like all your desires. Like your dangerous and delicious choices.

Go fill a bowl of popcorn and have a snack with your cocktail.

Yes, a whole bowl.

After all, you can’t eat just one handful. And it’s not because you can’t resist.

It’s because you’re choosing something else.

And because you know this drink name is a lie. You don’t want him out of your system. You want him in it.

You just don’t know how to get that without having the whole friendship burn to the ground.
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Sully struts into the coffee shop, pointing to his trainers. “Check them out.”

“You took the VaporMax out for a walk?” Troy asks, shooting an incredulous look at his fellow groomsman before smacking his forehead in exasperation. “Lord, what fools these mortals be.”

“First off, no, I did not take my shoes out for a walk in New York City. Do I look stupid?” Sully asks.

I hold up a stop-sign hand. “Don’t answer that, Troy.”

“What? I don’t think he looks stupid. But I do contend wearing expensive shoes in New York City is the height of foolishness,” he says, answering anyway.

Sully jumps in again. “Second, I know that’s from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

The coffee cup nearly slips from Troy’s palm. “Wha . . .?”

I snap my gaze to the sneakerhead who plops down in a leather chair, crossing one leg over the other, his shoes on full display.

“You know where that’s from?” I ask.

Sully scoffs. “I do indeed. Because I knew he was going to call me a fool. I knew he was going to quote Shakespeare to make his point. So I googled Shakespearean quotes on foolishness before I arrived. I was ready.”

“Damn. You are an impressive fella. I have no choice but to high-five you.” I hold up a palm, and Sully smacks back.

“You did that? You went to that level of prep to get my goat?” Troy asks, his jaw agape.

Sully nods, takes a long pull of some kind of coffee drink, and exhales exaggeratedly. “I gamed it. Took my chances when I researched the quotes. I figured it’d be that one or The fool doth think he is wise, but the wise man knows himself to be a fool. That’s from⁠—”

“As You Like it,” Troy and Sully name the play in unison.

“But see,” Sully continues, clearly enjoying his moment in the sun. “I went with the A Midsummer Night’s Dream one because I figured Troy would go with the simpler quote. The shorter one. Troy is all about brevity. And brevity is the soul of wit.”

Troy’s eyes pop.

Sully slams his hand on an imaginary buzzer. “And that’s from Hamlet, boys.”

“I knew that, and I also know this.” Troy stands, bows, and declares, “We’re not worthy.”

Sully pats his head. “And you better know that’s from Wayne’s World.”

“Of course,” we both say together.

“I’d have to turn in my man card if I didn’t know that,” Troy says.

Sully takes another drink. “Also, to answer your question, oh ye of little faith, I carried my shoes in a bag, and I put them on at the door to show you clowns.”

“Aww, that’s sweet that you’re giving us a special viewing of your shoes,” I say.

“All right, gentlemen, let’s get down to business,” Troy says, rubbing his palms.

Briefly, I’m taken aback because I usually lead these meetings, since I’m the boss. But Troy jumps into the deep end. “Tonight, you want us on our best behavior, you want us in our suits, and if anyone asks, we work in media production—keep it plain and simple. But wait. Why can’t I be a model like Enzo? I look like a model, don’t you think?” Troy gestures to his jawline.

Sully shakes his head. “Have you seen Enzo? Dude, if you think you can model next to him, then I can dunk like Michael when I wear these shoes.”

“Fair point.”

“Maybe I could be like a Sears catalog model,” Troy offers.

“Now you’re talking realism,” Sully says. “Except Sears is defunct.”

“And another dream dies,” Troy says.

We resume the rundown, reviewing the plan for tonight’s cocktail party, which is taking the place of a rehearsal dinner. When we’re done, I head home to get ready, and at seven fifteen, my phone rings with Truly’s name blasting across it. Odd. I didn’t expect her to arrive till seven thirty. “Hey, minx.”

“I’m early. Want to let me in so I can finish what you didn’t let me start last night?”
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She eyes me from head to toe. “You in that suit. That sexy tailored suit. Yes. That’s what I want.”

I slide my hand down the wine-red tie. “You want to suck my cock while I’m in this suit?”

She gazes at me like a lioness ready to pounce. “I absolutely do.”

I undo my belt, taking my sweet time, loving that she came to play. I want to give her everything she wants, in and out of the bedroom. And in the bedroom, she likes the dirty talk. “Then far be it from me to deny you. Do it now. Suck me hard and good, just the way I like it.”

“As if I’d do it any other way.” She points to my couch. “Sit. Take out that cock. I know you’re hard already.”

“I was hard the second I saw your name on my phone.” I sit, unzipping my trousers, then pushing down my briefs. “Get on the floor. I want you on your knees.”

She licks her lips, hikes up her black dress, and drops between my legs. No foreplay. No kissing. No need for that. I offer her my cock, and she takes it, dipping her mouth to my length, swirling her tongue across the head.

I groan, electricity crackling over my skin from that first touch of her miraculous tongue. She licks the underside then back up, her fist wrapping tightly around the base.

“Don’t tease me. Just suck it.”

She shoots me a settle down look. “So impatient. Maybe I want to lavish attention all over your dick.”

She hums as she wraps her lips around the head, and I nearly lose my mind. A jolt of lust surges down my body as I stare at her. My Truly, the woman I’m desperate for, has my dick between her glossy lips and is teasing the fuck out of me.

“Maybe I want to come all over those pretty red lips,” I say, since two can play at this. Because the tease, the way we tango, is part of who we are, how we connect, in the bedroom and out.

“I bet you’d like to come all over me,” she whispers naughtily, tugging at the neckline of her black dress, pulling it all the way down, then back up, giving me a tantalizing peek at her breasts. I’m aching for her. She’s only been in my place for a few minutes, and she’s already torturing me in the most exquisite way, as she grips tighter and squeezes the base, sucking deliciously on the tip.

“You’re killing me,” I groan as my skin sizzles.

She lets go. “Would you rather I stop?”

My eyes widen, and I breathe out hard, grabbing her face, meeting that naughty, naughty gaze. “Please,” I ask, because I’m not above begging.

“Please what? Please stop?”

“Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop for another second. I want to fuck your perfect mouth. I need to come between these sexy, decadent lips so damn soon.”

Her smile spreads, slow and dirty, as she answers me by taking me in and drawing me deep. My pulse throbs everywhere. Pleasure careens through my body. My fingers curl around her skull, moving her head, finding a rhythm.

She looks magnificent, such a dirty beauty, such a gorgeous, seductive woman. She knows what she wants. She radiates sexual confidence, and it turns me on more than anything ever has. She’s a woman who knows her own mind and her body. She gives and she takes, and she takes and she gives. And right now, she’s giving me the best blow job of my life.

I’m burning up with desire for her, watching her lips slide up and down, feeling her tongue flick over my shaft. It’s a blow job, but fuck, it feels like so much more. It feels like the most intense pleasure given by the person—the only person—I want to give it to me.

I thrust up into her mouth, starting to lose myself to these wicked sensations.

But I don’t want to get lost in her mouth. I want to get lost in her.

“I need to get inside you. I need to fuck you right now.”

She lets go, gazes up with hooded eyes, and nods. “Yes, you do. Because I will be a desperate wreck all night if you don’t.”

I take her hand, pull her up, and take her to the back of the couch. “Bend over. Let me see that beautiful ass of yours.”

She pulls up her dress to her waist, and I yank down her knickers, a rumble working its way up my chest at the sight of her boot-camped booty. “Such a perfect ass.” I smack her cheek, and she yelps, then wiggles, asking for more.

I give it to her, swatting the other cheek before I reach for my wallet and roll on a condom. I rub my cock against her heat, and I slide inside, shuddering from the sheer intensity.

“I want to spend all night making you feel good,” I groan, bending my chest over her back, gripping her hair. “But we have to go soon. So I’m going to fuck you hard and fast. But know this—I’ve never wanted anyone this much, this intensely.”

“I want you too. So much.”

“And even when I’m fucking you like the clock is ticking, you’ve got to know I don’t want it to end.”

She turns her face, her blue eyes fierce as she meets my gaze. “I don’t want it to end either.”

Maybe we’re both saying other things, meaning other things. But now’s not the time to figure that out. Now is the time for hot, dirty fucking.

That’s what I do, pumping into her, filling her. Thrusting hard, deep. Gripping her.

She moans and groans, pants and cries out, and our noises mingle. Sliding a hand between her legs, I touch her where she wants me most.

She trembles beautifully beneath me, her back arching, her hands clasping the furniture as if she’s holding on for life. “You like it when I do all the work,” I murmur.

“Love it, fucking love it.”

“So do I. Love it this way with you. Love it every way with you.”

Words cease, and grunts and growls take over. Slaps of flesh. Bodies pressing together.

Until she cries out, incoherent as she flies into blissful oblivion.

It doesn’t take me long to follow her over the cliff as I come hard inside her, loving everything, absolutely everything, about the way she makes me feel.

I wrap my arms around her, unable to resist kissing her. I brush my lips to her cheeks, against her hair and the shell of her ear. “You’re spectacular.”

“And you’re going to look less than spectacular in that suit if we don’t get out of here soon.”

We clean up quickly, straightening dress and suit, hair and lipstick. Then we leave, and in the elevator of my building, I take her hand.

That’s all.

And it feels all too right.

So right that it occurs to me—for the first time in ages, I’m not thinking about my lack of interest in relationships. I’m not considering how to avoid entanglements. I’m definitely not dwelling on how to keep someone at a distance. I’m thinking about how I want her all the way in.

And I don’t know how to get her there.
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I’m rarely at a loss for words. I traffic in them, I juggle them, and I spin them into different combinations, whether with my mouth or my pen. But tonight, I’m not certain I remember how to make the shape of them on my tongue.

Words evade me as we catch a Lyft to the swank cocktail party in a ballroom at the Luxe Hotel. Maybe that’s because there are too many words jostling around my mind, squeezing hard against my heart.

Perhaps that’s the issue.

Words are taking over in a mad alphabet soup. Words I never intended to attach to myself. To my emotions. And as for those pesky things—didn’t my emotions get the memo that I banished them long ago?

I’ve been following a stoic plan for ages, marching forward, and part of that plan was avoiding this kind of wild rampage in my heart.

Too late.

I feel it. I feel it everywhere.

The last time I felt anything remotely close to this, I was blindsided by my ex.

But then, as Chip said, heartbreak doesn’t have to break you. It can be the best thing that ever happens to you.

Looking at Truly on the way to the party, all I can think is he’s so damn right, because the words that tango on my lips feel like they’re comprised of four letters, and those are the most dangerous words of all.

Falling for Truly means falling for the one person who’d wildly complicate my life.

And yet . . . I don’t want to turn away from whatever is brewing between us.

When we reach the hotel and head into the elevator, I locate words again. I face her, take both her hands in mine, link our fingers, and meet her gaze. “I know we said we’d figure this out. I know we said we’d get this out of our system, but I really can’t foresee a world where you’re out of my system.”

For a second, I hold my breath, hoping I haven’t scared away the woman who values her space, the woman who’s already beholden—to Gin Joint.

But the look in her eyes nearly knocks me to my knees. It says everything. That I’m not alone. That she’s feeling all of this too.

Maybe this is what happens when two workaholics meet their match.

She strokes her thumb across my jaw, making me shudder with desire and longing for her. She inches her face closer to mine and whispers, “I don’t want to live in a world where you’re out of my system. What are we going to do about that?”

“I don’t have a clue. But let’s try to figure it out soon, yeah?”

She smiles and whispers “Yes” against my lips. A yes that thrums through my whole body and beats in my heart.
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Once inside, I shake off all these new sensations, because it’s time to focus on business and being here for the man of the hour. Enzo moved to the States mere months ago and hardly knows anyone, so my job is to be his wingman in a world where his woman knows everyone.

As Valerie works the room, Enzo leans effortlessly against the bar, surveying the glittering crowd in the chandelier-encrusted ballroom. “Ah, when I was growing up, a poor boy in Madrid, I never imagined this might be my life.”

I raise a glass. “It’s a good life.”

“I have a solid job, the love of a fantastic woman, and I’m starting to make new friends in a new town.”

“I’d say your job is more than solid, mate. It’s pretty damn secure.”

He flashes that grin, and somewhere, someone with a camera snaps it. “But is it though? Is any job truly secure? Is yours secure?”

“You got me there. My work is anything but secure,” I answer.

He raises his champagne glass. “To insecurity in work.”

I clink my glass to his, since nothing feels truer than the utter lack of reliability I’m experiencing on the business front. His comment is a reminder that I haven’t heard a word from Ryder, and he usually books me by the end of one week for the next one. My shoulders tighten in worry. Even if I didn’t win the full-time gig, I hope I’m not losing the part-time one on his show.

But tonight I’m here for Enzo, not me.

Enzo glances toward Truly, who’s chatting with Troy and Sully. “But perhaps there is no insecurity in love?”

I shoot him a look. “What do you mean?”

“You’re funny. Maybe you think it’s not obvious.”

“What’s not obvious?”

“She’s more than your date.”

I could deny it. I could lie. But I don’t want to pretend with this. “Let’s hope so.”

Valerie marches over, raises a glass of champagne, and offers a toast to us. “To my kind and thoughtful husband-to-be and his very charming best man. Now, what is it that you men were discussing? Sports cars, stealth bombers, aftershave, and other exceedingly masculine things?”

Enzo smiles. “I was simply telling him that I think he needs to sort out his feelings for a certain lady.”

“You’re kind to worry about my romantic affairs, but I swear I’m fine. Let’s focus on this fantastic union,” I say deflecting, deflecting, and then deflecting some more.

Valerie swings her gaze around to Truly then back to me. “Do you know what I’ve learned about men?”

“What have you learned, my love?” Enzo asks.

She points to his eyes, then to mine. “I’ve learned that it’s all in the eyes. That’s how you read them. That’s how you can tell. When I work on deals, I always look a person in the eyes. They never lie. Yours never did,” she says to Enzo. Then to me, “And when I look at yours, and I see the way you gaze at that woman, all your truths are self-evident. Inescapable.”

“Maybe they are,” I muse.

Enzo nudges her. “Just as we predicted.”

“We did,” she says. “We can always tell when love is blooming.”

“Good skill,” I remark, because what else is there to say? She’s right. For me, at least.

Enzo catches someone’s eye and points to a dapper man in a suit. “I must go talk to Carlos about a painting.”

“Oh yes, the one that reminds us of an Edward Hopper. Get it for us.”

He makes a growling sound at her, as if this art acquisition is part of their foreplay. “Consider it done.”

He heads off, and Valerie cocks her head, her brown eyes locked with mine. “Now, tell me stuff. I want to know more about you. I’m so fascinated by your job. I absolutely love hearing about all sorts of new professions.”

But now isn’t the time to spill the details that clients don’t need to know. “There’s not really much to tell. It’s a simple job,” I say, lying through my teeth, because it’s completely complicated. “You find me, you hire me, I do a job.” I subscribe to the less-is-more approach.

“Yes, I know that. I hired you. Because I wanted more groomsmen. Because Enzo doesn’t know many people here in New York yet. But I’m not interested in my story. I’m interested in yours. Tell me how you came to be in this field, because I doubt you were trying to imitate Kevin Hart from that film.”

I push out a laugh. “You’re correct. I started before that movie came out. I can write the hell out of a best man’s speech. That’s how I got started.”

But that’s not enough for Valerie. She asks where I’m from, and since that’s innocuous enough, I tell her just outside of London. We chat about the neighborhoods in that city, also a safe topic.

“London is one of my favorite cities. I find it so much more civilized to attend the theater in London.”

“I can’t say I disagree. The relative lack of ticket scalpers does help the civility there.”

“In general, you can’t beat the politeness in England. I do enjoy good manners.”

I chuckle. “Manners are pretty cool.”

She narrows her eyes as if studying me. “There’s something about you that feels so familiar.”

A doubt of worry shoots down my spine. Was it my manners comment? That can’t possibly be enough to give anything away. Surely I can’t be the only writer/blogger/podcaster/media expert who gives a damn about manners. I’ve worked hard to keep my worlds separate—fake names on this side, no photos on the other. I work in a business where privacy and discretion are critical. “I’m sure I sound familiar because, well, I probably just sound like Daniel Craig,” I say, doing my best to keep the answer light and airy.

She shakes her finger at me, a sly smile sneaking across her face as she gestures to her ear. “But I swear I can hear something else in your voice. Something in the way you speak, in your command of words and the things you say about cities and life, and men and women.”

My muscles tighten, and I weigh my best options. Run and hide behind the bar for the rest of the night and hope she won’t find me, or deny, deny, deny.

“After a while, all Englishmen sound the same, I suspect.”

She snaps her fingers. “I know. Did I meet you at Ryder Lockhart’s⁠—”

I go cold everywhere. Ice freezes in my veins. Walker’s warning rings loud and terrifyingly close. Someday, you’re going to be waxing eloquent on the radio about how to land a promotion, and when you leave, the guy down the hall will remember the toast you gave at some wedding as Jay the best man, or Jackson or Jackoff.

Or the reverse, I’m learning.

“His ping-pong match. He’s a business associate of mine. Weren’t you there? I swear I saw you there.”

I breathe again, grateful to tell the whole truth when I say, “You should see my ping-pong game. It’s total rubbish. Must have been someone else.”

She drums her fingers against the bar. “Perhaps.”

But the fact that she’s friends with him underscores the bigger issue. I need to move on my exit plan, and I need to move fast.
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I can’t shake the feeling that planets are on a collision course tonight. Even as I chat with Truly, Enzo, and other guests at the party, I can’t completely let go of that encounter.

Troy seems to sense my unease, and he pulls me aside. “You’re distracted. What’s going on? Whatever it is, you can’t let it get to you right now. It’s showtime.”

He’s right. Damn it. He’s absolutely right. I’m letting this worry knock me off my game. “It’s nothing.”

“No, it’s something. Will talking about it help?”

“I actually don’t want to talk about it.”

“Sometimes things are better when you talk about them.”

I drag a hand through my hair, then serve it up in a whisper. “I think Enzo’s fiancée is starting to draw the connections. I think she knows what I do in my other job.”

“Is that such a bad thing?”

“I want to keep everything separate.”

“Why?”

“How would it look? My work depends on me being credible and trustworthy. If someone like Ryder finds out I’m a paid friend, how would that look?”

“Like you’re a man making a living. Like you’re figuring out how to chase your dreams and pay your bills. Isn’t that what your schtick is all about? Helping men be the best?”

“Yes, but . . .”

He clasps my shoulder. “You need to remember you’re not dealing drugs, you’re not running illegal pit bull fights, and you’re not sex trafficking. You’re helping people have the wedding of their dreams. I feel like that’s exactly what a modern gentleman would do. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go play that role, and you should let this all go.”

He weaves his way back into the crowd, saying hi, making conversation, and playing the part to a T. Perhaps I’ve trained him better than I thought.
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I make my way back to Truly, deciding to follow Troy’s advice. What’s the worst that could happen? What is Valerie going to do? Out me before her entire wedding? Declare for everyone here that Jay the best man is actually Jason Reynolds, the Modern Gentleman? What good would that do?

Later, I raise a glass, give a toast, and say a brief speech about Enzo, ending it with “And what is most lovely of all is to see two people who support each other, who care deeply for each other, and who have shared passions. That’s what I see when I look at Enzo and Valerie.”

As I lock eyes with Truly, my heart seems to expand beyond the space allotted in my chest. The way she looks at me, the way I see so much of my future in her eyes, is all I need to shed whatever remaining worries are setting up camp. Everything is going to be fine. How could anything be less than fine when my woman looks at me like she feels the same damn way?

When the event is over, I take her hand, bring her close, and say, “Come home with me tonight.”

“I’m already there.”
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On the way home we have the safety talk. She tells me she’s on the pill, and I want to kiss the sky. I’m going to take my time with her tonight, to savor every bare inch of her.

At my apartment, we’re not fevered and frenzied. We don’t strip in a mad rush, and I don’t bend her over the couch. I put on music, bring her to my bed, and undress her slowly, then lay her out before me. After I take off my clothes, she pulls me to her, whispering, “Get in my system. Because that’s where you are.”

She’s not saying she’s falling for me. But I know this woman—she won’t jump first. I have to.

I’m falling for her. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned in both my jobs, it’s that words matter greatly. I run the backs of my fingers across her cheek. “Do you know something, my naughty little minx?”

“What is it?”

“I’m crazy for you.”

Her smile is magnetic. “That’s what I meant to say too. I’m pretty crazy for you.”

“I don’t know what this means for tomorrow, but right now, I don’t want to figure out anything except what it feels like to make love to you. I already know what it’s like to fuck you, but I want to know what this is like too.”

“So do I.”

As she pulls me close, brings me inside her, I have the answer.

It’s everything.

It’s everything I thought I could avoid.

It’s everything I desperately want.

We move as one, our bodies curled together, our skin hot. Her breathing intensifies, and she arches against me, her back bowing spectacularly. I have no words. My throat is arid; my chest is a furnace. When her hands tangle in my hair and she shudders, I’m positive this is the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.

She’s the most beautiful.

Her whimpers and murmurs turn into cries as she tumbles over the edge, and I’m right there with her.

After, as we lay spent and sated, I’m sure I’ve never been this happy, and I’m just as certain we’re going to have to figure out incredibly soon what we’re doing next.

Like in the morning, when we leave to grab a quick breakfast before my softball practice and see a familiar face outside my building.
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“Fancy meeting you here.”

It’s Nick.

He’s with his daughter, and he’s leveling a curious and completely knowing stare my way.

Truly stops in her tracks, flinching, then recovers to smile at the tiny redhead by Nick’s side. “Hey, you!”

“Truly! We’re going to the dog rescue after softball!”

Truly offers up a hand to high-five Skye, sliding perfectly into kid mode. “And you’re going to get Jason the dog today?”

“I hope so. Look at him. Daddy, show Jason to Truly. I mean, please. Please show Jason the dog to Truly.”

Nick grabs his phone and slides his thumb across the screen, sharing a picture of a Chihuahua min-pin mix. “Pretty adorable, right? In spite of the name.”

“Completely adorable. Also, that’s an awesome name,” I second. My voice barely sounds like my own because Nick’s eyes return to me and he’s staring like he has something to say. He turns to his daughter, fishing in his pocket for something then handing her earbuds. “Hey, sweetie. I want you to listen to that new song you like so much. Can you do that right now?”

“Yes! Double yes!” She pops the earbuds in and starts bopping.

Nick looks to me then to Truly, then shakes his head knowingly. “How’s the friend zone working out for you guys?”

Truly shrugs sheepishly. “Not real well, it seems.”

Nick laughs. “Let me give you guys a piece of unsolicited advice. You need to deal with this head-on. I know you didn’t ask. But I’ve been there, done that, on both counts. Falling for a friend and falling for my best friend’s sister. And hey, look at the result.” He ruffles his daughter’s hair as she dances. “And don’t forget my son either. He and Harper popped into the bakery around the corner.”

“I don’t think we’re going to start popping out babies,” Truly jumps in, quickly squashing that notion. “Or popping into bakeries around the corner with them, for that matter.”

“That’s not the point. The point is, if I run into you here on the way to softball practice—and incidentally, we weren’t even stopping at your building—what happens when Malone does the same?”

The image he paints is unappealing. I don’t want to blindside my friend like that.

“Just tell the guy. Also, for the record, everyone has known for the longest time that the two of you have this ridiculous chemistry.”

I blink. “Everyone?”

He rolls his eyes. “Every single one. As in, all of your friends, as in everyone you’ve ever encountered, as in all of New York. In fact, I’d be willing to bet Malone won’t be the least bit surprised.”

“Seriously?” Truly asks.

“Seriously. You guys give off that whole we hate each other, yet we can’t stop flirting vibe, and you’ve given that off since the dawn of time.”

A new voice cuts in. “It is kind of wafting off you.” That’s Harper, who’s arrived with Carson out of thin air, it seems, a bakery bag in her hand. I swear the woman can apparate. “Like, it’s so strong you could bottle it, sell it, and make some serious jack.”

Truly jerks her gaze toward Harper. “How did you do that? Just figure out exactly what we were talking about?”

Harper taps her temple. “Women’s intuition.”

“The force runs strong in this one,” Nick says.

Harper gestures wildly to us, the bag flapping around. “Plus, hello. Look at the two of you. I mean, really. It doesn’t actually take any intuition. We’ve had a pool betting on when it would happen.” She leans in to whisper to her husband. “I won. Pay up, sweetie pie. Pay up.”

Nick scoffs but pretends to hand over some money to his wife, who then mimes pocketing it.

“He bet you two would become a couple a year ago,” Harper continues. “I said you were both too stubborn, so I predicted, hmm, right around now as the starting point. But does this mean you’ve finally, officially put us all out of the misery of watching you behave like, well, cats who chase each other into corners but then snuggle up at night?”

“I like cats. Can we get a cat too? I want to name our cat Calvin and Hobbes,” Carson chimes in. “And Malone can give him his shots.”

“We will definitely consider a kitty cat. But can he be Calvin and Hobbes McDoodle? Because that’s a fun name,” Harper says.

“That’s a super-fun name,” Carson says.

“Speaking of Malone,” Harper says, shooting Truly and me one of those purposeful looks that women shoot from their eyes like laser beams. “You know what to do, and like I said the other week, he probably suspects it anyway. He’s kind of smart like that, especially when it comes to, ahem, cat behavior.”

I heave a sigh. “He is. And message received. You guys are probably right.”

“Of course we’re right,” Nick says. “But listen, are you coming to softball practice? Because we’re on our way to the park. My woman and my kids are going to watch me hit home runs because I’m awesome like that.”

“And humble too,” Harper adds, squeezing his arm.

“Yes, I’ll be there shortly,” I say.

They take off, daughter holding her father’s hand, son holding mom’s, while they stroll up the streets of New York on a summer day.

I turn to Truly, the Saturday morning crowds scurrying by. “He’s right.”

“I know.”

“Why don’t we try to talk to your brother later today? I know we haven’t entirely sorted out what this is, but I also think we both know it’s not stopping, and we ought to be honest with him.”

“Because of that whole ‘crazy for you’ thing?”

I smile. “Yes, because of that little part. I’ll invite him to lunch. And we’ll go together.”

But later that morning after we parted, a message from Truly arrives, asking me to meet her first.
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From: Darren Whitcomb

To: Truly Goodman

Re: Your Proposal

Dear Ms. Goodman,

Thank you so much for the thoughtful and well-researched presentation. It’s clear you devoted a lot of time and insight to your proposal. I wholeheartedly believe your new pub concept will be a tremendous success.

That said, my partners aren’t ready to move forward yet, but we’ll be in touch down the road. Thank you again, and we wish you success in all your endeavors.

All the best,

Darren
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From: MixologistExtraordinaire at gmail

To: MixologistExtraordinaire at gmail

Re: Disappointments

Dear Truly “Don’t Let This Get You Down” Goodman,

This is the e-mail I will save. This is what I want to remember. How it feels to try something different.

Because today goes like this:

After I cry pathetic rainfalls of tears that I collect in buckets of misery, I consider calling my brother. Then Charlotte.

They’ve always been my people. They’re the ones I’d turn to.

But it’s a Sunday morning, and Charlotte is with her kids and hubby. My brother is likely busy with Sloane.

I wipe my tears, wash my face, and draw a deep breath.

I review the facts.

So what if I wanted to do a Parisian-themed place more than an English one? So what if he doesn’t want either the English pub or the Paris-type bar? So what? So fucking what?

He’s not the key to my happiness.

I will do what I’ve always done. Solve the problem. Turn down another avenue.

But maybe I don’t have to do it alone. Maybe, just maybe, there’s someone who understands me who I can turn to now.

Yes, I think there is. Time to do things differently.

Xoxo

Truly
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After softball practice, Malone tells me he’ll meet up with me in thirty minutes, after he runs a quick errand with Sloane. His fiancée waves goodbye and says she’ll see me again soon.

I leave Central Park and head to the diner, prepping along the way, as I do. Walking and thinking, running and thinking, practicing what to say. It’s like a best man’s speech. You put your best foot forward. Be self-deprecating, but also don’t take yourself too seriously. Be honest, but also fun.

I can do this. I can talk to my friend and sort out my feelings for his sister.

I’ll just say something like, I’m crazy for your sister. I’ll treat her well. We’ll make it work. That’s really all there is to it. With my plan ready, I check my phone to make sure there aren’t any last-minute issues with tonight’s wedding.

And nope, all is well.

Perhaps this is the winding down, the beginning of the exit plan.

I’ll finish out this wedding, serve as the groomsman for one of Josh’s skateboarding clients in a couple of weeks, then do one last job that came in a couple of days ago. With that, I should have almost everything I need for Abby. Then, I can devote all my energy to growing the Modern Gentleman.

I spot a message on my phone from Walker that he’ll be at the wedding tonight. That’s a surprise.

Walker: The DJ is sick, so I got the sub call. That’s why I say you should never eat sushi the night before a gig. Bad fish. It’s always the fish.

Jason: “Fish” is a suitable answer for whenever someone asks what went wrong.

Walker: True that. When I see you tonight, should I act like I don’t know you? :)

Jason: Just act like someone who refuses to play Coldplay, and we’ll be all good.

Walker: Check. If you hear their music, consider it a sign of the impending apocalypse.

Jason: Duly noted.

After I send that, a text from Josh pops onto on my screen.

Josh: Hitting the gym this afternoon. Want to meet up? Even though I know it’ll be hard for you to keep up with me. Consider this my charitable act. Walker would be so proud of me.

Jason: Wow. How utterly noble of you. And just for that, I will kick your ass on whatever machine you’re riding.

Josh: Sorry for the slow reply . . . I was swept up in a fit of laughter from your last note.

Jason: Did you forget? Division 1 here.

Josh: Did you forget? Competitive bastard here, like you’ve never seen before.

Jason: See you in a couple of hours, asshole.

Josh: See ya, dickhead.

God, I love my friends. They’re such great assholes, and I fucking adore them for it.

I’m about to close my phone when a new e-mail icon pops up. It’s from Ryder. With a burst of hope—maybe it’s good news about more appearances—I click it open.

Hey. Just want to let you know I don’t actually need you this week. In fact, I’m not sure I’m going to need you on Mondays anymore going forward. Lots of things in play here. I can’t share much info right now. We’ll talk soon.

I reach for the street sign, grabbing hold of the pole.

I can’t walk straight.

I can’t process this shit sandwich of news.

He won’t need me anymore? He won’t need me at all?

Forget running in place. This isn’t even back to square one. This is take-all-the-steps-in-the-infernal-world-back-to-the-swamp-you-came-from news. Do not collect two hundred dollars, do not pass go. Sit in the godforsaken corner like a bad boy.

This is the most important gig I’ve had, and losing it tastes like eating bacon. Like greasy, undercooked pig fat. Disappointment rages inside me, ripping through my body like a virus, infecting my brain, my heart, and every part of me.

As I cross the street, I swallow past the acid in my throat. Is this Valerie’s doing? Did she rat me out?

That can’t be. Yet she is a powerful, strategic woman.

Or is this something else? The inevitability of failure? Perhaps I was never going to get the gig anyway. Maybe it was always going to go to someone else, to Marcus, somebody who sounds just like me who followed my damn advice.

My jaw clenches, and I want to write back and say, WHY???????

But I’m not going to beg. That’s exactly what I advise the men who listen to me to never do—never beg for a thing.

The only acceptable begging is to the gods of baseball, football, hockey, or whatever your respective sport is. Only then may you beg for a victory.

Otherwise, I say never beg a woman. Never beg an employer. And always bow out gracefully.

I reply to Ryder.

I appreciate the heads-up. It has been an absolute pleasure working with you. I hope our paths cross again. All the best, Jason

I send it even as anger lashes at me. While I walk the rest of the way to the diner, I try to pinpoint what went wrong.

When I pass a dry cleaner that also cobbles shoes, tailors dresses, and sells craft soda—but adorns its window now with a going out of business sign—the answer becomes clear. I’m doing too many things. I’m juggling too many plates. I’m ignoring my own tips—I always advise my readers to pace themselves, to pursue balance, to make sure they aren’t spread too thin.

Like me.

I’m distracted, and it’s affecting all my work. It affected me last night when I let that “manners” comment slip in front of Valerie. Troy even noticed that I wasn’t at the top of my game, and that’s a problem. I have another wedding to do tonight, then a handful more, as well as some speeches to write.

I need to finish out the commitment I made to my sister, so when Truly sends me her note, I’m pretty sure what I need to do when I see her too.

As hard as it may be, and as much as it’ll hurt.

I brace myself for the pain. But no pain, no gain. Grit your teeth and suck it up like a man.
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She’s waiting for me inside a booth, her eyes the darkest shade of midnight blue I’ve ever seen, but there’s a softness in them too. That vulnerability she shares with me.

I can’t let it draw me in. Can’t let it distract me more than it already has.

“Hey,” she says, and the sweetness in her tone nearly does me in. I don’t want sweetness right now. Don’t deserve it, can’t give it, and haven’t a clue what to do with it. I’m a snake, coiled tight, ready to strike at the next thing that shakes my world.

I don’t kiss her hello. I’ll cave if I touch her. I’ll haul her in for a searing kiss to blot out the misery churning in my gut.

“Hi.” It comes out tight, clipped.

The second I sit, she blurts out, “The investment deal fell through.”

I blink in surprise. “It did? Why?”

She takes a fueling breath. “The partners weren’t in love with my concept, I guess. I can’t figure out why. His e-mail was so . . . bland. It was a thanks, but no thanks. And I thought I’d done a great job with the pitch.” She takes a long breath, then holds up her palms, giving a what can you do smile. “That’s how it goes. It happens. Right?”

I blow out a long sigh of frustration, and I’m pretty sure good manners dictate that I ask her how she’s feeling about it, what she wants to do next, but misery loves company, so I serve up my side dish. “I’m in the same boat. My guest spot is gone. Ryder doesn’t need me anymore.”

Her expression transforms in a heartbeat. The sadness vanishes. She’s Fierce Truly now, her eyes narrowed. “Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately, I am.”

“That’s ridiculous. You’re the best thing to happen to that show.” And now she’s Defender Truly, and that’s damn tempting too.

Except temptation put me here, and I’d be wise to remember that. “I appreciate that, but he doesn’t see it that way.”

“He’s wrong.” She stabs the table with her finger. “Dead wrong. You know that, right?”

“No, I don’t know that.” I slump back in the booth, dragging a hand through my hair.

“You should, because you’re terrific.”

“Thanks, but it doesn’t really matter, does it?” I ask, more briskly than I’d like. “And I think what stings the most is I knew I wasn’t getting the full-time gig. I was fine with that, accepted it. But I thought this one was safe. Turns out that’s not the case. Guess I was wrong on that count too.”

“There will be other opportunities, Jason.” She sets her hands on the table, then makes a move like she’s going to reach for mine. But I don’t know what to do with kindness right now. I don’t know that I can handle it.

I keep my hands in my lap.

“Maybe,” I mutter.

“There will be. But I know you wanted this one, I know you were counting on it. I’m sorry.” She sets her hands in her lap, smiling sympathetically, and I hate that. But I also love it. I love it a lot—the way she cares, the way she wants to make me feel better. For a few seconds, I nearly cave. Because it’s comforting to have someone who understands.

I could join her on her side of the booth, kiss her hard, kiss away all my frustration. Hell, I bet we could fuck it away, and I’d be fine.

But the trouble is, I’d be in the same position after a roll in the hay. Besotted with her, instead of work. And I’m pretty damn sure that’s part of the problem.

Rather, that is the problem.

I swallow harshly, scrubbing my hand across the back of my neck. “I’m not at the top of my game. That’s the trouble.” I take a deep breath, steeling myself for the inevitable. “I think that falling in love is absolutely fucking distracting and ruining everything we’ve built.”

“What?” She flinches, shirking back like my statement didn’t compute.

But it makes as much sense as two plus two. This is easy math, even if I don’t like the answer.

“This seems proof of it, don’t you think? Love, feelings, all that stuff—it’s utterly distracting. It’s causing both of us to lose sight of our goals.”

She’s a mixologist—she ought to know. Add love to the cocktail mix of good sex, and what do you get? A drink that makes you lose your mind.

I’ve seen what love leads to. Seen how it makes you a fool. Witnessed how a man can end up with nothing when he chases it.

“It can be distracting, but it can also maybe be something . . .” Her voice rises like she’s waiting for me to fill in the answer. Hoping for me to color it in.

There’s no room in me for vulnerability. Emotions have been my foe, and letting them become a bedfellow was what brought me to the place where my business is falling apart.

She’s still looking, waiting for a word to fill in the blank, and so I give it to her. “Something like a problem. That’s what you were saying? It can be a massive boulder careening toward you, ready to crush you. You take your eye off of responsibilities. Off the prize. You start making mistakes. Don’t you see it? Obviously, it’s happening to both of us. You and your deal, me and my job.”

She’s silent for several long beats.

“Right?” I push.

She purses her lips.

“I mean, what else could it be?”

A long breath, and at last she answers, her voice crisp. “You’re right. We were crazy to think anything else. We should do what we’ve always done—be friends.”

Relief surges through me. “Exactly. That’s what I’m saying. Before we muck that up too. We still have time to go back. And it’ll all be fine. I can focus on business; you can focus on business. That’s what we both wanted to do all along.”

She offers a smile, then says, “I agree.”

Yes, she sees the wisdom of it. She’s a smart woman—I knew she would.

She laughs and waves like she’s dismissing the madness of the last few nights. “You’re so right. Love. Pssh. What is that? Silly distraction.”

“Thank you. I knew you’d feel the same way. Two workaholics, right?” I say with a wry grin.

She nods savagely, biting out a response. “Absolutely.”

“So, listen. I’ll finish paying off my sister’s school. Wrap up my best man jobs, devote more time to the Modern Gentleman. And you can go full speed ahead with finding another investor for the pub. Once we get all that sorted, we’ll see where we are. How’s that sound? Because it sounds fucking brilliant to me.”

She smiles so big and broadly, I bet it hurts. “Yes, that’s obviously the way to go.”

I breathe a massive sigh. “I’m so glad we’re in agreement.”

“Me too.”

The bell above the door rings, and when I jerk my gaze in that direction, Malone’s walking in.

“What should we tell him?”

“The truth. Since we’re not together, it shouldn’t be a big deal.”

“Exactly. No big deal whatsoever.”
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“What’s wrong with the two of you? You look like someone told you that you have to eat bacon for the rest of your lives.”

Truly gives a forced laugh. “That does seem like quite a jail sentence.”

He smiles and studies us curiously. “I feel like I should order bacon just to drive you crazy.”

“I’m not ready for that kind of punishment,” I quip, feeling pretty good about how Truly and I just worked that out like adults. And about how now we can have lunch with her brother. Like adults. And we can all make jokes. Like adults.

Malone glances at me then at his twin. “All right. I’m ready for your confession. You guys asked for this meeting. Let me guess—you’re finally going to tell me you’re into each other. I’m shocked. Absolutely shocked.”

Wow. Nick called that one. From ten miles away. Still, that’s not what this lunch is about.

“Yes, that’s what I want to tell you,” I say, keeping it professional and straightforward. “Truly and I were involved briefly, but we’re not going to be involved anymore. We’re staying friends. We both agreed to it. It’ll be great.”

“It was mutual,” Truly chimes in, cool, calm, and rational. More proof that this decision is the right one. “We had a thing. It happened a couple of times. But we’re just not at the place in our careers where we can date each other. We’re still good friends, and we wanted to assure you of that, because we don’t expect any weirdness.”

My God, she sounds so on top of this. She’s a brilliant businesswoman, unperturbed by blips.

“If you’re back on the friendship train, why are you telling me retroactively?”

I jump in. “We wanted to be up front because we were involved behind your back for a little bit.”

Malone snickers. “You make it sound like I’m the wronged spouse. I’m your friend, dickhead. Not your wife.”

Truly reaches out her hand and clasps her brother’s. “You and I had an agreement. We had a pact, and I don’t want to do anything to ruin your friendship with Jason, so we wanted to be straightforward, even though we’re not together. And we’re completely fine not being together.”

Malone holds up his hands to slow this conversational train. “Wait. Are you two breaking up because you think it bothers me? Because it doesn’t, and I would also never tell either one of you not to be involved with each other. Not my place, not my role.”

Truly is intense when she answers. “I’m telling you because after what happened with Sarah, we made a deal that friends were off-limits.”

He sighs, his voice softening. “Truly, we made that deal when we were twenty-one or twenty-two. We’re thirty-five now. And Sarah was a lunatic, if you ask me. I know it hurt to lose her, and I’m not belittling that, but I don’t want some pact we made well over a decade ago to keep you from happiness.”

“I’m happy. I swear. So happy. So totally happy. Work makes me happy. It’s all good. Who has time for relationships anyway?” she says, laughing, underscoring my point—she’s on the same page, and she’s obviously ecstatic. Hell, she said she was happy four times.

Malone raises his hand. “I do. A lot of people do.”

She pats his shoulder. “And that’s great. But we’re in a different spot. The timing simply isn’t right.”

“The timing is rubbish,” I second, because how can he not get it? We’re doing the right thing here—being honest, being up front, and letting go of something that’s too distracting.

He leans back in the booth. “Let me see if I have this straight. You like each other. You’ve been involved, like we all thought you would be. But you’re not going to be involved with each other anymore because of”—he coughs like he can’t quite believe what we’re saying—“timing?”

But speaking of timing, I have work to do, so I cut in. “Listen, I’m glad you’re not pissed. You are truly a prince among men. But the reality is, Truly and I are fine with this decision. We both agreed to concentrate on growing our businesses.”

Malone nods like he has a surplus of them to dish out. “Right. Yeah. Growing your business is definitely the most important thing in life.”

I arch an eyebrow. “Do I detect a note of sarcasm?”

“You should detect about fifty thousand notes of sarcasm. Because the two of you are idiots if that’s the reason you’re not together.”

I jerk my gaze to him, staring sharply. “You want us to be involved?”

“If you like each other, you should be together. It’s really that simple. I’m not the barrier you might have thought I was. I’m also absolutely not surprised you’re in love. The two of you have acted like a couple for the longest time, and it has never bothered me. In fact, I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner.” He points to me, then to his sister. “But what does surprise me is how you’re both so goddamn stubborn and ridiculous. I can’t believe you’re claiming that timing is the reason you’re splitting up.”

Truly lifts her chin, clearing her throat. “It makes perfect sense for Jason. For me too. And right now, what makes perfect sense is enjoying a chicken sandwich and french fries. Let’s do that.”

With that slice of the knife, Truly ends the conversation.

When the check arrives, Malone lunges for it then says, “What I’d most like to do is bang your heads together, but all that would come out is hot air and a bunch of canned responses about work, work, work. So instead I’ll leave you with this: hope you enjoy curling up with your job tonight.”

When we’re through, I’m so damn relieved to get the hell out of there, because he just doesn’t get it.
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From the pages of Truly’s Drink Recipe Book

Get Your Ass Back in The Saddle:

One Shot of Tequila

Let’s say you lost out on a chance that was important to you.

Maybe you wanted something so badly, and it felt so right, but then you let it slip through your fingers.

But you had to.

You had your reasons. After all, you weren’t going to beg him to stick around. He clearly wanted out. And you know what that’s like. Hell, that’s why your last relationship ended. Over work. It would be unladylike to beg him to stay when you would have laughed in the face of a guy who did that to you. Letting him go gracefully is the right thing to do.

This way, you stay friends.

This way, he won’t know how much it hurt.

That’s why it’s time for a straight-up shot of gin.

But fuck gin.

The truth is this: you need a shot of tequila. You need something that burns.

Take one shot of tequila.

It will burn the ache away.

Chase it with the fire in your belly, and then get your ass to work.
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Charlotte: Tell me everything.

Truly: I wanted to lean on Jason’s shoulder. He made it clear that shoulder was off-limits.

Charlotte: Grrrr.

Truly: He believes falling in love distracted him, and I’m not going to sit there and try to convince him otherwise. I wasn’t going to make a fool of myself and say no you idiot, that makes no sense. Instead, I said it sounded . . . brilliant

Charlotte: Let me make sure I have this right. Mister Modern Gentleman somehow finessed a breakup to make it seem mutual?

Truly: I suppose he did. Clever guy. But what was I going to do? It was clear he wasn’t ready. So I went along with it and said I agreed, and that’s what we told Malone too.

Charlotte: So you two made it seem like you preemptively broke up so you wouldn’t lose your focus even though your brother is and was totally fine with you two being the couple we all had bets you’d become?

Truly: And you all lost, I guess. Turns out we’re not a couple at all.

Charlotte: I’m sorry, sweetie.

Truly: It’ll be fine. Men, right?

Charlotte: I swear. They don’t always see what’s in front of them. And it sounds like he’s spiraling. His words. I’ve read his columns on it. He actually has given really good advice to men when they spiral, and yet, the ding dong is spiraling. He’s feeding this storm inside him.

Truly: Sounds like he might be, but it doesn’t matter now. Maybe it’s for the best. I can use this time to recalibrate. Figure out if I want to find a new investor, or something else.

Charlotte: So glad you’re diving right back into work and more work and hey, let’s have another serving of work.

Truly: What should I be doing? I have responsibilities to Gin Joint. I have employees to take care of. And I need to zero in on my expansion plans.

Charlotte: You already run an incredibly successful establishment. Hell, we both run incredibly successful bars. We are kick-ass businesswomen in New York City. So what if you don’t expand? You have a great place in front of you.

Truly: But I lined up my people. I had employees in place. I have a gal who was going to help run the new pub.

Charlotte: Promote her to manager at Gin Joint. Maybe you could work less then.

Truly: I don’t work that much!

Charlotte: How do you say that with a straight face? It’s a Saturday afternoon and you’re at work. Am I right?

Truly: Saturday is my busiest time. It’s normal to work on a Saturday.

Charlotte: Yes. But you also worked Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, and Saturday. All day. I bet you work Saturday night too.

Truly: Which reminds me. I still have to go to the stupid wedding with him tonight.

Charlotte: Good thing you’re at work then. You definitely need a shot.
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Sometimes you need comic relief.

I find it at the gym that afternoon.

Josh is cycling on a stationary bike like he’s trying to win the Tour de France. What kills me is how he looks.

I walk straight over to his bike and wave a hand in front of his face, since he’s staring at ESPN like he wants to rip off the screen with his bare teeth. I glance over at the television captions—something or other about an NFL rookie who signed with Dallas.

Let me guess—not Josh’s client.

But I don’t need to stir the grizzly bear.

Instead, I point to the Bluetooth device dangling from his ear.

He looks to me. “What? What’s going on?”

“You really don’t know?”

He looks at me, still cycling, still panting, still not giving a shit that he looks like a total idiot.

“You have your earring on. Your Bluetooth, dickhead.”

He reaches up and laughs self-deprecatingly as he tucks the device in his shorts pocket. “Oh. Guess I forgot to take it off.”

“You realize you look like a complete twat like that?”

“Hey, I don’t look like a twat. I look like a dipshit.”

“No, you look like a total tool. That better?”

He offers me a fist. “Knock me, brother. You’re getting the lingo down properly now.”

“You’re so American.”

“You’re so British.”

“All right, so you’ve taken that dumb Bluetooth off,” I say as I hop on the bike next to him and begin a warm-up cycle.

“Yeah, but I was talking to a client before, when I was climbing a hill. That’s why I had it on.”

“I’m sure your client enjoyed when you were talking to him and panting.”

“They’re athletes. They’re always working out when I’m talking to them.” He narrows his eyes and raises his chin in a question. “So what’s going on? You’re not your usual happy self.”

“Am I usually happy?”

“You’re like the happiest lad around. You’re always a barrel of sunshine or a bollock of dogs or a bushel of cats’ pajamas, or whatever it is that you say,” he says, deliberately botching sayings he knows well.

I sigh and decide to tell him what went down today. When I’m done, I add, “So that’s the whole pathetic story.”

“I told you, you can’t let work get you down. You can’t let work dictate your life.”

“Says the man who wears his Bluetooth at the gym.”

“I was taking a call. And I had to because this is a cutthroat business. Sharks are swimming everywhere, and I need to protect my clients. I have to talk to them whenever they need me.”

I arch a brow. “You’re proving my point exactly. You’re constantly on. You don’t have an off mode. I have to be the same.”

“No. I’m telling you that sometimes you have to let things go.”

“Why do I? Do you let things go? I don’t think you do.”

He stabs a finger against his chest. “I’m as single as the day is long. Different boat, my friend. No one gets hurt when I work all hours. But you? You do. You love this woman, right?”

“Did I say I loved her?”

He rolls his eyes. “You’re such an asshole. You don’t have to say you love her. You don’t have to use the word love for it to be apparent. The way you told that story, it was stupidly obvious that you’re madly in love with her.”

“‘Madly in love with her’?” I parrot, because there’s a hard shell over my heart right now, and I don’t even know how to crack it.

Josh slows his pace and stares hard at me. “Yes. Madly in love, Jason. I don’t know about you, but if I felt the way you seem to feel, I’d like to think I wouldn’t let work stand in the way. Just food for thought.” He presses a button to end his workout. “And on that note, I have a meeting about the shortstop I’m trying to win.”

“So you’re not letting work stand in the way, right?”

He moves to the front of my bike and parks his hands on the handlebars. “I’m not in love with the shortstop, dickhead.”

“Love you too, asshole.”
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When I return to my apartment, I Skype the one person who’ll understand. Abby answers on the first ring with a yawn. “It’s practically eleven p.m. Why are you calling me now?”

“Because I love you.”

“I love you too. But you never call this late unless something’s on your mind. Spill.”

I flop onto my couch, my arm hanging off the side. “I’ve got to go to another wedding tonight. And it’s going to fucking suck.”

“Why is it going to suck?”

I grit my teeth then fume. “Because evidently I have feelings for Truly, but I can’t be with her, and yet I have to be with her at a wedding tonight. Doesn’t that just take the piss out of everything?”

She laughs. “That takes the piss out of literally everything.”

“I thought it was going to be easy until my friend Josh reminded me of one annoying fact.”

“What did he remind you?”

“Turns out I’m actually in love with her.”

She smiles from across the ocean. “Aww. Love is awesome. Studies show hearts are healthier when you’re in love, so it’s good medicine too.”

“Ah, so that’s what you’re learning in medical school.”

“Pretty useful, wouldn’t you say? But why is being in love hard? I thought the issue was you being best mates with her brother?”

“Who knew? Apparently the bastard is fine with it.”

She pumps her fist. “Yay. That’s awesome!”

“No, it’s not. It’s awful. Because there’s no time for love. Love is distracting, and nothing is working. Therefore, I’m pissed and annoyed, and I hate everything.”

She stifles a laugh. “Poor you. But are you annoyed because of work or because you’re in love with her?”

I sit up, dragging a hand through my hair. “Because I’m trying to meet these bills. I’m trying to make things happen,” I say, letting too much slip.

She narrows her eyes. “Wait. Hold on. We had a deal. You were paying for my school, but not if it drove you mad. And clearly, you’re going mad. Barking mad, as Ron Weasley would say.”

“He’s a twat.”

“Don’t be harshing on my Weasley.”

“Weasley is a twat, like me. Both of us are penniless twats.”

“Wow. This is a whole new level of moping. Also, for the record, I’ll take out a loan for the rest of med school. I never wanted you to pay for it if it was going to make you miserable and work twenty-four seven, you daft idiot.”

“Daft idiot?”

“Oh, excuse me, like you’ve never heard me call you that before?”

“No, I think you should’ve called me a daft prick though,” I say, and then a laugh I didn’t expect bursts from my chest. Because holy fuck. That’s exactly how I’m behaving. I’m behaving worse than the night I went to Walker’s club.

“I should get ready for the wedding. I have to see Truly tonight, and I need to be one hundred percent focused on my client. Perhaps I should take up yoga in the next few minutes to get her out of my mind.”

“Or maybe don’t?”

“Don’t take up yoga?”

“Don’t worry about getting her out of your mind, because that’s not where she is. She’s in your heart. And you’re so damn focused on work. You say it’s because of me and school and bills, and that’s true to some extent, but I swear, I can find a way to cover them. Or take out loans and still be just fine. Please don’t let me be the person who stands in your way.” She takes a beat, takes a breath. “But I don’t think I’m actually the reason.”

“What? Are you kidding? I made you a promise, and I’m not breaking it.”

She groans and moves even closer to the screen. “You’re not listening, Jason. I’m not talking about money. I’m talking about that heart of yours. You locked it in a cage after Claire left. It’s made you afraid. You’re afraid that you’re going to lose out, that you’re going to have to reinvent yourself like you did after Claire left. But things will always change. That’s life.” She clears her throat and dives back into it. “No matter what happens with Truly, you’re going to have to figure out what to do with work and where the Modern Gentleman goes next. Don’t you see my point?”

“I’m not sure I do.” But for the first time all day, I start to shuck off my hard edge, my anger, my frustration. Because I want to understand my sister and what she’s telling me. Maybe, just maybe, I want to find a way to the other side of this terrible mess. “Try to help me see it.”

She softens further, taking a lower, kinder tone. “The question is, do you want to sort out all these work issues on your own? Or do you want to sort them out with somebody who loves you and supports you, and probably wants to be there for you as you navigate your way through?”

And like that, today becomes crystal clear.

Thanks to my friends and my sister.

I am indeed a daft idiot.

I’m spiraling.

I’m letting work get in the way of love. I’m letting old wounds reopen. I’m forgetting every piece of advice I’ve ever shared.

I lost one bit on one show, but I was doing fine before. I can’t lose sight of all the other opportunities out there. Hell, I’ll be my own Ryder if no one wants me on their program.

But I’m not concentrating on what matters.

What matters is Truly.

I might have lost the job, but I’m not going to lose the woman.

That’s the advice that every man should follow, and I’m going to do so to the letter tonight.
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The thing about getting your shit together is it doesn’t always work like it does in the movies. Just because you figure out how to remove your skull from your ass doesn’t mean you can cut across Midtown traffic like you’re the star of the show.

Nor does it mean the woman will answer the phone.

I keep calling Truly to see if I can meet her ahead of Enzo’s ceremony, but I reach voicemail every time. I hope she’s not abandoning me before the wedding, but if she does, I deserve it.

I get dressed quickly, putting on my tux and knotting the bow tie, and catch a cab to the hotel where the happy couple will exchange vows in a flower-festooned ballroom. I search for Truly in the lobby, down the hall, and around the corner.

I don’t see her, and a knot of worry tightens in me.

I poke my head into the ballroom, scanning the seats. She’s not here early. I’m dying to wait on the front steps for her, but I can’t spend any more time on this mission just now.

Because here’s the other thing: commitments matter. A man should keep his promises. I need to stick to mine, so I put my phone away, join the groom, and head to the front of the room.

Wondering where Truly is when she hasn’t appeared by the time the ceremony begins, I take my place by Enzo’s side as he promises to love Valerie for the rest of their lives. As he kisses her, I’m struck by a certainty—he will. I have no doubt, just like I don’t doubt Chip’s love, or Gavin’s, for that matter.

The men I’ve stood for might have needed help in the friend department, but not in the love department. They’ve all seemed true to their hearts, and looking back, I’ve learned something from each of them.

Find a woman you want to spend each day with. Find someone who shares your passion. And give the woman what she wants.

What does Truly want?

As I flash back to the diner, the way she looked when I arrived, how she wanted to share her thoughts with me, I could smack myself. She came to the diner to talk to me about her news, and I made it all about me, me, me. And even when I did, she defended me. She told me The Consummate Wingman had been lucky to have me. And when I said love was distracting, she didn’t answer with a yes.

She answered with It can be distracting, but it can also maybe be something . . .

Something wonderful. Maybe that was what she was going to say before I cut her off.

When I spot her at last in the back row, wiping her eye as Enzo and Valerie slide on rings, I can’t wait to tell her that I agree.

I mouth, “Wait for me.”

She gives a quick, crisp nod that does nothing to ease my mind. But that’s not the point. I don’t get to have my mind eased. I need to ease hers.

I wait till Enzo kisses his bride.

I wait till they’re declared man and wife.

I wait till they walk down the aisle into their happily ever after.

Then I steal time.

I practically run past the rows of people, stopping inches from her. “I was a daft prick today. You should bang my head against the wall.”

“Is that so?” she asks, careful and measured.

“Bricks would fall out of it if you banged it hard enough. Or even pigs, because I was stupid and pigheaded.”

She raises an eyebrow. “There are pigs in your head?”

“There must be, or what other excuse is there for how I behaved? But I know this: when a man has made a mistake, he should own up to it. And I want to own up to mine.”

She’s deliberate, taking her time as she asks, “What mistakes do you think you made?”

“Oh, the list is a mile long. But let’s start at the top. How about the time I said falling in love is absolutely fucking distracting and ruined everything we’ve built? That was a horrible mistake. Because love hasn’t ruined a damn thing. In fact, I think it’s made everything better.” I lock eyes with her, waiting, hoping. Hers seem to sparkle a little more than a moment before.

“What do you think?” I press.

“I do think love can make everything better,” she says, still careful in her tone.

“And another mistake is when you said, Love can be distracting, but it can also maybe be something, and I answered it all wrong. Completely wrong.”

A smile plays across her lips. “Would you like a do-over on that answer?”

“Yes.” I cup her cheek, and she lets me. She doesn’t turn away, even as a woman slides past us to walk out of the aisle and out to the foyer where waitstaff serve sushi appetizers. “Love is distracting, but it’s also something wonderful.”

She seems to fight off a smile—a huge, winning grin. “It is wonderful.”

I thread my hand through her hair, so damn grateful to touch her again. “I need you. I want you. I love you, Truly, and I love you in a way that terrifies me and thrills me too. And I think that scared me more than anything. I thought I’d protected my heart from hurt, but I can’t keep it safe from you. And here’s the thing—I don’t want to.”

She sets her hand on my chest. “I’ll keep it safe for you.”

This woman. My God. My heart thunders in my chest, beating madly with this barrage of emotions. And with emotions come words. “I want to give you everything you want, and everything you need. If that investor can’t realize what he has in front of him, then let me be the one you lean on. Let me be the one you talk to. Let me be the one who helps you figure out what to do next.”

“You’d do that? You want that? Are you sure?”

My answer is straight from the heart. “I should have done that earlier today. I know now that’s what you were looking for, and I want to be the one who supports you. Will you let me?”

She melts against me. “I thought you’d never ask.”

I press my forehead to hers as I learn something new. Sometimes you do need to beg when it comes to asking the woman you love to have you again. But beg like a gentleman. “Then will you please take me back?”

She laughs, and her laughter turns to happy tears. “I don’t want to curl up at the end of the day with work. I want to curl up with you. And we can help each other when work doesn’t go our way. You’re the one I want to depend on, because I’m in love with you.”

My heart soars—out of the hotel, up to the stratosphere, far, far away from me. I no longer have any control of it. Maybe I never did. Maybe it’s simply time to let go of my fears, the true shackles that were holding me back. To let go and love again.

Or really, to love in a whole new way.

Because this is real love. The forever kind.

“I can’t believe I was stupid enough to almost let you get away.” I haul her in for a kiss.

When I break it, she says, “Simple solution: don’t let me get away again.”

“I can do that. I can definitely do that.” I take her hand, and we head into the reception where I give a kick-ass toast.

Valerie thanks me with such earnestness that I scrap any notion that she sabotaged me. The job simply didn’t happen, end of story. There will be others.

But love? As I’ve learned from the men who’ve hired me, you don’t let that slip away.

In fact, you don’t let it get away even if Coldplay is playing.

I groan when Walker puts on a tune from the band that kills eardrums. “Is it Armageddon?” I mouth to him.

He shrugs impishly.

At the head table, Enzo’s eyes light up. “I love Coldplay. They are big in Madrid.”

“Oh, Enzo, I’m going to have to introduce you to U2 and Panic! at the Disco and Arcade Fire,” Valerie says.

I turn to her. “You like all those bands?”

“That surprises you?”

“Actually, no. You have excellent taste.”

She runs a hand down her husband’s arm. “I do indeed.”

He winks. “She has the best taste. But then again, so do I.”

“We both have impeccable taste, my love.”

He stands and offers her his hand. “Then come with me and make me look good on the dance floor.”

“I believe it’s the other way around.” She joins him, and they sway.

Truly reaches for my hand, mischief in her eyes. “Dance with me, you Coldplay hater.”

“Seriously? You do know it’s a deep and powerful loathing?”

“I know. I definitely know. Don’t forget, I know a lot about you, and I still like you.”

“Let’s keep it that way.”

“Then let’s dance.”

“Well, I’m not going to make the mistake of turning you down.” I take her to the dance floor for a spin, and somehow I survive the song. That makes me realize something important. “I must really dig you if I can dance to this song with you.”

She clasps my cheek and plants a kiss on my lips.

Yes, I can tolerate Coldplay a hell of a lot like this.
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A little later, I head over to the deejay stand, leaning against it, surveying the vestiges of the reception.

Walker lifts his brow. “I see you’re starting to get your act together.”

“Am I now?”

He strokes his chin, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Let’s see. First time I’ve seen you at a wedding where you look legitimately one hundred percent happy.”

“Are you saying I’ve been a grumpy bugger at other ceremonies?”

He shakes his head as he packs up his gear. “Not at all. But there’s a difference between the charm you serve up as a best man for hire and the way you are when you’re with Truly.”

“You’ve been studying me? I suppose that’s understandable. I am fascinating.”

“Human nature is fascinating. You happen to occupy an interesting niche of it.”

I pat his speaker. “And your niche? Are you simply a fill-in deejay now?”

He flashes a satisfied smile. “Just filling in for a buddy. But I’m no longer taking any new gigs. And I do believe I’ve achieved nirvana.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. That is so. I’m doing what I want. Took me a while to get here, but I’m here. I’m happy to help out a friend now and then, but for the most part, I’m on the other side.”

“You’ve made it. You’ve caught your dreams. Like that Thoreau quote: Go confidently in the direction of your dreams. Live the life you’ve imagined.”

“You’ll get there too. Just don’t take too long to press go.”

“I’ve been formulating a plan all night. Mulling over options. I have an exit strategy, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to put it in motion tonight. I don’t have a safety net, but I don’t care. It’s time to move on.”

He holds up a fist to knock. “You’re doing it? Going after what you really want?”

I knock back. “I’ve decided. I’m going all in on the Modern Gentleman. No more half this, half that. I can’t keep playing both angles. I’ll be letting this go.” I sweep my arms wide to encompass the ballroom.

“Dive in. The water’s warm when you follow your dreams.” He mimes swimming. Through tropical seas, I suspect. “Also, kudos to you for having the balls to jump without a safety net.”

“Wish me luck.”

“To all the safe landings. Now how about telling me the details?”

I begin to share my plan when a sexy, smoky voice whispers, “Jason.”

I jerk my head in a matchstick response. What the hell? I’m not Jason tonight. I’m Jay.

But it’s Valerie beside me, beckoning for me to join her at her table.

For a moment, fear crawls up my spine and slinks under my collar. But just as quickly, I say no to it. I’m not afraid of my worlds colliding anymore. I have Truly, and whatever happens with work, I’ll sort it out.

I follow Valerie and sit next to her.

She smiles like she has a secret. “I remembered you.”

“Is that so?”

“It came to me in a rush in the middle of the night, and I’ve been wanting to talk to you. I popped out of bed, hopped onto the laptop, and looked you up. I’d heard you on my friend Ryder’s show. And I went and listened to several of your podcasts. And read all your blogs.”

“In the middle of the night?”

“I don’t need much sleep. My brain is always whirring. And when I read them, and I heard your voice, everything clicked.”

Tonight, I don’t even consider hiding under the bar till the morning. I simply lean back in the chair, cross my leg at the ankle—no manspreading here—and I wait. “And what clicked?”

Her brown eyes seem to twinkle. Her lips curve in a devilish grin. “As you may know, I run a multinational media conglomerate. And in that capacity, I often acquire other companies.”

“Sure. That would seem a normal course of business.”

“And I’ve acquired a prominent men’s magazine in the United Kingdom. Gentleman’s Style. Have you heard of it?”

“Of course. It’s better than Esquire. And GQ.”

“It is indeed. And I’m going to be expanding it in the United States.”

That’s quite interesting yet surprising, given the state of print periodicals. “But magazines are a dying breed,” I say, since page counts are down, ads are down, and so on.

“Of course. But brands aren’t. And the brand name has value. Imagine a Gentleman’s Style series of books. Handy little gift books sold in the front of stores on tips for men. Or perhaps a revamped website with the type of articles that search engines love. Five Tips on Better Communication. The Top Ten Ways to Impress a Boss.”

It sounds fantastic. “I can imagine that perfectly.”

She leans closer, clearly enchanted with her new property. “And podcasts, since they’re the future. Can you picture a quick-hit podcast on top tips of the day? I can.”

“I think I can too.”

She taps her finger against her lip. “Do you see where I’m going with this?”

“You’re going in the direction of creating a US presence for a popular and well-respected British brand,” I say, since I’m pretty sure I have that right.

She sighs as if she just can’t believe one wouldn’t grasp the concept. “Jason Reynolds, I need a voice, someone with a point of view. I need a front man. I need you.”

I blink and sit bolt upright, rubbing my ear. She didn’t just say that, did she? “Pardon me?”

She laughs, a deep, throaty sound. “You heard me right. I want you to be the front man. I want you to be the voice—and the face if you’d like—of Gentleman’s Style in the United States. And don’t worry, you can keep up your work on Ryder Lockhart’s show.”

“Oh, he already let me go.”

She shakes her head. “That’s not what he told me when I called him today.”

“You called him today?” I feel like I’m trapped on another planet, trying to decipher distant radio signals.

“Of course. He’s a business associate. I wouldn’t poach his talent without talking to him first.”

“It’s not really poaching at this point.”

She raises one eyebrow. “Be that as it may, are you interested in my offer?” She puts forth a number that nearly dislocates my jaw. I’m tempted to ask if it’s a joke, but I’m also certain I’ve advised readers and listeners never to ask that when offered a financial figure more than you ever dreamed of.

“I’m incredibly interested,” I reply.

“Then it’s yours. I’ll have a deal memo sent over tonight.”

“Tonight? Aren’t you heading out on your honeymoon?”

“Of course I am, but I don’t send out the contracts. I have people. And someday, you’ll have people. Mark my words—I can always spot talent. As an author friend of mine once said when she discovered the perfect narrator for her books: You’re a gold mine.”

“Smart author.”

“Very smart, and a smart narrator to keep saying yes to her.”

“You’ve got my yes.”

“One of my favorite words.”

When I say goodbye to the newlyweds, I do feel like I’ve discovered a gold mine, but it’s not only in the job.

It’s in the woman I take home with me.
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“A gold mine? You don’t say?” Truly tugs on my bow tie, unknotting it in the elevator to her apartment.

“Evidently. Did you have any idea you were fucking a gold mine?” I slide a hand under her dress as the lift shoots us up to her floor.

“I had no idea. But this changes everything. My boyfriend is made of gold. And apparently makes gold.”

I laugh at her designation. “Boyfriend? Is that what I am?”

“You’re definitely no longer just a friend. And I’m pretty sure we don’t say lover anymore unless we’re at a seventies party.”

The elevator stops at her floor, and we exit. “I can’t take you to a work event and introduce you as my lover? Or if I did, I’d need a Tom Selleck mustache or to be dressed for disco?”

“Something like that,” she says, laughing as we head into her place.

The second the door clicks shut, I pull her against me, sliding my hands into her hair. “Hey, you naughty minx. Thanks for coming with me tonight.”

“Thank you for stalking me before the wedding.”

“How did you know I was stalking you?”

She smiles, like a naughty little thing. “I saw all your missed calls.”

“Why didn’t you pick up, you evil torturess?”

“Because it seemed like the kind of thing I’d rather hear in person. I was right. When the person you love realizes he wants you more than work, it’s kind of an awesome thing. I know, because that’s how I feel for you.”

Her words thrill and electrify me. They remind me that taking this kind of chance, without a safety net, was worth it. She was worth the jump.

I grab her wrist and lead her back to her bedroom, where I strip her out of her clothes and lavish attention on her fantastic body all night long.

In the morning, I wake up to the smell of pancakes. The scent draws me out of bed and into her kitchen, where she’s crooning into a spatula about her creation.

“You do know that song turns me on?”

She spins around, her eyes hooded, her voice smoky. “They’re hot off the griddle. Come and get ’em.”

“I will. But like I said, it turns me on. I want you first.”

“Jason, don’t you know? With me, you can have everything. You can have love and pancakes. And I’ll never serve you bacon.”

“That sounds like the perfect way to start every single day.”
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After breakfast, and after post-breakfast experiments in other uses for syrup, followed by a long, hot shower, my phone rings. When I see it’s Ryder’s number, I take the call. But I don’t feel desperate. I’m simply curious.

And that’s a welcome change.

“Hey, Ryder, how’s it going?” I ask as I settle onto the couch while Truly gets dressed.

“Great. Apologies for calling on a Sunday, but sometimes business moves at either the speed of tar, or of the Concorde.”

“And never at the speed you want when you want it.”

“That’s the truth. Listen, I apologize for the cryptic message yesterday. I couldn’t say much because of the changes going on here.”

“No worries.”

“Here’s the deal though. We’re expanding. And I’m taking on a new role. I’m heading up programming for all of the shows and podcasts, so I’m taking a step back from the day-to-day hosting roles.”

“Congrats. Sounds like a good gig.”

“It’s a great one. We’re starting new shows, a couple of food podcasts, some restaurant reviews, and a new beer podcast we picked up. An affable fellow Brit is hosting that one.”

I furrow my brow. “Marcus?”

“Yes, that’s him. He knows his stuff.”

“I thought he was . . .” I trail off, not bothering to finish with taking my job. Assume nothing—that’s what I tell my guys. But in retrospect, I’d like to laugh at myself. Because that role makes perfect sense for Marcus. There’s no one better to host a beer podcast.

“And I’d like you to cohost with me.”

For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, my jaw clangs to the floor. “You want me to be your Consummate Wingman cohost?”

“Yes. I do. Is that too much work? Can you fit it in with what you’ll be doing for Valerie? It won’t start for another few weeks. That’s why I told you I don’t need you this week. I want to work on some formatting changes to accommodate the next setup.”

“Yes. Yes. I say yes!”

He laughs. “Well, that was easy.”

“And it goes against all my own advice. Don’t let on how eager you are. But the cat’s out of the bag. I’m eager. I want this. And I’ll do a great job.”

“Excellent. We’ll set up some meetings to brainstorm.”

When I hang up, Truly pokes her head out of the bedroom, tugging her wet hair back into a ponytail. “What was that all about?”

I tell her the good news, and she throws her arms around me. “I knew it. I totally knew it.”

I look down at her outfit. “Why are you wearing exercise clothes? You just showered.”

“I know. I can’t very well do Punk Rope with sticky syrup on me. Gross.” Her eyes light up. “Hey, why don’t you come to class with me? It’s near your place, so you can grab some shorts there.”

I say yes to her offer too. Obviously. It’s what we’ve always done. It’s what I hope we’ll always do.

As we head over to the exercise class, I take her hand. “So, I’ve been thinking about all this good fortune that’s fallen my way in the last twenty-four hours.”

“Well, you are a gold mine. It makes sense that everyone wants to mine you.”

“But what I’ve been noodling on is my promise to you. How I want to help support your dreams too. I had an idea for you.”

She stops, tilts her head, and looks at me curiously. “Go on.”

“It’s about your bar concept.”
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Truly

That afternoon, I head over to Charlotte’s bar, when my phone pings with a text.

It’s from my guy.

Jason: Good luck. I can't wait to hear how it goes.

Truly: I can’t wait to tell you.

I put my phone away, loving the certainty that he’ll be here for me however this goes.

When I reach the Lucky Spot, I walk straight over to my best friend. It’s early, so it’s not crowded yet.

“Hey, you!”

“I have a brilliant idea.”

“I happen to like brilliant ideas. Do tell.”

I point to her, then to me. “You. Me. Parisian-themed bar. What do you think?”

She gasps . . . says nothing . . . just stands there, bug-eyed. Finally, she finds words. “That. Sounds. Kick-ass.”

I smile. “I know, right? Two awesome women running a brand-new place together. We’d do a great job. Don’t you think?”

“We’d do an amazing job.”

“And screw investors. I have some money saved.”

“I’ve got plenty saved too.”

“And we could take out loans for the rest. I know it’d be incredible, and you once said you wanted to do a Parisian-styled bar.”

“I absolutely do.”

“Do you think Spencer would be cool with it? I know you guys run this place together, but I kind of just want to do something with us. You and me. Girl power.”

“Gee, let me ask him. Hey, handsome,” she calls out to her husband at the other end of the bar.

“That’s me,” he replies.

“Question for you.”

He strides over, a curious glint in his green eyes. “Ask away, Snuffleupagus.”

“What would you think about Truly and me starting a place all our own? A little Parisian-themed place.”

He flashes his winning grin, one of the many things that stole her heart years ago. “I’d say Vive la France.”

“That’s it?” I ask with a laugh.

He shrugs. “Some things in life are easy. I’ve always thought the two of you would make a good business combo. And as I like to say, happy wife equals happy life. Sounds like this would make my wife happy.”

Charlotte plants a kiss on his lips, and when she breaks it, he adds, “And you can count on me to order the first glass of vino.”

My friend turns back to me with a cat-that-ate-the-canary smile and extends a hand. “Hello, new business partner. Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too.”

When I see Jason later that night, he gives me the most delicious congratulatory kiss.

It almost makes me forget what I wanted to say to him. “Thank you for the brilliant idea.”

He shakes his head. “No. It wasn't my idea. It was yours. It was what you wanted to do all along. All I did was remind you.”

“It was more than a reminder, but how about you remind me now of where kisses with you can lead to.”

He grins. “I can definitely remind you of that.”

And he does, all night long.
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I take a sip of my Earl Grey, waiting for Troy’s answer.

I’m expecting a barrage of questions, since that’s his style.

But I only get one. “When can I start?”

“How’s today?”

“I’m on it. I already have a plan. I’ve been writing best man’s speeches on the side to prep for this moment. I’ll keep Sully as my second-in-command, and I’ve got another friend ready for my third groomsman, just like you had.”

“As I suspect, you’re really the best man for the job.”

He sits up straighter. “Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them. Twelfth Night.” He extends a hand. “I will bring honor to the humble profession of best man for hire.” Then he raises his arms above his head, shaking his hips. “And this means I can finally quit the pole.”

Laughing, I scratch my jaw. “I feel like that’s not Shakespeare.”

He taps his chest. “That’s one hundred percent Troy D’Angelo. By the way, you know that’s not my real name, right?”

“It’s not?”

“You couldn’t see through that?” Adopting an announcer’s tone, he says, “And now, taking the stage, the one, the only . . . Troy . . . D’Angelo.” He pronounces the last name like “dangle” with an O at the end.

“Why, yes. I can definitely see through that now. But that’s an image I’d like to unsee.”

“Me too, my friend. Me too. And thanks to you, I can be Troy Seewoster. Aspiring playwright and best man for hire extraordinaire.”

“Your real last name is Seewoster?”

“Yes.”

“Piece of advice, mate. Keep the stage name.”

He seems to consider this, then nods. “You’re right. Troy D’Angelo I shall remain.”

“How would you like to start with Zane Jarratt? He’s an X Games skateboarding star who needs an extra groomsman to match the number of bridesmaids. Some of his mates are out of town for the wedding. He’s a client of my friend, so Josh hooked me up with him, and I’ll pass him along to you instead. But wait. Can you do an Australian accent?”

“Can I do an Australian accent? I am Australian. How did you not know this?” he says in a perfect rendition of an accent from Down Under.

“Are you really?”

He laughs, shaking his head. “I’m from North Dakota. But have I impressed the man who’s always teaching others how to make an impact?”

“You have. You absolutely have.” I take another drink of my tea. Yes, my exit plan is working better than I expected.
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Josh

The bat phone rings.

Even though it’s the middle of the night, it wakes me up instantly. This is the emergency line.

“Hey. What’s going on?”

“Dude!”

Dragging a hand through my hair, I sit up straight. “What’s up, Zane? You okay?”

“I am motherfucking awesome. In fact, I’ve never been better. I’m hanging with Jako tonight,” he says, naming one of his best buds in the business, another skater on his team. He sighs contentedly. “So whassup with you?”

I laugh. “Nothing was up, my man. It’s three in the morning. Wassup with you?”

“Not much. Just chilling. Munching on some sunflower seeds. Man, if you could get me a lifetime supply of these, I would be the happiest cat ever.”

“I’ll make a note of that. Also, do me a favor. Call me again in the middle of the night to tell me you’re awesome and nothing is going on but snacking.”

He snaps his fingers. “Shit, I just remembered why I called. I need your friend.”

I furrow my brow, trying to figure out who he means. Then again, I’m always trying to figure out what Zane means. A few too many hits on the joint when he was in high school have made his reaction times less than top-notch when he’s outside the skate park. In the skate park? The dude kills it. No clue how that worked out, but I’m glad it did. He’s been making bank for both of us for more than a decade.

“Sure. I’ll help you out. But help me out first. Which friend?”

“You know. Let’s throw another shrimp on the barbie. That one.”

“Jay. Jay, who’s from Sydney,” I say, using the fake name Jason set up for this ceremony.

“Yes! You’re like Stephen Hawking. How do you do that? Do you do brain exercises? Is that how you’re so sharp?”

“Yes. Yes, I do.”

“Anyhoo, that’s him. He’s cool. I like that accent. Ooh. Idea! Can you do a little g’day, mate accent when you intro me to Monster Energy Bull Rider Drinks, or whatever that sponsorship is you’re getting for me?”

“No. I love you, man, but I’m not pretending to be Australian.” I’ll go to the ends of the earth for my clients and their deals, but I’m not going to perform like a trick monkey for their amusement.

“Fine, have it your way. But you rock! Never forget that. So, the bad news is I lost Jay’s number. And I need it. Because guess what?”

“You want to hear him say g’day, mate?”

He cracks up. “No, but I’ll add that to the list. Along with the dingo ate my baby. But I have to talk to him, because he needs to be my best man now.”

“I thought Jako was doing the honors?”

“No, man. I’m at the hospital right now with him. Didn’t I tell you that?”

I roll my eyes. “You told me you were with Jako. You didn’t say you were at the hospital. Are you okay? Do you need anything?”

“I do. I need a new best man. I’d ask you to do the speech, but that’s not cool. I love you and all, but I gotta have some boundaries. That’s what my fiancée keeps telling me. Boundaries. Anyway, Jako broke his leg doing a gazelle flip. That’s the other bad news. And that means he can’t do me the honor of being by my side next weekend. He’s so fucking bummed. He wrote a speech too. Well, half of it, and you know how Jako is. He hates writing. He hates words.”

“Words can be little devils.”

“But no worries. We came up with a plan in the ambulance. He’ll FaceTime from the hospital bed in his cast, and Jay will deliver his speech. It’s going to be rad. Can you hook me up with Jay-man and he can do the speech?”

“I’m on it. One tip though. Don’t call him Jay-man.”

“Right. Thanks. Jay-boy it is.”
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The next weekend, the wedding goes off without a hitch. Jason’s buddy Troy has taken over his business. He has zero problems pretending he’s Jay-man or Jay-boy—and brings his guy Sully along to fill in as the extra groomsman—and in his role, Troy delivers the first half of Jako’s best man’s speech and the second half of what, I presume, he wrote.

It’s stellar, and it makes Zane smile like he’s won a lifetime supply of sunflower seeds. The wedding is everything my longtime client could want, and that’s what matters most to me: happy clients.

After the reception winds down, Zane claps me on the shoulder. “You’re the man. You know that, right? I’d be nothing without you.”

I’m not saying I want him to think that, but I do like that he does. So I keep my reply simple. “You know I’m always happy to help.”

That’s my goal: go the extra mile. Then another mile. This business is insanely competitive, and being an agent, a negotiator, a therapist, a sounding board, a dartboard, and a fucking wedding planner, along with an occasional Uber driver, is par for the course. It’s how I stay ahead, and I always need to be ten steps ahead, given the way the competition is breathing down my neck.

Zane smacks my chest. “Man, you did more than help. You saved the day. You always save the day. I owe you like ten million presents. Want me to send you a new car? I want to get a new Jeep. I could get two. One for you, one for me.”

Laughing, I shake my head. “I’m all good. Also, I hope you like your gift. I got you a little something.”

His eyes sparkle. “Dude. You did not have to get me a present.”

“I know. I wanted to.”

I don’t have to stick around to know he’ll be over the moon when he receives his lifetime supply of a certain snack food. “Anyway, glad it all worked out with the new Jay. And congrats again.”

When I leave the wedding and hop into an Uber, my regular line rings. Private. Could be anyone—team owner, publicist, potential client.

“Summers here.”

“Hey, man. It’s Lorenzo.”

I sit up straight, a burst of possibility flaring in me. “Lorenzo. How the hell are you?”

“I had two RBIs tonight, and we won, so I’d say I’m fantastic.”

“That is definitely fantastic. You’ve been putting up the numbers all season, man. But tell me something, how’s your mom? Last time we talked you said she was having chest pains. How’s she doing?”

“She’s all better. And hey, thanks for asking about her. That means a lot to me, and it makes me feel even better about what I want to ask you.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because it shows you care about me. About my family. And that’s why I’m hoping you’d want to negotiate a fat new contract with the Yankees for me? Think you’d be up for that?”

Fireworks spark across the whole night sky. “I’d love nothing more.”
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A couple days later, Jason joins me for a Yankees game in my box seats.

He surveys the swank setup, complete with catering and plush velvet chairs. “Still slumming it, I see?”

“Yeah. Maybe someday I’ll move up to the third baseline.”

“I trust business is good?”

“It’s excellent. Lorenzo is all mine now.”

“Ah, so evil Leather Pants Poacher didn’t nab him?”

I scoff. “No way. I’m still the man. And your new biz is taking off?”

“Started some of my new work this week. Maybe I’ll even write a piece about etiquette when invited to a fancy suite at a ball game. Like, may I please devour all the mushroom canapés?”

“Do you even know what a canapé is?”

“Does anyone know what a canapé is?”

“No one does. Also, I’m glad you figured out your lady issues and your work issues. Like I said, work isn’t everything.” I tap my ear. “See? I’m Bluetooth-free today.”

“But I bet your mobile ringer is on high.”

“Of course it is. Bat line too.”

He grabs a carrot from the appetizer plate and crunches into it. “Someday you’ll meet a woman who makes you want to turn the bat line off.”

“Maybe. For now, I see no reason to end my run as New York’s most eligible bachelor. But you’ve ended yours. How’s it going with the lady?”

“Perfect. Totally perfect. She’ll be here any minute. She has a crush on the shortstop.”

“Who doesn’t?”
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During a break in the action later in the game, I step into the hall to take a quick call. When I’m done, I hear the click of shoes.

I turn.

Haven Delilah.

She’s walking toward me, and why, oh fucking why does she have to look the way she does? That chestnut hair. Those chocolate eyes. That body. She’s a total smoke show, and the universe must be having a field day, making my biggest rival the hottest babe I have ever seen.

“You following me, Delilah?”

“Yes, Summers. I was up at the crack of dawn, waiting for you. I’ve been slinking behind buildings and hiding around corners just to follow you to Yankee Stadium. What a shock to run into a sports agent here.”

I ignore her sarcasm. “That’s so thoughtful that you came here to congratulate me on adding Lorenzo to my roster.”

She crosses her arms defiantly. She does everything defiantly. It’s so fucking sexy it should be illegal. “Congrats. Too bad you didn’t get a pitcher though. I’ve heard they have more long-term value. Oh, but probably none were on the market, since I rep half the bull pen.”

“It’s okay. I get that you’re still licking your wounds. But I guess this makes us even now.”

She rolls her eyes as the caterer—earbuds in place—heads down the hall carrying an empty tray.

Haven takes a step closer, getting in my space, and holy shit. I can smell her perfume. Or is it her shampoo? It smells like honey, and it goes to my head. Fucks with my senses. “Still having a hard time letting the past go?”

I swallow roughly as she calls me on my bullshit, right as her insanely seductive smell is drifting through my mind.

She pitches forward, squeaking in surprise as the caterer bumps her with the empty tray. “Oh!”

She stumbles closer. Instinct has me grabbing her arm, steadying her. She lifts her chin. She’s inches away. Her face is kissing distance from mine. Her lips are dangerously close. Lips I know so well. Lips I’ve traced, explored long into the night.

For a moment, all our games, all our anger sizzles away. “You okay?” I ask.

She looks into my eyes, her chocolate-brown irises blazing with some unusual combination of heat and confusion. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

She looks down at her arm. The arm I’m holding. She seems to register my hand on her bare skin. She swallows then looks up at me.

Her breath hitches when she meets my eyes. And what’s that I see? Is her skin flushing? Holy shit. Haven is still affected by the way I touch her.

Well, this changes everything.
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Several months later

After I record an episode of The Consummate Wingman, I pop into Marie’s office. “I’ve been remiss.”

She arches a brow. “I know.”

“Forgive me.”

“Only if you pay up.”

“I always make good on my bets.”

She holds out her hand. “I did enjoy the hundred dollars. Almost as much as I enjoyed being right.”

“And saying ‘I told you so’? Do you enjoy that at all? I can’t tell.”

She wiggles her fingers impatiently. “I did tell you so. I told you that you two would be more than friends. And then I predicted you’d move in together in less than six months. And you acted all independent.”

I have the decency to look sheepish. “What can I say? You were right on that count.”

I hand her the winnings on that wager. It’s far less painful than waiting longer to cohabitate would have been.

She taps her chin. “Next thing you know, I’ll be betting on when she’s going to pop out babies.”

My eyes widen. “No one is saying anything about babies yet.”

“Mark my words. You’ll be doing that after you say I do.”

“I haven’t even proposed yet.”

She shoots me an amused grin. “Seems we have our next wager.”
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“And that’s how you dress for the first day on the job,” I declare as I finish typing my latest column for Gentleman’s Style.

“Why don’t you write how you undress when you come home from a hard day of work?” Truly calls out from the bedroom.

“Fine. I’ll tackle that next.” I pretend I’m typing like a madman, making the clickety-clack sound of keys. “I don’t undress myself. My lover does when I walk through the door, and she pounces on me like the hungry, naughty minx that she is.”

The hungry, naughty minx herself pops out of the bedroom, showing off sexy jeans and a snug black sweater. “Of course I do. That’s one of the bennies of living with you. Also, how do I look?”

“Good enough to eat. Like always.”

“Ooh, will you have a slice of my summer later? Maybe take a bite of the lily?”

I stand, stalk over to her, and curl my hand around her head. “No. Like I tell you every single time, I will devour your sweet, delicious pussy.”

She shivers against me. “You better. Also, stop talking about dessert, or I’m going to try to jump you at the theater. I’m feeling pretty good after that review we got on that gal’s nightclub podcast. Coco.”

I am so incredibly proud of Truly. She’s a powerful, successful entrepreneur in the city. She runs one of the best-reviewed and most popular nighttime establishments around, and the second-most as well, since she and Charlotte just opened Bisou. It means “kiss” in French, and given the sexy, romantic vibe she and Charlotte crafted for the place, it’s fitting. It’s also earning rave reviews in all the write-ups.

“Why don’t you play the review for me again?”

“Oh stop. Stop. You don’t want to hear it for the fiftieth time.”

“But I do.”

“Fine, if you insist.”

She grabs her phone, taps her podcast app, and hits play.

“Bisou, I could kiss you. Or be kissed.

That’s how I felt when I entered the gorgeous new establishment. It drips with romance. It radiates sex. It’s exactly the kind of place that makes a gal want to throw out all her apps and meet a man in person again. Ambiance, people. That’s what Bisou has, and it has it in every single corner. From the drinks to the music to the decor, I just might try to find a way to live there.

Until then, you’ll find me at the bar, kicking a high-heeled shoe back and forth, listening to Edith Piaf, drinking my absinthe.”

“Can I just say, I told you so?” I ask.

Truly grins at me. “Yes, you can. Anytime.”

“I’m also glad you promoted Gabriella.”

“She is a goddess.”

“I like it because it means you have more time.”

“Time to spend with you,” she says.

“You have such good time management skills.”

“That is true.”

We leave her apartment together for the theater.

Our apartment, I should say, since I’ve moved in with her.

Everything is fitting these days in our life together.

I Adam Levine’d myself these last few months. My business has taken off, and the launch of the Gentleman’s Style brand in the United States has been met with terrific audience growth and advertiser dollars. A win-win. Valerie has been pleased, and so have readers and listeners. The work I do for her brand dovetails perfectly with my cohost work with Ryder.

And I almost hate to admit this, but that Marcus bloke? He’s become a friend. Every now and then, we go out for a beer. As long as he avoids the odes to hops, we are all good.

I also told him he’d best keep his hands off my sister. Abby came to visit a few weeks ago, and I was sure Marcus was taken with her when we all went out. Turns out, he’s dating Coco, the restaurant and nightclub reviewer. Now, they seem perfect for each other.

And it’s a good thing Abby’s still single, because boys are trouble, and she has school to finish. Turns out, she took out a loan, sneaky little turkey. But I’m clever too. I paid it off for her two months later, since business has been quite good indeed.

Just focus on that whole tailbone thing, and we’ll be good, I’d told her.

Didn't I tell you? I figured out the tailbone is connected to the brachial plexus, she’d said.

Truly and I make our way to the heart of Times Square, ducking down Forty-Fourth Street and through the doors of the St. James Theater. She squeezes my hand. “I can’t believe we’re finally seeing this show. I’ve been dying to.”

“And I’ll admit that I’m pretty damn excited to see Nora onstage. She’s worked so hard, and she’s wanted this so much.”

“She’s going to be amazing.”

A few minutes later, Sloane and Malone join us, scurrying in to grab seats in the same row. They’re followed by Spencer and Charlotte, then Nick and Harper. The gang is all here. We say quick hellos before the lights dim, the music swells, and the curtain rises.

Indiana Jones treks across the South American jungle and into the cave where an idol awaits him. After he grabs it, he races past poisoned arrows, falling stones, and a boulder that zooms, not across stage but downstage toward the apron, appearing as if it’s going to careen into the audience before Indy escapes at the last possible second. The lights go dark, and the boulder presumably rises somewhere above us all.

A little later, Nora comes onstage, belting out, “Snakes. Why did it have to be snakes? Oh why, oh why, oh why did it have to be snakes?”

Turns out she was upgraded. She served as the understudy for Marion, and when the actress fell ill, Nora took over. Never underestimate the value of a good understudy.

And somewhere in this city or on its outskirts, Troy is likely giving a speech about some fella he barely knows. In fact, I’m going to see him at a wedding next weekend, and I’m looking forward to catching up.

[image: ]


After the show ends and we greet Nora backstage, giving her flowers she adores and compliments she deserves, we take off for our respective sections of the city.

I slide an arm around Truly’s waist. “Want to go to the Luxe Hotel for a little nightcap?”

“Not Gin Joint or Lucky Spot or Bisou?”

“I like the Luxe. It reminds me of a certain night.”

She wiggles her eyebrows. “You’re just trying to have hotel sex with me, aren’t you?”

“Is that such a bad thing?”

“I like hotel sex. I like bedroom sex. I like kitchen sex.”

“Reason number five thousand, two hundred, forty-four why you’re perfect for me.”

When we arrive at the hotel, I hope to convince her of one more: that I know her. That I remember how we started. That I appreciate the little things, the big things—all the things.

We step into the elevator, and I hit the close button immediately so we’re all alone.

Just like we were the night before Enzo’s wedding. “Do you remember the last time we rode this elevator?”

She smiles magnetically. “I do. I told you I didn’t want to live in a world where you’re out of my system.”

“And I said the same. It was the first time we admitted what was happening. I said, too, that we’d figure out what to do next. Now I have another idea of what to do next.”

Her breath catches as I drop to one knee and take her hand. “The last time we were in this elevator, I knew I’d want this with you someday. I knew you were the one. You are . . . the only one for me.”

“You’re the only one for me,” she whispers.

“I could give you a speech about all the things I love about you, but I’d rather show you every day for the rest of our lives why I’m madly in love with you. Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

She clasps her hand to her mouth and nods as tears streak down her cheeks. “I would be honored to be Mrs. Modern Gentleman.”

Laughing, I slide a stunning diamond solitaire onto her finger, rise, and kiss the red lipstick off her lips.

“Mrs. Jason Reynolds works too,” I murmur. “And so does Truly Goodman, as long as you’re mine.”

“Always. I’m always yours.”

When we reach the twelfth floor, I take her to a suite, and we enjoy reason number five thousand, two hundred, forty-five.


EPILOGUE


The next weekend

“Dude! You’re a rock star. I can’t thank you enough.” Eddie lumbers over to me on the lawn, clasps my hand, and pumps it up and down.

Admittedly, I was a little surprised to receive an invitation to his wedding, but weddings can be fun. I said yes, especially since Troy is working undercover at this one, albeit in a new capacity. He’ll be rapping though, so some things never change.

“I’m not sure what you have to thank me for, but I’m just happy to be invited.”

He gapes at me, sweeping his long hair off his forehead. “Are you kidding? If you didn’t turn down Randy, I’d never have had a chance to score with such a smart and sexy babe.”

He tips his forehead to the bride-to-be, the redhead from Gavin’s wedding who wanted to fuck me and my accent.

She rushes over in her dress, a tight white number that’s plastered like a bandage around her body. Guess they aren’t doing the whole don’t see the bride before the ceremony bit either. “Jay Bond,” she purrs. “I’m so glad you never gave me your digits. If you had, who knows what would have happened? Instead, I went home with this total babe. And he’s all mine now, with all his crazy scars.”

He winks at his bride. “I’ve got some new ones thanks to her.”

She smacks his shoulder playfully. “And bite marks. Don’t forget the bite marks.”

“Bite marks, scratch marks, rope burn, you name it,” Eddie says, grabbing her arm and dropping his mouth to her neck, ready to give her a vampire’s kiss.

She shoos him away. “Don’t mess up my hair before the ceremony!”

He snaps to attention. “You’re right. I’ll mess it up later.”

She drags a finger down his shirt. “You better.”

And yes, it seems Eddie indeed found his perfect, unfiltered match. He looks my way. “And thanks for doing me the solid with the Troy hookup. He rocks.”

“He does. And I’m thrilled for you and Randy. You guys really are perfect for each other,” I quip.

Randy squeezes his arm. “We are. Know what my favorite thing about Eddie is?”

I shake my head, sending a prayer to the gods of polite discourse than I’m not about to hear her top ten naughty nights out with him. “You don’t really have to tell me.”

“I’m going to anyway.”

“No, seriously. You don’t.”

She smacks my chest. “I do, I do. My favorite thing is he loves to cook me dinner. When I come home from a hard day at work, because managing mutual funds all day is exhausting, the last thing I want to do is cook. But he cooks gourmet meals for me. And that’s not all. He also loves to rub my feet. Did I score or what?”

That’s thoroughly unexpected—her two favorite things, as well as her job.

“I’d say you did,” I say with a smile, filing away this latest bit of data about couples. There is often so much more to a couple than you see. You might think you know one thing about them—they’re filthy mouthed, they like pugs, she’s the quintessential older woman and he looks like a boy toy, but beneath it all, there’s more that makes them tick.

Art and foot rubs, love and patience, heart and soul.

I catch sight of Truly standing under a tree, chatting with Troy. She’s making small talk with my former subcontractor, looking effortlessly beautiful as she sweeps a few strands of hair off her cheek, tucking them behind her ear.

Once again, I’m keenly aware of how stunning she is, inside and out. How she’s now mine, and I’m so damn grateful my friends and my sister didn’t let me walk away from the best thing that ever happened to me. I almost let her slip through my fingers because of business, because I was stubborn, and because I was afraid.

But I have her now, and I plan to keep making her happy every day.

We’re one of those couples now. We share a passion for work, humor, sarcasm, hobbies, fitness, and of course, we connect in the bedroom. We’re connected on so many levels, it’s like we were meant to be.

But I suppose that’s how you should feel when you fall in mad love with a very good friend.

I head over to join my fiancée, dropping a kiss to her cheek.

After we take our seats and the bride joins the groom at the front of the lawn, Troy, now an internet-ordained minister, clears his throat and proceeds to rap their wedding vows, as only Troy can do.

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today in the sight of God to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony. Not to be entered into lightly, holy matrimony should be entered into solemnly and with reverence and honor. If any person here can show just cause why these two people should not be joined in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

I can’t think of any reason to speak now.

Also, as Sully would say, the man has skills.


ANOTHER EPILOGUE


Truly

A year later

Soft French music filters through the bar. Antique curios and a collection of old clocks line the shelves. The plush sofas in the lounge that hearken back to Belle Époque era are my favorite kind—full.

As in full of patrons, sipping drinks with names like Mais Oui and C’est La Vie.

Bisou is ours, mine and Charlotte’s, and I’m so damn glad the deal with Darren fell through. We did this. We built this, and it’s thriving thanks to a couple of savvy businesswomen.

Tonight, though, this savvy businesswoman needs to talk to a friend.

Because when Presley walks in, slumps on a stool, and heaves a sigh, all my friend antennae twitch an alert.

“Let me guess. Guy trouble?”

“How could you tell?” She pretends to sniff her shirt. “Is it a new scent I'm giving off?”

“No, but that would be a fun name for a drink. Note to self: craft a new cocktail named Guy Trouble.”

“Yeah, and serve it to me,” she says as she drags a hand through her chestnut hair.

I grab a bottle of tequila. “Any drink named Guy Trouble should start with tequila.”

“Because tequila burns?”

“It sure does.”

“Just like exes.”

I arch a curious brow. “Ex as in the most recent ex, or someone else?”

She takes a beat, her jaw tight. “Ex as in way back. All the way back. Remember Hunter?”

I nearly drop the bottle. “Hunter? Hunter as in the Hunter?”

She scoff-laughs. “Yep. The Hunter.”

“That was more than ten years ago. How is he giving you trouble now? You haven’t heard a word from him. I thought he was in Nepal or New Zealand or wherever his show takes him.”

“He’s always somewhere, except now, he’s going to be here.” She stabs the counter with her finger. “My boss just contracted with him to work on a huge new project. Guess who else is heading up that huge new project?”

“Um, gee. Could it be you?”

She lets her face fall to the bar. “I need a double.”

“Double trouble.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what he is.” She lifts her face. “Have I mentioned he’s still gorgeous?”

“You don’t have to. I see him on billboards.”

“You’re not helpful.”

I waggle the bottle. “Oh, yes, I am. Because I have the tequila. Let’s mix up your Guy Trouble and come up with a plan.”

After all, I’m on the other side of guy trouble. And if I can help a friend figure out her boy problems, I’m more than happy to do that. Especially since my biggest boy problem these days is how I’m going to fit through the doorway. One baby boy is nearly done baking in my belly, and I can’t wait to meet my son someday soon, hopefully before I can no longer reach past my belly to pour drinks.

Jason was all too happy to pay up on that bet with his coworker. After all, a gentleman always makes good on his wagers.


AND ONE MORE EPILOGUE


Truly

The number of things a woman will do to impress a man can be quite extensive.

They border on the ridiculous (waking up twenty minutes early to put on a full face of makeup lest he see you less than perfect) to the insane (claiming you like preseason basketball).

No one enjoys preseason basketball.

Also . . . dog-earing the pages of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance so it looks like you read it? Or declaring you dig Bret Easton Ellis?

Ladies, we can do better.

That means you shouldn’t ever feel pressured to say, “Sure, I’ll be happy to watch Blade Runner with you.”

You never have to pretend you like that film.

Fortunately, I don’t have to fake it on any of these, and I’m grateful. When I talk to women at one of my two bars (Bisou and Gin Joint are rocking hard. Yay, woman power!), I tell them the same.

When they ask for advice, because that’s just something they all want from the master mixologist pouring their drinks, the main thing I tell women is this: be yourself.

After all, don’t you want a guy or gal to love you for you?

That’s what I have with my man. Jason loves all my quirks, all my insanity, and everything that makes me . . . me.

That’s the coolest thing. Because when you find the person who’s your perfect match, you also find you’re not so inclined to spend all hours curled up with a computer or a spreadsheet.

But my husband?

Oh yes. I like spending my nights with him, and my mornings too. Especially when we’re making pancakes.

I might be referring to the song.

It might also be a euphemism for something else we do a lot of.

After all, we’re still madly in love, and this kind of love is the ultimate instant gratification.

THE END
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PART-TIME LOVER





ABOUT


It was only supposed to be a marriage of convenience...

Let me just say, this whole part-time lover thing was her idea. I’d have gone all-in from the start, but hey, when a gorgeous, brilliant woman invites you into her bed, and only her bed…well, I said yes.

But then, one hysterical phone call from my brother later, begging me to find myself a wife so grandfather’s business stays in the family, and I need a promotion with Elise. Turns out a full-time husband suits her needs too, and a temporary marriage of convenience ought to do the trick, until we can simply untie the knot…

As long as no one finds out…

As long as no one gets hurt…

As long as no one falls in love…

But our ending was one I never saw coming.


PART-TIME LOVER


By Lauren Blakely

To be the first to find out when all of my upcoming books go live click here!

PRO TIP: Add lauren@laurenblakely.com to your contacts before signing up to make sure the emails go to your inbox!

Did you know this book is also available in audio and paperback on all major retailers? Go to my website for links!
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ELISE


A year ago

Something about the last night in a foreign city makes you want to do crazy things. You want to drink it all in and taste every single dish on the menu. After all, tomorrow you’ll be gone.

Left with only memories.

The last night is the last stop on the merry-go-round of memory-making.

The last afternoon is too, and as the sun careens mercilessly toward the horizon, it’s a reminder that I need to jam everything in.

“Do you feel like going a little bit wild?” I ask Veronica.

She wiggles her eyebrows. “If you mean day drinking, we’ve already done that.”

I wag my finger as we stroll down the middle of a cobbled street. “One glass of wine at lunch does not constitute day drinking.”

“No? That seems the very definition.”

I link an arm through hers. “One glass is simply a beverage at lunch. The meter doesn’t start on day drinking until you hit two glasses, silly goose.”

“How good to know the scale for lushness,” she says drily as she stops to stare at a handbag in the Prada store window.

I give her a few seconds to worship at the altar of designer goods. “In any case, I was thinking we ought to do something we’ve never done before.”

She snaps her gaze from the far-too-expensive leather item she’ll never buy and presses a hand demurely to her chest, batting her hazel eyes innocently. “I’m not that kind of girl.”

I laugh. “As if.”

“I know. You like your sausage too much.”

“As do you. You’re practically a butcher,” I say as we sidestep a pair of strapping, chiseled blond men, who look like twin models for Scandinavian Design’s "Catalog of Men—Denmark.” Their blue eyes linger on both of us, and one smiles and offers a confident, “Hello.”

“Hello to you too,” I say with a grin.

They continue in their direction and we head in ours. “Should we wander down the streets and say hello to random hot men?” Veronica offers.

“I don’t think that’s a bad idea, but no, that’s not my notion of wild.”

This urge to have one wild night is in complete contrast to the purpose of the three-days-in-Copenhagen getaway Veronica insisted I needed.

It’s been a year since . . .

I shake away the dark thought.

Anniversaries of horrible days require trips. And day drinking. And refocusing on things that you control.

“If I want to explore the travel sector more at work, I need to know even more about this city, so I can advertise it better. What if we take one of those buffet boat tours?”

She laughs. “What’s a buffet boat tour?”

“A buffet of landmarks. All-your-eyes-can-eat.” As we near the wide square at the end of the block, I point to the red booth advertising canal tours. I play my ace. “It’s like a crash course in Copenhagen, and we’ll make sure we haven’t missed a single thing. It’ll help me win new business. You know I need to focus on work.”

She smiles in understanding. “Anything for you when you prey on my sympathies.” She marches up to the fire-engine-red booth and purchases two tickets for the next tour, then we head down the concrete steps to the boat.

The blond guide with shoulder-length hair flashes a bright smile as we step onboard, his name tag glinting in the afternoon sun. “Good afternoon, ladies.”

“Lars, she’s no lady.” Veronica points to me and winks.

“Ladies or not, you’re both welcome on my ship as long as you promise to enjoy the sights.”

“We will. Also, you’re handsome, Lars.” Veronica is a shameless flirt.

“Thank you very much, and I’ll enjoy the sights as well.” It seems Lars is a flirt too. His blue-eyed gaze lingers on my friend with the hourglass figure and pretty eyes as we take our seats.

We wait for the boat to fill, but only a handful of others join us. An older couple sports cameras around their necks and matching I Heart Copenhagen backpacks. There is also a gaggle of twenty-something women wearing college sweatshirts and some Japanese tourists.

I lean back in the cushioned seat, dropping my sunglasses to shield my eyes as the boat peels away from the dock. As we slide over the placid water, Lars regales us with tales of royal families and scandals, pointing out the city’s sights. I lean closer to Veronica and whisper, “Will you pick up where you left off with the handsome boat captain?”

Lars suffers from an affliction common to many men in Denmark. He’s a cut above average in the looks department. Let the record reflect, the Danes make the best-looking men.

“Of course. I’m going to talk to him when the tour ends.”

“Excellent. I love your planning skills.”

The boat slides under another bridge then motors through a more residential area, passing homes on the water and private docks every few feet. My eyes hungrily eat up the view. My current hometown of Paris is my love, but I could get used to weekends in Copenhagen. It’s a delightful mix of old and new, like a Swiss alpine town mated with a futuristic sky-rise city.

As I gaze at the sun-soaked homes, I imagine lazy afternoons drinking strong coffee on the deck, reading delicious tales under the rays. That seems like a recipe for happiness for the rest of my days.

I want to feel that way. Happy. It’s been so damn elusive lately, and for a fleeting moment, it feels as if I grasp it again, so I’m no longer teetering on the edge of grief and shame.

But that’s why I’m here, to move past that terrible duet.

I try valiantly to simply enjoy everything in front of me: the buildings, the water, the view.

As we round the bend in the canal, I blink at the view.

Holy hell, the unexpected view.

Nearby is a private dock.

On that dock is a man.

He’s performing a downward-facing dog, and his rear is facing us.

What a spectacular ass.

It’s not covered in sweatpants or basketball shorts.

It’s au naturel, as finely sculpted as the statue of David.

He’s a dog all right.

I sit up.

I practically stand. I lean on the edge of the boat, agog. I won’t even pretend I’m not looking. I’m ogling.

The Japanese friends whisper and point. The couple shifts closer to get a better look. The college girls titter and laugh.

We slide along on the calm water, and now we’re fifty feet away from a sight way better than the Little Mermaid statue, more magnificent than the royal palace.

He bends forward, pressing his palms into the wood, lifting his legs, and flipping them upside down.

Full. Frontal. Birthday suit.

He’s a tall drink of man, and I’m so very thirsty.

“Look,” I whisper to Veronica, though of course she’s already engaged in the fine art of gawking. “Did you know the Mad Naked Handstander of Copenhagen was on the tour?”

She sighs contentedly. “I am so glad you forced me to go to the buffet.” She parks her chin in her hands, watching the tall upside-down creature.

“My favorite part of the buffet is dessert,” I say, as my eyes gobble him up.

This man wears nudity well, even in this unusual position.

“I enjoyed the rubies and emeralds in Rosenborg Castle, but I like these crown jewels even better,” I say.

And hey, perhaps I’m perving, but I’m an equal-opportunity spectator at this private dock show. I don’t merely peer at the centerpiece of his physique, resting majestically against the grooves of his abs. My eyes take a most happy stroll up and down his carved body, from the planes of his stomach, to his strong thighs, to his arms ripped with muscles. His face is hard to read at 180 degrees, but I see the shape of his cheekbones, carved by angels.

Then, he moves. He walks on his hands. Back and forth.

Like he’s performing.

Showing off his most unique skill set.

I chuckle louder.

Then louder still when he holds himself up on one hand only, waving to us.

“What a show-off,” Veronica says.

Lars clears his throat. “And sometimes, we see the unexpected sights of Copenhagen.”

I do what any curious onlooker might do. I grab my phone and snap.

Snap.

Snap.

The man stands, takes a bow, and waves.

My chest heats up. The temperature in me flirts with mercury levels. He’s a stunner. My God, he’s like Skarsgård, from this distance.

And because I believe in speaking my mind, I cup my hand over my mouth and shout, “Bravo. All of it.”

He doffs an imaginary top hat and takes a bow. “My pleasure.” His voice booms across the water, his accent a British one.

Sparks unexpectedly race down my chest. That accent is delicious. “Oh no. The pleasure is truly all mine.”

His lips curve up in a smile. A wickedly handsome one. “Then meet me tonight at Jane!”

Veronica nudges me. “That’s a club. Say yes. Say it now.” Her voice is marked with urgency as we glide away from the dock.

“You’re insane,” I whisper.

“This is the wild thing to do. Not a boat ride.”

Is she crazy?

As the boat motors on, the idea seems both intoxicating and dangerous. Stupid, maybe too. For a second, I imagine asking Lars to stop the boat. Skarsgård would jump in the water and dolphin his way over to me, parking his hands on the edge of the boat and flashing a gleaming smile, his hair wet, his face covered in droplets of water.

Oh hell, I want to say yes to the naked man.

He barks at me once again, shouting a street name that starts with a K, since every word here has a K in it, and ends with something like haven. “I’ll be there at seven.”

I swallow. Is he mad? Am I? Or am I doing what I’ve told myself I should do for some time now? Seize the day.

I cup my hand over the side of my mouth and call out, “Perhaps I’ll see you at seven.”

Once one of the most beautiful views ever fades from sight, Veronica arches a well-groomed eyebrow. “You’re going, right?”

A prickle of nerves skates down my spine. “I am?”

“Did I detect a question mark?”

“Don’t you think it’s dangerous to have drinks with a man you don’t know?”

Shaking her head, she rises, flicks her chestnut-brown hair off her shoulders, and strides purposefully to the front of the boat. Once Lars finishes a tale about the Danish navy and their warships, he lowers his shades, drops his mic, and cocks his head to the side.

Veronica says something to him I can’t hear.

But his eyes tell me everything. He’s said more than “perhaps.”

As she saunters back to me, a determined look in her eyes, she’s daring me to go. She’s chosen her own adventure for tonight.

Flopping down in the seat, she declares, “You better get your ass to Jane on whatever street that was.” She pokes my shoulder. “You have a date, and so do I.”

Why is it that last nights in foreign countries make you do crazy things?

I mean, think crazy things.

Clearly, I’m not actually going out with him.

I might have a bath in the marble tub at the hotel, sip a glass of champagne, and lose myself in a new book, the story of a young couple who travel to Rome and get lost and found.

“It’s insane.”

Veronica grabs my arm, her eyes imploring. “You’re not going to his house. That would be insane. You’re going to a bar. That’s safe.”

But is it? Is it safe for my heart?

Once I ask the question, though, I know the answer.

It’s only one night. There’s nothing safer.

And that’s why there’s nothing fate can do to stop me. I’m making this choice.
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CHRISTIAN


Raising my arms to the sky, I give my muscles one final stretch. Really, you can’t stretch enough. I plan to be fit and strapping well into my eighties. That’s a long way off, but it’s always good to prepare for the future.

I turn around, pleased to have knocked out another accomplishment in the ad hoc Welcome to Spring at Fifty-Five Degrees Latitude North club.

Admittedly, it’s a bit hammy of us. But it was my turn to flash the canal tourists on behalf of our noble exhibitionist goals, which means my mates will be paying for drinks tomorrow night. Not that I need anyone to pay, but that’s the fun of it. I’m well ahead of most of them, since I have friends from university who chicken out when it comes to our little game of “streaking” on the docks for the tour boats.

I never chicken out, no matter the weather. We usually only do it in spring. As many of my fellow club members like to remind me, you’d have to be off your rocker to get naked outside in a Denmark winter. I’ve been off my rocker a few times. Maybe I like free beer. Or maybe I like surprising other people.

I stroll up the hilly yard toward my house, passing my brother, Erik, who stands close to the porch. “Did you scare them all away? Admit it—they cringed in terror, scary movie–style.”

I slash an arm through the air. “Whole boatload of them. Tears, shrieks of horror. Wailing.”

He cringes dramatically.

“Toss me a towel, will you? Or do you want to continue to admire your more fit and handsome younger brother?”

Erik scoffs and throws the towel over the porch railing, away from me.

I shrug. “I’ll just go inside, and you can check out my arse.”

“You can count on me never ever checking out your arse.”

I grab the handle on the sliding-glass door and head inside to one of my homes. You can’t beat a home on the water. But then, a flat in Paris is hard for me to say no to as well. Good thing I get to have both.

I grab the pair of boxer briefs I left on the couch and tug them on as Erik follows me inside.

“Seriously. How did it go?”

“Exceptionally well. I landed a date tonight.”

“Bastard. You’re not supposed to get dates when you flash the tourists, and especially not when your beloved brother is only in town with you for a few days.” Most of the time Erik’s in London, where we were raised.

“Jealous much?” I ask, heading for the fridge and pouring a glass of cold water.

Erik flexes a bicep, then another, posing like he’s Mr. Olympia. “I’ve scored plenty of dates with this fabulous physique. Just none lately.”

“That would be because you’re married, you tosser.”

He flashes a dimpled grin. He’s so ridiculously in love with his wife, it’s nearly disgusting. He could be the poster child for man-who-falls-arse-over-elbow-for-a-woman. That’s something I can’t say for all the men in my family.

“I’m like Grandfather, happy as a clam.”

I furrow my brow. “How does anyone know clams are happy? Is there a study on clam happiness? We all assume they’re rays of sunshine, but how do we know?”

He scratches his chin. “Good question.”

“I bet they aren’t happy at all. I bet they feel nothing. Is that what happiness should feel like? Nothing?”

He sighs. “Aren’t you philosophical today?”

“Maybe. It happens every now and then.” I take a drink of the water. “But what can you do? Sometimes deep thoughts stray into my brain, and I can’t help it.”

“Best to get them out of your head if you have a date tonight.”

“Perhaps she likes thinkers,” I suggest.

“So, who is she? Did you exchange numbers on the dock? Or did you, I don’t know, play charades with your appendages swinging in the breeze?”

“Yes. I can do Morse code with my dick.”

“Such a useful skill,” he deadpans.

“We did it the old-fashioned way. Picked a spot to meet and a time.”

He raises his chin. “And why her? Of all the ladies on all the tours you’ve ever flashed, you haven’t asked one out before. Not that you’ve told me about anyway.”

I let my brain rewind to the petite brunette with the big sunglasses who ogled me unabashedly from the side of the boat. She was pretty, that much I could tell even from fifty feet away.

But pretty alone isn’t enough. Pretty is a dime a dozen. I’ve dated women who aren’t pretty, but are witty, clever, and keep me on my toes. I like those traits just as much. Perhaps more. But I’m not opposed to pretty either.

Obviously.

“She was bold. She called out bravo. She said it louder than anyone ever has.”

“So she knows how to read your Morse code.”

“She’s welcome to read Morse code on me anytime. Come to think of it, she can even treat me like I’m fruit at the market.”

Erik laughs. “In some countries, they don’t let you touch fruit at the market.”

I gesture to my body, from my chest down to my legs. “In the fine country of Christian Land, it’s highly encouraged for the bold brunettes to touch the fruit.”

“And on that note, I’m off to a meeting,” Erik says, clapping me on the back.

The word meeting piques my interest. I stand up taller. “Who’s it with?”

“Portfolio managers,” he says, rubbing his hands together. “We might strike up a partnership. I need to review a few more key details on the way over.”

That sends a little thrill down my spine. “Yeah? What sort of deal? What sort of details?”

Erik runs Grandfather’s financial firm and has since the old man retired ten years ago. For all intents and purposes, it’s his baby now, and he loves it, especially since his wife works with him.

My brother narrows his eyes. “You can’t resist, can you?”

“Resist what?”

“You’re supposed to be retired. And look at you.” He mimes stirring a pot. “Trying to get your hands on the soup.”

I scoff. “Please. I’m only curious. I’m not trying to eat your lunch.”

“I would never think that. But I told you this would happen, Christian. I told you you’d hate retiring at age twenty-eight. And look—you’re proving my point only one year later. Twenty-nine and bored.”

“I’m not bored. I’m curious. And asking about your meeting does not prove your point.” I swallow and glance at the hardwood floor then back up at him, my tone a bit sheepish. “But could you just humor me and tell me a tiny bit more about it?”

Laughing, he grabs a stool at the island counter, parks himself on it, and proceeds to give me the download on the portfolio managers. My brain whirs, wheels turning and picking up speed as I rattle off ideas here and there, suggestions for what to say, how to negotiate.

Erik grabs his phone and taps out notes, nodding. “Brilliant, brilliant,” he mutters.

When he stands, he offers me his hand. “I hate that you’re so smart, but I’m glad you let me access that brain of yours.”

“What can I say? I have a head for strategy and a body for sin.”

He sneers. “I think my breakfast came back up.”

Laughing, I show him the door. “I need to go say hi to Mum. Let me know how the meeting goes.”

“Let me know how the date goes.”

“I’ll preempt myself and tell you now—it went perfectly.”

“Cocky bastard.” He leaves.

A few minutes later, I shower, dress, and head to my mum’s flat by the harbor. We watch an episode of our favorite American TV show—the one about regular government employees who happen to possess extraordinary superpowers—then she asks me if I’ve been behaving at the docks.

“Never.”

“You’re going to get arrested for public indecency at some point, young man.”

“Please. That only happens in America. Who’d arrest me in Europe?”

Laughing, she practically shoves me out the door. “I’m not posting your bail.”

“Of course you are. You’re the only one who has access to all my accounts.”

When I leave, I head to the hip new lounge, Jane, more eager than I expected to be. Funny, how I spent all of thirty seconds with that woman this afternoon. Thirty seconds, fifty feet across the water, with a boatful of others watching on. But even so, I want to see her.

Talk to her.

Entertain her.

From her voice, she sounded American, but not entirely. I think she might be French too.

I don’t really care where she’s from though.

I care where she’s going.

Hopefully, home tonight with me.
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ELISE


Dark jeans, pewter-gray ankle boots that boost me up a critical three inches to a whopping five and a half feet, and a black blouse, the top button undone to show a hint of flesh. Well, I’m not a nun.

I screw up the corner of my lips, peering at myself in the hotel mirror. I’m so . . . dark. “I look like a widow,” I mutter.

“No. You look like a trendy, modern woman who likes black,” Veronica corrects as she slides chandelier earrings into her ears. She wrenches her gaze back, studying one earlobe. “Why am I wearing these? They might get stuck on a pillow.”

“Or a chair cushion. Don’t rule out the possibility of rambunctious furniture sex.” I wink.

“You’re right. Best to wear studs.”

She bustles out of the bathroom, grabs her jewelry case from her suitcase, and finds, I presume, the studs she’s looking for. Meanwhile, I root around in my bag for another option. Locating a silky purple top, I tug it on. It slides off one shoulder. Just the right amount of sex appeal without being inappropriate.

I hold out my arms wide, giving a half twirl. “How do I look now?”

“Like an eggplant.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re a witch.”

“A very sexy eggplant. Please. It was a compliment.”

I eye her getup, which can be described in one word—clingy. “And you look positively like a woman who’s going to enjoy the fuck out of her last night in town.”

She grins widely. “Let’s hope I enjoy the fuck out of it.” She wiggles her hips. “Also, no need to wait up for me.”

“As if I’d wait up for you.”

I smooth a hand over my blouse as my stomach flips with nerves. “Am I really doing this?”

“Yes.” She slides her foot into a red stiletto. “Aren’t you always telling me to enjoy life’s pleasures? To take a lover? To savor each day?”

I tap my chin, smirking. “That does sound vaguely like me. But only in theory.”

“It’s exactly like you,” she says adamantly as she slicks on lip gloss. “Now let’s put it into practice. You’ve been talking ‘seize the day’ ever since you finally came up for air after⁠—”

I wince.

I don’t like hearing his name. I don’t want her to say his name. Once, not so long ago, his was the only name I ever wanted to hear. At night, in bed—all day long.

Veronica quickly reroutes herself, like a GPS after a wrong turn. “And I love your carpe diem-isms. So, let’s go carpe the hell out of the night. Besides, why is it less crazy for me to see Lars than for you to see . . .” She trails off, waving her hand as if to say you-know-who.

I point to her. “That. Right there. That’s why it’s less crazy. I don’t even know my pseudo-date’s name.”

“Maybe it’s better that way,” she says softly, her words laced with meaning.

Maybe she’s right. When you’ve had your heart shredded in a Cuisinart, then your sense of order in the universe sliced off at the knees with a serrated blade, maybe it is best to do things differently.

Tonight will be different. Tonight doesn’t have to lead to anything more. Tonight can be a moment in time. A pleasure I take, not just one I talk about.

We leave our room, head down the escalator, and through the brass revolving door that swooshes us onto the street. The doorman hails a taxi, and we slide inside.

Veronica gives the driver two names. “I have no idea which one is closer, but I checked on my GPS, so I think it’s⁠—”

“I don’t need a GPS. I know exactly where both are. I will take you first,” the driver says. A few minutes later, he drops Veronica at a restaurant, and then he shoots me a grin.

“Who needs GPS? I’ve lived here my whole life. There isn’t a sight in this city I can’t find.” He taps his forehead and smiles confidently at me in the rearview mirror.

A few minutes later, the car jimmies up to the curb, and he smacks a meaty paw on the black leather seat. “See? No GPS, and here you are.”

“Brilliant,” I say, and press the fare into his palm.

On the street, I glance up at the sign.

It’s a little bistro.

“Huh,” I mumble, because it looked bigger when I checked it out on Yelp. But if I’ve learned anything from my decade in advertising, it’s that photos can beguile you.

But it’s cute enough, and I head inside, my pulse skittering in excitement.

My God, what if he’s a serial killer?

Don’t leave with him, then, girl.

What if he’s a lech?

Walk away.

What if he’s not even here?

He’ll show.

I do a clean sweep of the bistro and its ten tables and Lilliputian bar. There is no Skarsgård look-alike.

Perhaps he’s in the little boys’ room.

Or little lads’ room.

Thinking of his English accent makes me smile, and I grab a seat at the bar and order a glass of white wine. I’m sure he’ll be here any minute. You don’t ask a woman out while dressed in nothing and then ghost her.

I glance around, then fiddle with a napkin. I need something to do.

Do I stare at my phone as I wait? Or does that make me look too millennial? I don’t want to seem like I’m scrolling through my Facebook feed like an addict when he wanders in.

The bartender slides over a glass, and I pay, then engage in small talk with him—the spring weather, how it’s been a warm season, and so on.

That kills all of two minutes.

Drumming my fingers on the bar, I straighten my shoulders and sip my wine.

And I wait.

And I wait.

Screw not looking like a phone-obsessed junkie. I have a magazine on my cell phone, and I’m going to read a long, in-depth article on growth in the travel sector. There. I’ll be doing business, like I’m not even waiting for him.

I’m keeping myself occupied, and if he shows, fine.

I barely notice the men who stroll into the bistro as I read. Well, I do notice that none look like the man from the dock. I do catalog that none have the impish grin of the handstander.

I’m keenly aware that it’s seven thirty-five and my wineglass is empty, and the sector is growing at 11 percent with the biggest opportunity being on the luxury side, and I’m done, I’m done, I’m done.

No one stands me up.

I leave, hail a cab, and return to the hotel where I promptly get acquainted with the way my evening was intended to unfold: a bubble bath, some music, and a novel.

After I’ve finished soaking, I grab one of those plush hotel bathrobes I never use because I’m not a person who likes bathrobes—since nudity or clothes seem like vastly more reasonable choices—but tonight feels like a bathrobe kind of night.

Bathrobes are for disappointment.

It’s easier to drown your temporary sorrow while wearing terry cloth.

Flopping down on the bed, I crack open my book again.

A little while later the door creaks, then it slides open with a loud, demanding groan. Laughter spills into the room. A man with a soft lilt to his English accent says, “I’ll make your last night so worth it.”

Worth it.

Those words resonate with me.

Trysts can make a night worthwhile. Can make a moment sing.

I’m glad Veronica’s going to have a fabulous night.

Even if it means my game plan has changed.

They stumble around the corner, and I wave at Veronica and Lars. Her lipstick is smeared. I hold up a hand before she can even breathe a word. “I’ll go make myself scarce in the lobby bar.”

“You’re a saint,” Lars says to me with a flirty smile. “A French saint. And she’s a French angel.”

“I don’t think she’s an angel, Lars,” I say.

“Even better.” He buries his face against her neck, smothering her skin in kisses.

“You don’t mind?” Veronica’s breath catches. “Oh my.”

That last comment was not meant for me.

“Enjoy yourself. Seize the night.”

“I will,” she says breathily. “Did you already seize yours?”

“He didn’t show.”

She knits her brow. “He didn’t?”

“Trust me, I scanned all of Jane for my handstander,” I say, tugging on panties and leggings under the robe, then dipping into the bathroom to pull on a sweatshirt.

When I pop out, Lars lifts his chin at me. “Did you go to Jane the bistro, or The Jane, the hip, trendy lounge bar that’s supposed to be popular with French ex-pats down on Kronerghaven?”

I freeze. “Are you kidding me? There are two Janes?”

Lars laughs, as he yanks Veronica impossibly closer. “It’s such an easy name to say and to spell. It was good for the tourists. But the newest one is The Jane.”

Veronica gasps and jumps up and down. “You know he went to the other Jane. You could still go and find him.”

Her excitement is adorable and thoroughly misplaced. I shake my head. “It’s eleven thirty. Have fun. Good night.”

“Bonsoir,” Lars says, a dirty sound to his voice that makes it clear he intends to give Veronica a hefty dose of bonsoir.

Grabbing my book, my glasses, and my phone, I head to the bar.

I’ve no interest in drinking though, so I find an empty chair at the edge of the lobby bar and tuck my feet under my legs.

I read till one in the morning.

With no sign of Veronica, I head to the front desk. “Do you have any extra rooms tonight?”

A ponytailed attendant smiles, taps the keyboard, then frowns. “We are all sold out.”

“Are you sure?”

“So sorry. But yes, I’m sure.”

I return to my chair. Surely, Veronica can’t go all night long.

But at two thirty, it’s still me and my book.

I yawn, barely able to stay awake anymore. My eyes flutter closed, and before I know it, I sit bolt upright at five thirty, greeted by the blazingly bright morning sun, and a massive crick in my neck, having spent the night curled up in an uncomfortable emerald green leather chair in the lobby of my hotel.

But it was worth it, evidently, I learn when I return to the room, greeted by a contrite but glowing Veronica.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t fetch you. We were busy, and then we were busy again, and then I crashed, and I’m the worst friend in the world.”

“Don’t even think twice about it. I’m glad you were—wink, wink—busy,” I say as we pack.

“I’m terrible. But you truly are a saint,” Veronica declares as she stuffs clothes and makeup hastily in her bag.

“I’ll be awaiting my official canonization any day, then.”

Sitting back on her heels, she tugs the zipper with vigor, sealing her suitcase. She grabs her phone when it buzzes, then scans the message as I check and double-check that my passport is secure.

“Eek! The airline gave me a first-class upgrade.”

“Lucky you.”

She dances her way over to me, her eyes twinkling. “No. Lucky you. It’s my gift to you for the valorous act of compassion you performed last night for me.”

“No, I can’t,” I say, but I can, I truly can.

“I insist.”

Twisting my tired arm won’t be hard. “Really?”

“Take it. You deserve it.”

All the way to the airport, Veronica tells me it was the best sex of her life. The best night of her life. The most interesting man she’s ever met. She can’t stop smiling. She can’t stop beaming. “I’m happy, Elise. I’m ridiculously happy.”

Happy.

What does it take to be happy anymore?

“Will you see him again?”

She laughs, shaking her head. “Doubtful. He’s a boat captain in Denmark. I’m a candy-maker in France.” Veronica runs a handful of popular artisan candy shops in Paris. “Besides, I don’t need something to last to make me happy. I don’t even need something to happen twice for me to enjoy it. Though, let me tell you, it was three times.”

She’s brimming over in the morning-after glow of great sex, buzzed on the lingering effects. I know too well what that’s like, to be so blissed out that anything feels possible.

Turning, I stare out the window as the brick buildings and cobbled pedestrian streets give way to sleeker, more modern structures. I wonder how I should live my life now—a year after everything with Eduardo fell to pieces. Like Veronica, daring and wild? Or perhaps like me, the woman who lubricated a magical kind of night for a friend?

She’s glowing. I’m thinking.

She’s bubbling. I’m contemplating.

Who do I want to be?

When we reach the airport, make our way through security, and step onto the plane, I sink into a plush, first-class seat.

It’s so lush, so comfortable, and so precisely what I need.

I sigh happily, then laugh at myself. My friend is on cloud nine from orgasms. I’m walking on air from a leather seat.

Maybe last night wasn’t such a loss after all. Maybe it was the start of starting over.

As a spectator.

As the sidekick.

As the friend who sleeps in the lobby so one of her besties can seize the day.

Yes, that’s the better path for me. I have a business to run, a company to shore up, and a heart that I won’t let out to play again. Life is for living well, not loving well.

I shut my eyes, briefly wondering if I’ll ever see the man from the dock again.

The world doesn’t work like that. You only see a naked handstander once.

That’s just how life is.
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CHRISTIAN


The night they were supposed to meet

Win some. Lose some.

After an hour at The Jane, during which I engage in several heated discussions with other patrons about football, European-style; the best digital currency to invest in; and finally, the astounding versatility of eggs as a food topping—you can slap a fried egg on rice, pizza, a crepe, noodles, and so on—I resign myself to reality.

My little mermaid isn’t coming.

Grabbing my pint, I down the remainder of the beverage and set the glass on the bar.

Maybe one last scan.

I survey the sleek bar with its chaise lounges and royal-blue couches. Tall men and women have poured themselves over the cushions, clinking glasses, chatting, flirting.

None look like the woman from the boat.

“C’est la vie,” I tell the bartender.

He nods knowingly and repeats the saying. He has no clue what it means to me in this moment. But he’s a good bartender, so he agrees.

Maybe it was foolish to think she might actually show up. The woman did add a perhaps before she said she’d see me. There’s hardly a more noncommittal word in the English language than perhaps.

My gaze drifts to my phone by force of habit, as if there might be a text telling me she’s late, but she promises to be here any minute. As if she’ll say I can’t wait to see your sexy arse.

But of course she sends no text because she doesn’t have my number.

This was just a lark.

I toss some money on the counter and head out. I stroll along the canal, through Nyhavn, passing the colorful homes, including the one where Hans Christian Andersen penned his most famous fairy tales, like “The Princess and the Pea.” Across the bridge, I wind my way through the quieter streets to my place.

I bought this modern two-bedroom home when I had business in this city relatively often. But I also liked being near my mum, and my grandfather too, especially since, as tough as he is, his health has been touch and go lately. In my humble opinion, it’s his spirits that are bringing him down. They’ve dampened, understandably, since our grandmother passed away a year ago.

I slide the key in the lock, go in, and flick on a hall light to find Erik sprawled out on the couch, snoozing. A glossy magazine is in his hands, sliding through his fingers, as if he was reading it mere moments ago. It falls to the hardwood where it hits with a gentle thud. He flinches, as if he’s about to wake up, but instead flips to his side, still snoozing.

Quietly, I pad over to him and pick it up, since I’m not fond of messy homes. He’s been reading an article on Copenhagen nightlife, and I peruse it quickly.

The Jane, not to be confused with the little bistro Jane, is a happening joint.

I groan as I toss the magazine on the coffee table.

Jane.

I bet that’s where the little mermaid went tonight. Jane, not The Jane.

I can’t believe I forgot about that little eatery and its nefarious plans to trip me up tonight. Damn. I’m losing my touch.

I shrug as I head to my room. What can you do?

I’ll never see her again.
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After I brush my teeth, my phone buzzes.

A bolt of tension shoots through me. Phone calls this late can only bring bad news. Perhaps it’s Grandfather. Perhaps it’s another frantic call from my mum that his health has taken a turn for the worse.

But the number is a Paris one. I answer it.

“Is this Christian Ellison?” It’s a man’s voice, a French accent to his English.

“Yes, this is he. How can I help you?”

“This is Jean-Paul at the Capstone Language Institute. Sorry for the late hour, but your name was given to me by Griffin Thomas,” he says, mentioning my good friend.

Griffin and I went to school together in London, and he recently moved to Paris. He’s been telling me to put my language skills to use. Griffin says it’s an affront to the universe if I don’t share them, so he must have passed on my name. I didn’t learn six languages to not use them. I studied my arse off from the age of five so I’d never be without the ability to communicate.

“Tell me more,” I say to the man on the phone.

Jean-Paul gives me the basics of the assignment. A large multi-national company with business interests across the globe is hosting a conference in Paris, and yada, yada, yada. That’s all I need to know. Business, multinational, partnerships—those words whet my appetite. Besides, my calendar has been mockingly empty, longing to be filled.

“Can I lure you out of retirement?”

He barely needs to ask once. “When does it start? A week?”

“Monday,” he says, his voice nervous. “I’d need you on a plane to Paris tomorrow. The eleven a.m. flight.”

“Consider it done.”

A burst of excitement zips through me. I have something to do. Somewhere to be. I text my mates that I’ll miss drinks tomorrow night, and I’m not bothered when they text back that there’s no way in hell they’ll let me cash in another time.

The next morning, I sling a duffel bag on my shoulder and head to the airport.

When I retired a year ago, flush with cash from the sale of most of my holdings, I imagined that my greatest goal would be to do what I wanted any second of the day.

To live life to the fullest.

To climb mountains, sail the seas, wander the streets and take leisurely lunches, meet lovely and brilliant women and entertain them with my tongue and other talents all night long. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve enjoyed all of it, yet there’s nothing quite as fulfilling as, well, filling my days.

As I head down the Jetway and onto the plane, I glance briefly to the left, checking out the first-class section. That used to be my stomping ground. First-class everywhere, a champagne and caviar lifestyle. I wouldn’t complain about a cushy seat in one of the first rows, but since Capstone is flying me over, I’ll spend the short flight in economy.

I turn the other way to find my seat, then stop in my tracks, the strangest thought flickering through my head. I whip my gaze back, peering at the second row in first class. A petite brunette with black cat eye glasses reminds me vaguely of the woman from yesterday. She’s sound asleep, and I can only see her profile. But it scratches an itch in my mind, and I can’t stop wondering if it’s her.

“Excuse me, sir. Can I help you find your seat?” The flight attendant asks kindly but pointedly too. Move along. There’s nothing to see here.

I point to the back of the jet. “I’m all good.”

I shake away the crazy thoughts. My brain is playing tricks on me. That’s not her, and there’s no way I’ll see her again, no way she’d be on the same plane.

As we fly over Germany, I let the date that never was fall out of my head.

I don’t think about her any longer.
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For the next year, I enjoy the hell out of having something to do nearly every day. Something I love. Something that keeps me more than busy—something that brings me pleasure.

Talking.

I’ve always loved to talk. To tell stories. To chat, whether with strangers or friends, business partners or adversaries, my family or the women I’ve dated and sometimes become entangled with. Talking about anything and nothing is one of my greatest pleasures.

Griffin was right. I do love translating, and I love Paris, and I love the life I’ve carved out as I bounce from assignment to assignment, translating for French, Danish, Swedish, and other companies that need my expertise, picking up jobs as I want them, enjoying evenings out with friends in the City of Lights.

The best part? My brother, Erik, moves to Paris with his wife, and works feverishly to expand the firm and strike new deals. That keeps me occupied too, since he lets me dip my fingers in the pie now and then and help him bake the partnerships to the right temperature.

I don’t mind helping him. He’s the reason I have two homes, a fat bank account, and the choice to live my life the way I want. I owe all my success to him.

It’s a brilliant year as I turn 30, with one exception.

For one dark month, I return to Copenhagen to mourn the loss of my grandfather when he passes away at the ripe old age of ninety.

We cry, and we comfort our mum, but mostly we remember how good he was at being human.

Then, I see her again.
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ELISE


Present day

My heels clack against the sidewalk as I exit the metro in Oberkampf, on my way to meet friends. I wonder what Joy’s new beau will be like. He seems like a stand-up fellow, so enchanting.

But I thought that about Eduardo too. We were all enchanted by him, including my followers, from back when I used to weave stories about him into my perfume blog—a blog I rarely write anymore. He’d cast a spell far and wide, across continents, since I’d told the tale in it of how I’d met an enchanting man.

Flicking memories of him away, I stroll past Annalise & Charlie, doing a quick scan of the windows at one of my favorite boutiques. My gaze lands on a pair of candy-pink shoes with a strap over the instep.

“I’ll be back for you,” I whisper to the shoes, because shoes can’t hurt your heart.

When I reach the hotel, the doorman nods in greeting, swinging open the door with Hotel Particulier Tenth calligraphed across the gleaming glass. I’m early, and that’s by design. I say hello to the owner, Armand, who’s working at the front desk. He’s also a new client.

He beams. “Elise, to what do we owe the pleasure of seeing you here tonight?”

I bring my finger to my lips. “Shh. It’s a best-kept secret.”

He wiggles his eyebrows. “Yes, I love our marketing tagline.”

This small partnership could pave the path to a bigger one. Armand’s business partner is expanding a luxury chain across Europe, and I hope to secure a meeting with him. He’s being courted by several agencies, including the Thompson Group, the same company I lost two of my clients to more than a year ago. That was my fault—my work focus had strayed during my marriage to Eduardo and the fallout after his death.

This time around, I plan to fight harder.

I say goodbye to Armand and walk through to an enclosed courtyard. Lush trees climb high, and ivy crawls sensually along the white walls. Strings of lights cascade from the branches of the trees, turning the bar into a glittery adult fairyland. The low beat of a bass thumps from the sound system, an enticing aural embrace.

A few minutes later, my redheaded friend arrives, and I say hello. By her side is the tall, dark-haired, handsome British man who’s captured her attention and her heart since she’s been in Paris.

Joy makes the requisite intros.

“So, this is the woman who says days should be eaten,” Griffin remarks, a twinkle in his blue eyes.

“So, this is the man who’s so enchanted my friend.” I give him a look over the top of my glasses.

He wraps an arm around Joy, possessively. “The enchantment is entirely mutual.”

The way he looks at her stirs something inside me. It’s a reminder that love doesn’t have to be tainted. He stares at her with adoration, but respect too. It’s such a missing ingredient in some relationships, and I can see he has an abundance of it.

We chat briefly about his work, the hotel, the city. He seems honest enough. I shoot him an approving nod. “You’ve passed my test for the night.”

He exhales heavily. “Whew. I was worried.”

Joy laughs and grips his shoulder. “By the way, have I told you Elise is in charge of all the inquisitions in my life?”

“No. I’m in charge of the fun,” I correct, laughing too.

Footsteps crunch on the stone path behind me, and a man’s voice drifts across the sultry night air, his accent British. “Fun? Did someone say fun? I believe that’s my middle name.”

I turn to see a strikingly handsome man striding across the patio to join us. Well, I do believe I’ll be enjoying the eye candy tonight. He’s tall, with legs that go on for days, a broad chest, and a face that ought to grace magazine ads with those carved cheekbones. I must enlist him to sell something. To sell everything in the world. I’d buy it all.

“Elise, let me introduce you to my mate, Christian. Feel free to ignore any and everything that comes out of his mouth. I know I do,” Griffin says, and we shake hands.

Christian claps him on the back. “The sentiment is fully reciprocated.”

“We work together. He’s a translator too, specializing in the Scandinavian languages.”

Scandinavian.

A memory from a year ago sits up.

Something about Christian feels oddly familiar, as if he’s someone I almost met.

That would be crazy though. Besides, I wasn’t close enough to get a good look at the naked man’s face. And what a face this man has. “Are you from Denmark?”

“Born in Copenhagen, raised in London.”

“That’s quite a combo—a Dane with a British accent.”

His eyebrows wiggle naughtily. “That makes me the best of both worlds.”

Oh, I like my flirty Danish Brit. I like him a lot. He’s going to make my evening so entertaining.

Joy and Griffin grab a spot on a nearby couch, entangling themselves with each other.

“I adore Copenhagen. I visited there a year ago and took one of those canal tours.”

“What was your favorite part of the tour? Seeing the palaces? Hearing the stories of all our crown jewels?”

Perhaps I’ll shock him with my tale. “Neither. I most enjoyed when the boat glided past a private dock, where a very fit, very muscular man was doing handstands naked on the dock.”

His expression turns serious. “A little past the outdoor food market?”

I nearly bounce on my toes. “How did you know? Have you met the canal flasher? Is he the Mad Naked Handstander of Copenhagen?”

“Mad? No. More like fit, handsome, and well-hung.”

“You’ve been admiring his package too?”

“I’m familiar with his equipment.” His grin is downright wicked. Christian taps his chest. “That was me.”

I don’t move. He can’t possibly have said that. A strange jolt hits me, like the past has whiplashed into the present. “What? You can’t be serious?”

He gives a devil-may-care shrug that only the sexiest, most confident men can pull off. “I suppose it’s possible there could be other devastatingly fit men who live on the canal in Copenhagen and like to do acrobatics naked to shock the tourists.” He steps closer, his eyes lingering on me. “But would those men have asked you for a date? Would they have gone to The Jane, looking for you? Would they have been sad you didn’t show?”

An unexpected burst of excitement flares in me. It’s him. Christian is the man I almost spent my last night in Denmark with.

“You’re him?” I whisper, shock still lingering in my words.

“I am. And I went to The Jane at seven.”

“I did too,” I blurt out, desperate for him to think I’m also bold and daring. “I mean, I went to Jane.”

A smile curves across his lips. “I figured as much later that night. I didn’t think for a second you’d stood me up.”

I scoff. This man. I give him a you-didn’t-just-say-that look. “Cocky much?”

“I am. But that’s not coming from the cocky part of me.”

“What part of you is it coming from, then?”

“No part of me at all. It comes from you.”

I wait for him to explain more.
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CHRISTIAN


My little mermaid has swum back into my waters. I have half a mind to toss her on my shoulder and walk out of here right now.

But, there’s the little issue of not being a caveman.

Unless she wants me to be one in bed, and we’re not there yet.

For now, the gentleman is up, and the caveman is standing down.

“And why does that come from me?”

“Because a woman that bold, a woman who took pictures, a woman who shouted bravo, is a woman who’s going to show.”

A smile crosses her pretty pink lips. “Of course I wasn’t going to back out.”

“Damn, I wish we’d gone to the same Jane.” Finally, I can enjoy a close-up view of the lovely lady who caught my interest, and the view is worth the wait. Her dark hair curls over her shoulders in thick waves. Her chocolate-brown eyes are warm and inviting, and her black glasses intrigue me. I’ve always loved a woman in glasses. While I haven’t been pining for her for the last year—honestly, that would make me a pathetic twit—I am ridiculously pleased that our friends are friends. “And I’d like to know who the hell thought it was a good idea to have two Janes.”

She narrows her eyes. “I’d like to find that person and give him a piece of my mind. I’d like to tell him I was most dissatisfied to learn of the mix-up.”

I inch closer. “And if we’d seen each other that night, you would have been . . . most satisfied.”

Her mouth widens—those lips are so damn enticing—and she points at me. “You are cocky.”

“But what if it’s true? Is it cocky then?”

“Since that night has passed, I’m not sure we’ll ever know,” she says coyly. It’s clear she likes the cat-and-mouse tease.

“Listen, little mermaid, I may never learn, but I intend to try. What do you say we make sure we don’t miss a second chance at a first date?”

“Are you asking me out when we’re already out?”

My eyes drift briefly to Joy and Griffin, tangled up together, whispering whatevers in each other’s ears. “Shockingly, our friends are amusing themselves without us. Let’s you and I have a night of it. Can I buy you a drink?”

“You may absolutely buy me one. In fact, I’m not even going to attempt to pay for a thing tonight, and I’m going to tell you right now that I’m not going home with you.”

I crack up. “That only makes me want to test the strength of your resolve.”

I set a hand on her back and guide her to the bar. The bartender signals he’ll be over in a minute, so I turn my focus to Elise again. “So, tell me, did you enjoy looking at your nude photos of me?”

She arches a brow. “So, tell me, do you regularly flash the tourists?”

“Ah, so this is how we play it.”

“Yes, this is how we play it. I want to know why you dropped your drawers. Is it a kink of yours?”

“Is it a kink of yours?”

“You don’t get to know my kinks until you answer some questions.”

“But you have kinks you’ll share?”

She moves in closer and whispers near my ear, “We all have kinks. The question is whether mine match yours and vice versa.”

A bolt of lust slams into me. She’s everything I imagined she’d be that night. And I’m more determined than ever to learn more about her.

The bartender arrives and asks what we’d like. Elise chooses absinthe and I do the same. When he leaves, I lean my hip against the silvery outdoor counter, free-standing in the midst of this midnight garden bar. “Just so you know, the canal game is something my mates and I do for fun. It’s high jinx, really. Nothing more. We do it for kicks.”

“Like a party trick with your friends?”

“We buy each other beers based on our success rates.”

“And is asking a woman out part of the point system?”

I shake my head. “I’ve never asked a woman out from the docks before.” I reach for a strand of her hair, running my finger over it. As soft as I imagined.

Her breath hitches, but she meets my eyes like a cross-examiner in court. “I find that hard to believe.”

“Why? You’re not a woman lacking in self-confidence.”

“But I am brimming with skepticism.”

I rake my eyes over her. “You’re brimming with everything I want to experience more of.”

She nibbles on the corner of her lip, then shakes her head, clearly amused. “You’re shameless in the way you stare at me.”

“Why should I feel shame?”

“You shouldn’t. I’m simply observing. You’re one of those men who doesn’t care if he stares, who isn’t afraid to look.”

“I like what I see. I’m not going to pretend otherwise. But because I like it, I want to know what’s behind it. Even if you’re a skeptic.”

“Aren’t you? A skeptic?”

“I am, and yet I can’t help but believe in fate, since here we are.”

She scoffs. “Oh please. You believe in fate?”

“You’re telling me you think it’s chance we met again?”

“I do.”

I shake my head. “It’s too random to be anything but fate.”

She stabs a finger against the sleek surface of the bar. “It’s the very meaning of randomness. It’s proof that the world operates on the power of coincidence. It’s like when you spot someone from your hometown in a foreign city. It’s running into somebody on a flight you haven’t seen since childhood.”

The bartender slides over our drinks, and I slap some bills on the counter then thank him. I pick up my drink. “But isn’t coincidence part and parcel of fate?”

“Why do you want to believe this”—she gestures from me to her—“is fate? Don’t tell me you’re one of those hopeless romantics.”

I laugh unabashedly, tossing back my head. “You say that like it’s the worst thing in the world.”

She lifts her glass, eyes me over the rim. Her tone is serious. “Are you?”

She truly seems to want an honest answer, not a flirty one, so I give her one. “No. I’m a realist, and realism dictates my feelings about relationships and the power of randomness.” Then I toss out one more knot in the fate skein. “I suppose true fate would have been if we were on the same flight back to Paris the next day.”

She laughs lightly, and I get the sense she appreciates that answer a lot. She takes a drink. “That seems highly unlikely.”

I shrug as I swallow some absinthe. “The crazy thing is I actually thought I saw you on the flight back to Paris. I took the mid-morning one the next day.”

Her eyes pop. She emits a small squeak. Her glass starts to slip from her fingers, and I dart to catch it before it falls. My fingers cover hers, and we hold it together. “Judging from your expression, I’m guessing you were indeed on the same flight. Wearing a blue shirt, lounging in first class. With these sexy-as-hell glasses on and your eyes closed.”

She takes a deep breath and is quiet as a cat as she whispers yes. We put down the glass.

“Third time’s a charm, then?”

“Seems it is,” she says, her voice still feathery.

I raise my own glass. “Forgive my manners. We ought to toast.”

“What are we toasting to?” she asks, recovering from her surprise.

I don’t speak right away. Instead, I stare into her rich brown eyes. Wait until I see a spark there. A hint of desire, so I know she feels the chemistry between us. It’s impossible not to feel it. It’s real, it’s crackling, and I’m not letting her get away from me this time.

“To fate.”

She arches a brow, lifting her glass. “To chance.”

We take drinks, then I lean closer as the music pulses louder. “I want to know how that tastes on your lips.”

“You’re forward.”

“I am. And since our friends are friends, it’s clearly fated that I kiss you senseless tonight.”

Setting down her glass, she wraps her hand around my forearm, and I like the way her fingers feel on me. “Christian, you’re literally the most handsome creature I’ve ever seen in my entire life, but you can’t possibly believe that.”

“Why not?”

“That’s such a romantic notion.”

“Who said anything about romance? Maybe I think we were fated to . . .” I move in closer as I tuck a strand of hair over her ear and finish the sentence with a whisper, “Fuck.”

She shudders, lifting her hand to her neck as if cupping the imprint of my touch as I pull away. She looks dazed, and that’s a most excellent look on her. “You smell like coconut,” I tell her.

“You’re spearmint and liquor.” Her eyes linger on my mouth. “It’s devastatingly enticing.”

“Let me devastate you in other ways.”

She shakes her head. “You’re too handsome. Too much.”

I’m undeterred. I want her. “Elise, come home with me.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because my mind is a blur of absinthe and spearmint right now.” She raises a hand, brushes her fingers over my jaw, then cups the back of my head. I’m turned on beyond all reason. Brushing her lips over my cheek, she whispers, “And because you’ve wanted to kiss me for more than a year. Think how much better it would be if I let you have a little taste of me every now and then.” She steps away.

“You’re offering me a third date? Because let’s be honest—this is almost like a second date, and you have seen me naked.”

She laughs. “This is barely a first date, and only by chance. Maybe buy me dinner, and then you’ll know how my lips taste.”

“In that case, I know a little bistro around the corner that could rustle up something if I make a reservation for, say, eleven thirty tonight? Care to join me for a late dinner?”

“Are you always this persistent?”

“Only when I know I absolutely want something.”

She’s quiet as she raises her glass and takes a sip. She sets it down, her gaze never leaving mine. “I’m free next Friday.”
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CHRISTIAN


One week.

She makes me wait one long, torturous week.

She has to know this only makes me want her more.

“And then we have this final set of paperwork to review,” my brother says, when it’s four more hours till I see her.

I stare out the window of the fourth-floor offices that overlook the Paris Opera House, then turn around, meeting my brother’s gaze. “Yes, we should have this wrapped up quickly.”

I’m in my brother’s CEO office at the firm, plowing through the final details of Grandfather’s estate, which will transfer control of his financial firm to Erik. After we sign this document, Erik will be not only the CEO, but the majority stockholder as well, with the final say over the company—as Grandfather, Erik, and I had wanted.

Even though I worked on a plum translation gig earlier today, speaking for a Swedish dignitary in town for a political consortium, I’ve spent a few hours with Erik too, though this hardly feels like work. Business has always come easily.

Well, since I decided to buckle down and focus ten years ago, thanks to the man here with me. I was a fuck-up in school, until Erik set me on the right path. And that path turned golden, paved with euros, millions of them, and I’m so grateful.

I stroll across the oriental carpet, and as I flop into the seat across from him, I glimpse a framed photo of our grandfather and his bride on the wall. The photo tugs at my chest. “Do you miss him?”

Erik sighs, dragging a hand through his blond hair. “I do. Even though we all knew it was coming, that still doesn’t lessen the missing.”

“Sometimes he felt like more of a dad than Dad.” Our father has always been far too preoccupied with women to pay much heed to us. That’s why Erik was the one who gave me a talking-to when I needed to buckle down at university. Our dad had been busy romancing wife number three then. Or four. I’ve lost count.

“I want to do right by Grandfather. Honor his wishes.” Erik twirls a pen as he stares at the photo. “He built the firm, and I’m lucky enough to get to run it. I can’t believe you don’t want to.”

I lift my hands in surrender. “No interest. It’s all yours. Been there, done that.”

“You sure?”

“I like playing around with it, like I get to do now and then. Dipping my toes wherever I want.” I wiggle my shoe to demonstrate.

Erik gives me a dirty look. “I bet you’d like to dip something else somewhere tonight.”

I smirk. “Guilty as charged.”

“I really can’t believe you saw her again,” he says.

“Crazy, right?”

“Maybe it’s meant to be, like Jandy and me.”

I roll my eyes. “Elise called me a hopeless romantic, but the title is more apt for you.”

“And on that count, constable, I am guilty as charged.” He smiles dopily, and I know he’s thinking of his wife. He’s so besotted with her. He has a bit of a Prince Charming complex, and that’s not a bad thing.

When he first met his wife, she was timid, he’d said. Like a baby deer. She’d had a crap upbringing, and her father was awful to her, but Erik took good care of her, finding her a job here that suited her, and she came out of her shell. Became a bolder, more confident woman. She depends on him, and he dotes on her.

He raps his knuckles on the table. “I hope she can make it home earlier tonight. I feel like I haven’t seen her in ages.”

I sit up straighter. This news surprises me. “Why wouldn’t she make it home at a reasonable hour?”

“Oh, you know how it goes. Busy managing all these marketing projects.”

I never thought Jandy was that busy in her job. What if she’s playing my brother for a fool? I phrase my question carefully. “Is that so? I didn’t realize we were engaged in so much marketing here.”

“Right, but you don’t get your hands dirty in that department. She’d been quite busy organizing our new campaigns, and since we moved here, it’s been busier.”

“Getting her hands dirty,” I echo with a wink, since that sounds fairly reasonable.

“I like to get her hands dirty,” Erik says, chuckling at his own joke. “And I’d like to break Dad’s streak and stay married for a long, long time to one woman.”

He and Jandy have only been husband and wife for three years, but judging from Erik’s affection for his bride, he should easily meet his goal.

“No doubt you’ll get there. You know I’m already disqualified,” I say.

“And that’s always been for the best. I know it was years ago, but Hannah was never right for you.”

I hardly think about my ex-wife, Hannah, and those days when we drifted apart shortly after tying the knot post-university. “That’s true.”

“What about now? What are you up to tonight?”

“Me?” I tap my chest. “I have one date and you’re asking me if I’m ever going to get married again?”

“No, you twat.” He lobs the pen at me and I catch it easily. “Just wondering what you’re doing with Elise tonight.”

Maybe he can see through me. Perhaps it’s painted on my face that I’ve been thinking of Elise all day. She’s elusive. Making me wait. Perhaps that’s why I want to see her so badly.

Then again, maybe I want to see her because everything between us sparked.

“I’m going to be having the time of my life,” I answer as we return to paperwork.

Soon, we finish for the day, and Erik closes his laptop. “Good thing you own so many damn shares of this company, or I’d feel guilty tapping your brain for all this.”

“Good thing I have a sick love of business.”

“It is an illness, isn’t it?”

“It’s a right madness. Only matched by my bottomless love of the female form.”

“Get out of here, you dog.” He mimes tossing a ball at me.

I pant and trot off as if to catch it.

[image: ]


Elise saunters down the avenue, and I have the pleasure of watching her approach. There’s an ease to how confidently she walks, even in four-inch heels. She’s so fucking Parisian, and it’s an insane turn-on, that je ne sais quoi of French women.

Her black dress hugs her hips. It’s cut short, and she wears pink shoes with a little strap over the top of each foot.

She’s looking off to the side, chatting on the phone, her hair blowing in the spring breeze. I imagine she’s barking orders at an underling perhaps. Bet she loves giving orders. Bet she likes being given them in bed even more. Women like her who command a boardroom are often the ones who most like to give up control.

I don’t require submission though. I’m not that kind of a man. I find when it comes to matters of the flesh, I’m omnivorous. She can ride me hard, or I can bend her over the edge of her desk. Whatever her pleasure is, I’d like to deliver it.

When she reaches me, she ends her call, tucks the phone in her purse, and looks me over. “You have a way of growing more handsome every time I see you, Christian. But I suppose the real question now is will you be more interesting than the last time?”

The gauntlet has been thrown.
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ELISE


I declined his dinner invitation.

I turned down his suggestion for drinks.

I didn’t want to go to a club.

Not that I dislike those places. Quite the contrary. But they’re designed to speed the path to stupid choices.

Good food makes you moan in pleasure. Seductive clubs drive you to dance too closely. And cocktails loosen lips.

I don’t need my inhibitions lowered with a man this devilishly good-looking. It’s always the pretty ones who have deadly secrets. I don’t know what sort of cruel mistress the universe is to create devastatingly handsome men who’ll eviscerate a woman’s emotions, but I do know she’s the cruelest on this count.

That’s why I picked something for our date I’d do with a friend.

We’re going to attend a decorative arts show in an exhibition space by the Tuileries.

It’s not even remotely sexy.

It’s somewhere to laugh at the absurdity of things that you see. To wonder who could possibly want a thirty-foot-long, pink faux-fur-lined couch for the living room, or a mirror completely covered in seashells so that you can only see bits and pieces of your face. It’s the type of place that has industrial pipes hanging from picture frames and masquerading as art.

Once inside, Christian reaches for my hand. “Can I hold your hand?”

Perhaps because I’m caught off guard, I say yes.

He wraps his big palm around mine, and I notice instantly how long his fingers are. How firm his grip is. And how soft his skin is. He squeezes playfully, then wiggles his eyebrows, as if saying there’s more he can do with those fingers.

I bet.

Tiny little shimmers of electricity dance up my arms, and I squeeze back as we walk along the cavernous hallway.

“Anything in particular you want to see? Are you looking for a new chandelier with a crystal flamingo hanging from it?”

He points behind me, and I turn to see a large chandelier hanging in the middle of an exhibition area. A pink crystal flamingo dangles from the lighting fixture, exactly as described.

“You know what they say. A room isn’t fully decorated until you have a chandelier with a little flamingo hanging from it.”

“Speaking of chandeliers,” he asks, “do you like opera?”

Tension spreads over my shoulders. I can’t stand it, but I’d said yes anyway when Eduardo wanted to take me to La Traviata. I said yes because he loved it.

This is my chance to do things differently. To learn from my mistakes. Even though I’ve no interest in a relationship, and even though this is only fun, I won’t be less than patently honest with Christian. “I despise it.”

He hums his approval. “I knew you were perfect for me.”

I nudge him with my hip. “Do you truly hate it?”

“With a deep and instinctive passion.”

“Poor opera.”

“Poor me for the three times my father made me go.”

“You must have been a very bad boy for him.”

“Come to think of it, I was officially the worst. And I’m glad you didn’t suggest we go to the opera tonight. I could have mustered the strength to sit through it to be near you, but I’d rather not fake it.”

I stop and put a hand on his firm, broad shoulder. “Don’t fake it. Don’t fake anything. It’s better to be bluntly honest. Even if it seems rude, honesty is better.” My tone is tinged with a plea, but I don’t care if I sound like a beggar.

He brushes a curl of hair over my shoulder. “I don’t have to fake a thing with you.”

“Ditto,” I whisper, and for a second, maybe more, the air between us feels charged, sparking with ions and electrons. As if we could lean in, brush each other’s lips, test out a kiss. Set the exhibit hall to flames. I suspect he’d kiss like that—fire and power and heat.

But instead, we continue walking along the wide, carpeted hallway, surrounded by Parisian hipsters, including a man wearing jeans so tight they look like leggings and a woman with a red-checked blanket draped over her shoulders.

“Why does everyone wear blankets these days?” I ask.

“Why aren’t scarves good enough?”

“Blankets should be for beds.”

“But, to play devil’s advocate, you’d look really fucking good in bed with nothing but a blanket on.”

I shake my head in amusement. This man is brimming with sexual innuendo, and it’s ridiculously appealing.

I stop in my tracks at a huge black-and-white photo with the word #space on it. I step closer, peering at it. “Is that the moon?”

“I think it is. And holy crap, they’re listing it for two thousand euros. That’s bollocks.”

“It’s not as if this person actually went to the moon and took the picture himself.”

“They probably went into the national archives, grabbed a photo of the moon landing, and blew it up in a copy shop.”

“I’m in the wrong business, if you can take a photocopy and sell it for that amount. I should get out of advertising and into the hoodwinkery trade.”

He laughs. “I’ll be right there with you. We’ll capture cell phone shots of the photos of the great events in world history, blow them up, add a hashtag, and sell them at the art and design center.”

“We’ll be in the business of highway robbery.” I turn around to find a humongous chair made out of wicker. It looks like a thatched throne, and the back of it is literally ten feet tall, with a seat covered in a patchwork quilt of pillows. “Speaking of highway robbery.”

“Ah, I’ve been hunting for a comfy new chair.” Christian parks himself in it and pats an emerald-green pillow next to him. “Come try it out.”

That means I’ll be wedged against him.

There’s no other answer but yes, please.

I drop down next to him in the seat, and he slides an arm across my lower back, wrapping his hand possessively around my waist. “You fit nicely next to me,” he says softly, his eyes roaming over my face.

A burst of desire shimmies down my body. “You’re constantly trying to get close to me.”

He leans in, running his nose along my neck. I stifle a whimper as he sniffs, saying, “You’re right. I am. I find you fascinating and irresistible. Maybe you could stop resisting me.”

A smile spreads rapidly, and I lean a little closer, want a little more. “I’ll see what I can do about that,” I tease, but I’m not giving in easily.

“Good. You do that.”

Before I risk draping a leg over his, wrapping an arm around him, or slamming my lips to his, I pat the hard chair. “What do you think this monstrosity costs?”

He pops up, strides over to the beanpole of a man running the booth, and asks. When he returns to me, he offers a hand, pulling me up from the chair and tugging me nearly flush against him.

In a low, sultry voice, he whispers, “This can be yours for a cool twenty-two-and-a-half-thousand euros.”

He doesn’t blink. He says it as if he would seriously consider it. I crack up, so loud I need to cover my mouth with my hands. In between breaths, I ask, “Does it come with the pillows?”

He shakes his head, a forlorn look in his ice-blue eyes. “Sadly, it does not.”

Raising my chin haughtily, I answer. “Pssh. Then I don’t want it.”

We leave the chair and wander around some more.

“How was your week?” he asks, and the normalcy of the question gives me pause. He asks it with ease, as if we’re used to the simple back and forth of “how was your day” and “what’s for dinner.”

“Busy. I was working on some new pitches for potential business at the ad agency I own.”

He asks more questions about my agency, and I share a few details then inquire about his day.

“Busy too. I had a translation job for a bigwig. That was a lot of fun. And then I helped my brother with a few projects. But mostly I spent a good portion of the week wondering if this beautiful Frenchwoman was going to let me kiss her tonight.”

I smile. “I’m only half French.”

“Which half?” he says, a little impishly.

“Which half of you is British?”

“My cock, of course.”

“My tits are French, then,” I reply. Two can play at that game.

His eyes drift to my chest. “J'aime ce qui est français,” he says, lingering on my breasts, as he tells me he loves French.

“Oh please,” I say, and he refocuses, meeting my eyes. “My parents are French, but I was born in America and raised in Manhattan. I have dual citizenship.”

“Do you feel more French or American?”

The question is a good one, and I’ve pondered it many times over the years. We grew up in the heart of the Upper East Side, speaking only French at home, as my parents wanted me to be bilingual. But my cultural touchstones were all American. “I feel like I straddle both worlds. What about you? Do you feel more Danish or British?”

“Would it be completely lame if I answered the same? I grew up in England for the most part, but I’m close to my mum and to my Danish relatives, so I’d have to say both.”

I’m glad he answered from the heart and not from his British cock. I like the teasing, but I like more knowing who he is. “I feel at home being both too.”

He takes my hand again, and another whoosh rushes through me. It lasts longer, spreads further.

“But would you feel more at home if you had that?” His tone is intensely serious. He grabs me by the shoulders and spins me around, and for a moment, I barely register what I’m looking at because his hands on my shoulders turn that whoosh into a wave of something a bit dirty, a little forbidden.

But there’s no time to focus on the longing since I’m taken aback when I see a bronzed, stylized sculpture of a gorilla head. It sits on a pedestal in an art gallery exhibit. Surprisingly, I like it. “Now that’s actually a really handsome gorilla.”

“It is,” he admits.

“I’m not looking for gorilla-head art, mind you, but I could see that in my house.”

“You could?”

“Yes, maybe if it was, say, three hundred euros. For the sheer conversational value of it. If I were hosting a party, I could say, ‘Yes, I have a lovely gorilla sculpture.’”

“Let’s bargain. Let’s get her to sell you that gorilla head for three hundred euros.”

He strides up to the woman running the booth, standing a few feet away. “Hello. Just curious how much that gorilla head is going to set me back?” He takes out his wallet as if he’s truly about to buy me a gorilla head on a pedestal.

With her blond hair cinched high on her head, the woman offers a faint, simpering smile. “It’s seven hundred and fifty thousand euros.”

I expect Christian’s jaw to drop, since I can feel mine coming unhinged at the audacity of such a price. Christian maintains a stoic face, asking, “Does it come with the pedestal?”

Blondie offers another faint smile. “We can throw in the pedestal for that price.”

He claps his hands. “Right. How generous. Thank you so much. We’re going to go out, have a drink, and discuss the needs of our foyer.”

We proceed to have a priceless time wandering around for the next hour, laughing about the cost of everything, and when we leave, empty-handed of course, I’m thinking how wonderful it was to do something irreverent and not at all designed to end with us in bed. Given the fun we had at the garden bar, I’m not surprised we had a good time. I am surprised I let myself enjoy it so much.

But a part of me wants to know what he’d be like behind closed doors. A part of me wants a little taste. When we exit, I yank him close and whisper, “That kiss you’ve been wondering about?”

“Yes?” His voice is husky, thick with desire.

“Take it,” I tell him, my eyes fixed on his. “Take it now.”

That’s all he needs to hear.

He slides a hand around the back of my neck, holding me. In his crystal-blue irises, I see heat and desire, then a blur of lust as I shut my eyes. He presses his lips to mine, dusting them softly. It’s a beautiful first kiss. It’s exploratory and hungry at the same time. His tongue slips over my lips, his mouth opening mine.

My mind goes hazy in a heartbeat, like I’m having a drink, like the champagne is going straight to my head. Trembles run down my body, and I’m warm everywhere. The delicious, tingly, liquid feeling tells me I will be replaying this kiss tonight, home alone in bed.

I’ll be wondering what it would have been like if I’d let him do everything I wanted, if I’d let him reach his hands into my hair and tug hard. The possibilities blast before me, and I jerk him to me for a few seconds, feeling the press of his erection against my hip.

He lets out a sexy, hungry moan that nearly breaks me. A moan that hints at how good we’d be together in bed. And how dangerous that would be.

I pull apart. “Good night, Christian. Same time next week?”

He tilts his head, the corner of his lips curving up. “Are you becoming my Friday-night affair?”

I raise an eyebrow and run a finger down the first two buttons on his crisp shirt. “Maybe I am.”

He hums a note of approval, brushing a barely-there kiss against one cheek, then the other, before he whispers, “I’ll see you in a week, Friday-night lover.”

I laugh lightly. “We’ll see about that last part.” I slide my hand into his hair one last time. It’s so lush against my fingers. Any trace of laughter fades away as I tell him, with complete seriousness, “For what it’s worth, it’s not easy resisting you.”

But I manage the feat and head down the steps.
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CHRISTIAN


Griffin is quiet as we run along the river. I chat briefly about football—my favorite team, and the club league I play in—but mostly keep my mouth shut, since he has a lot on his mind.

We’re nearly finished with the run. I joined him, as I sometimes do, for the tail end of his run, logging in three miles to his fifty.

Okay fine, it’s more like ten or twelve that he peels off. Whatever the number is, it’s a fuck lot more than I want to run. But he’s the one training for a marathon. I’m merely trying to stay in tip-top shape. I’d rather be skiing, but alas, it is June, so running it is.

When we’re finished, Griffin checks his watch. “I’m going to go meet Joy around the corner then shower at her flat.”

“Or you could skip the shower. Go straight to the good stuff.”

“Thank you. That thought hadn’t occurred to me at all.”

I clap him on the back, my breath still coming hard as we cross the busy avenue and turn toward a side street not far from Notre Dame. “That’s what I’m here for. To make sure you never forget the good stuff.”

“Shockingly, I can remember on my own.”

We head in the same direction, since I don’t live too far from here either. Griffin’s fallen into silence again, and I know that means he’s deep in thought about the decisions he needs to make. Figuring now is as good a time as any to give him a piece of advice, I say, “You know what my grandfather used to say about hard choices?”

“What’s that?”

“We usually know what we’re supposed to do. It’s all a matter of accepting the choice.”

He arches an eyebrow and gives me a quizzical look. “You’re being contemplative?”

I shrug. “I have it in me from time to time. But don’t ever let the ladies know.”

He laughs, shaking his head. “Right. I’m sure they’d have zero interest in your soft, sensitive side.”

I shudder. “I will deny you ever said that, and I will deny anything sensitive I’ve ever said. And on that note, I should go.” As we turn the corner, a red awning comes into view, with Café Rousillon painted in gold script. Chairs and tiny tables spill out from the open café doors onto the sidewalk, wedged close together. Griffin smiles widely when he spots Joy, and as I follow his gaze, I see his lovely redhead isn’t alone.

And I suddenly have no interest in going anywhere. Joy is with my Friday-night lover. At least, I want Elise to become my Friday-night lover, in every sense of the word. “I’ll revise that last statement about my whereabouts.”

“Oh, but you have to go,” Griffin says, with an over-the-top insistence. “Don’t you have so many things to do?”

“Nothing on the schedule. Nothing at all.”

We head over to their table as they settle the bill and rise. Griffin and Joy say hello and goodbye as quickly as new lovers can, and then it’s my little mermaid and me.

I smile at her, enjoying how pretty she looks in her white blouse and black skirt. Work attire suits her incredibly well. She’s powerful, but feminine. “Clearly, this is fate, seeing you again.”

She laughs and rolls her eyes. “It’s chance, Christian.”

“If it’s chance, you never know what chance has in store for us when it comes to bedroom activities.”

She shoulders her bag and steps away from the table, leaving some bills behind. “It’s a good thing I’m not offended by your crude remarks.”

“It’s a good thing I’m not offended that you mauled me at the design show the other night,” I say as we leave the café.

“That was not a mauling. That was me finally giving you what you wanted all along.”

“Oh, sweetheart, I want so much more than a kiss.”

Her heels click as we walk briskly, passing a boulangerie that’s closing up its doors for the evening, the faint scent of raspberry tarts drifting out from the shop. “How do you know it’ll be worth it? What if it’s awful?”

I scoff. “Sex? Between you and me? It won’t be awful. It’ll be magnificent.”

“Will it?” she counters as we reach the corner, stopping at the light.

“It will.”

“How do you know?”

I turn to her and brush a lock of her hair off her shoulder. A slight gasp escapes her lips, then I run my fingers down her bare forearm, watching as the soft hairs rise in its wake.

I look up to meet her deep brown eyes. “That’s how I know.”

I drop my hand, and she shudders.

“Where are you headed?” I ask.

“I’m off to the metro.” She gestures to the end of the street.

“I’ll walk you, and don’t even think this counts as a Friday-night date. One, it’s Tuesday. Two, it’s a bonus chance encounter orchestrated by fate.”

She laughs. “It’s a bonus bump-into-each-other.”

“It’s the hand of fate, trying to get us naked.”

“You think fate has a lot at stake in the prospect of our mutual nudity?”

“It should.”

“You’re relentless. Also, you’re quite sweaty tonight.” She eyes my T-shirt then the slight sheen of sweat on my forehead and arms.

“Does it turn you on, Elise?”

She shrugs coyly. “I don’t know. I’d have to smell you to find out.”

I stop outside an antique shop, where an orange cat lounges in the window, sleeping underneath a cranberry armchair. “You’re welcome to smell me anytime.” I hold my arms out wide, inviting her to sniff.

“I’m not going to sniff you right this second.”

“Why not? Are you worried my sheer manliness would be too much?”

She laughs and sets one hand on my shoulder. “Christian, I assure you that your level of manliness doesn’t deter me whatsoever.” She lowers her voice. “Whatever you’re bringing, I can handle.”

I let out a groan. “Scratch the Friday-night arrangement. We need a date tonight. Right now.”

“Do we?”

I answer by reaching for her hand and threading my fingers through hers. She meets my gaze, and her eyes seem to say yes as we resume our pace, passing a florist shop that teems with orange, yellow, and pink summer flowers. Her attention strays to the blooms, and she sweeps her gaze over the lot of them. She lifts her nose, inhaling them.

She likes flowers. A lot.

“Yes, we certainly do need a date night. Don’t you think?” I say, returning to the topic.

She glances at me, a sly smile on her face. “You may be onto something. But I can’t tonight. I have to work.”

“This late?”

“It’s only seven. Since I run my own business, I have to work many evenings.”

“I’ll just go cry by the river and drown my tears.”

She squeezes my hand. “You do that. The river is a fine companion for sorrow.”

I sigh, then square my shoulders as if shrugging it off. “On second thought, I’ll grab a bite with my brother.”

“You have a brother in town?” Her voice is tinged with curiosity.

“Yes, he moved here a year ago. Around the same time I started spending most of my time here.”

“I trust that means you’re close with him?”

“Very much so. He’s my rock, my best friend, the person I trust the most, and all that. I help him with his business, and he’s basically responsible for who I am today.”

“Why do you say that?” Even though we’re walking, she keeps glancing at me, making eye contact, staying engaged. She’s more interested than I’d have expected, given the walls she erects, and I like that she wants to know these sorts of details about me.

“He set me on the straight-and-narrow. I was a right fuck-up in school, pissing away my days with parties and skiing, with late nights and later mornings, until Erik kicked my arse and made me focus.”

“That’s great that he helped you when you needed him. What did he say?”

“He said, ‘You’re not going to win a spot on the Danish National Team for the Olympics. Or the United Kingdom one either. Time to get your shit together and focus on school.’ Only he said it a little better, and more frequently, and with enough tough love that I finally listened. Besides, he was right. My marks were crap, my attitude was worse, and my future was headed down the toilet. I needed focus, and he gave that to me. I wasn’t going to be a skiing superstar. I was only dicking around on the slopes.”

“You like to ski?”

“Love it. But it wasn’t going to pay the bills. He knew that, but he also knew there was a better path for me in finance and investing. If it weren’t for him, I’d probably have majored in poetry or geology or whatnot. I had no clue, and he was the one who helped me figure it out. Some days I wonder if I really ever will be able to pay him back for all he’s done. But then, he’s never asked for anything in return.”

“But that’s how it goes with people you love, right? It shouldn’t be about what you get. It’s what you give. We don’t always give enough. But that’s what we should want to do with family, with friends, with the people who matter.”

The way she says the last part—people who matter—makes me wonder if she might have given all to someone who didn’t give back in the same way. If that’s why she seems so adamant in her view now.

“I suppose that’s true.”

“He helped you because he loves you, not because he expected something. And I imagine seeing you succeed is probably his reward.” She smiles warmly at me, and I want to kiss her smile, run my finger along her lips.

I smile too. “Maybe.”

“Also, can I say that I can’t picture you like that, as a fuck-up.”

That makes me happy, that she can’t see me that way. “Is that so?”

“You do seem to enjoy fun, but I get the impression you’re incredibly driven too. I can’t imagine you’re focused only when it comes to getting me into bed.”

“Don’t ever underestimate my determination when it comes to getting you in bed. But, you’re right. I worked in finance for most of my twenties. I was, admittedly, quite driven and quite successful,” I say, a little sheepishly because I don’t want to come across as bragging.

She arches a brow. “Quite?”

I place a finger on my lips. “I retired at age twenty-eight.”

“So young. That’s amazing. What are you now, twenty-nine?”

“Ha. I’m the ripe old age of thirty. I had a good run.” I give a little shrug, though I’m glad she seems impressed. I shift back to her. “What about you? Any brothers or sisters?”

“One brother. He’s six years older than I am. Forty. He lives in New York City with his family, his wife and two children.”

“I love New York. My cousin Oliver is there. Moved there years ago but I try to see him somewhat often. He’s a lawyer, so he handles some of our business deals. Good bloke.”

“What’s he like?”

“Ridiculously handsome, insanely charming, incredibly brilliant.”

“So, the total opposite of you?” she asks.

“Yes. Absolutely. I’m such a bore.”

She feigns an over-the-top yawn. “I do have a hard time staying awake when you talk.”

I scoff-laugh. “If I didn’t have way too much self-confidence, I’d be offended.”

She pats my arm. “I had a feeling you had extra stores of confidence.”

“Yes but enough about little old boring me. Do you see your brother and his family often?”

“I try to go back to the States a couple times a year to see him, and my parents too. And my brother usually comes here in late summer.”

“Are you close with him?”

“In some ways. He’s always sort of looked out for me in a ‘big brother’ way, even though we don’t live in the same country.” Absently, she fingers a charm necklace with an Empire State Building on it.

I tip my forehead to the necklace. “Did he give that to you?”

She laughs and looks down at the silver building. “He did. He actually bought this last time he was here.”

“He bought you a New York icon in Paris?”

She smiles. “He’s been doing it since we were kids. He finds it amusing to come here and track down trinkets that represent where I grew up.”

“That’s sweet. A nice way for you two to connect.”

“I think so too. I have quite a collection of New York charm necklaces he’s tracked down in France. Though I’m missing the first one he ever gave me: a taxicab.”

“Maybe someday fate will send it back to your doorstep.”

She laughs and shakes her head. “Fate doesn’t care about my taxicab necklace.”

“So, your brother is six years older, which makes you thirty-four,” I say, scrubbing a hand over my chin.

She cocks her head and gives me a sharp look. “Why are you saying that?”

I hold up a hand. “What? You don’t seem like the type of woman who gives a flying fuck if I mention her age.”

“You’re right. I don’t. I was just curious if you were trying to impress me with your arithmetic skills or mentioning it for a reason. That’s why I asked.”

I lean in close. “The reason is rather simple. I like older women.”

A look of skepticism crosses her eyes. “Is this a kink of yours?”

I shake my head. “No. I like when a woman knows what she wants. When she’s experienced some of the world. And when she isn’t afraid to call me on my shit.”

“Because you do get called on that a lot.”

I laugh. “I do.”

“You deserve it.”

“I do deserve it. And this is why I like someone to challenge me.”

“You would like me to continue being a challenge for you?”

“Yes and no.”

“I’ll stick with challenging. Also, unlike you, your age isn’t a kink for me. I don’t have a thing for younger men.”

“But you do have a thing for me, don’t you?” I wink.

We stop at the metro station, and our hands slip apart. She stops and stares at me, her eyes eating me up. I fucking love the way she looks at me. She parts her pretty lips and answers, “I suppose we’ll find out.”

“We will.”

She steps closer. She doesn’t give me a kiss though. Instead, she lowers her nose to my chest where my T-shirt is a little bit sweaty. She raises her face, and her eyes have that hazy, sexy look. “You have nice sweat.”

I loop an arm around her waist. “We could get sweaty together.”

“Are you always so relentless?”

Dropping my other hand to her hip, I yank her against me, her body flush with mine. “Would you like me to stop being so relentless, Elise?”

She looks to the sky as if considering it. But she wriggles the slightest bit closer, lining up against me. She shakes her head. “No. Don’t stop at all.” She takes a beat then slides a hand between us, resting it on my chest. She runs her fingers from my pecs down over my abs and stops at the waistband of my running shorts.

Her touch is electric. I grab her hand, press it harder against my flat belly. “Don’t you stop either.”

She meets my gaze, letting her fingertips dance a little lower, then lower still. “Like this?”

A groan rumbles up my chest. “Like that,” I rasp out.

Then, vixen that she is, she slinks a hand under my T-shirt and lays her palm flat against my stomach. Her fingers trace my skin. It feels too fucking good in public.

“See you soon, Christian.” Lightly, she grazes her nails down my abs, turning me on everywhere. “Can’t wait.”

“You’re killing me,” I murmur as my brain charges full-speed ahead, picturing getting her under me.

“I know, and you like this kind of slow, exquisite torture.” She dusts her lips against my neck then nips my earlobe.

I grab her harder, yank her closer. “You like it too.”

When she pulls back, she wiggles her eyebrows. “Of course I do. I love it.”

She waves then heads underground and off to the other side of the city. On this side, I’ll be thinking in great and lurid detail about her wandering hands, and how long I have to wait until they torture me once more.
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ELISE


The next night I receive a text, asking me if I want to go to a tea salon on Friday night.

I laugh out loud, writing back as I take a break from tending to the garden in my small front yard.

Elise: You’re actually inviting me to tea?

Christian: Yes, since you’re avoiding date-like things.

Elise: And a tea salon is unromantic?

Christian: I think it’s about as unromantic as we can get. Otherwise, I could take you to the grocery store. But as much as I like you, I don’t really want to go to the grocery store.

Elise: Why do you like me so much? Is it because you haven’t had me?

Christian: Do you expect me to like you less after I have you?

Elise: Of course not.

Christian: I like you for many reasons, but you’ve made it clear you have no interest in romance, and I want to give you what you want.

As I sit cross-legged in the soft emerald grass at my home on a curvy street in Montmartre, I trace my finger over the message, letting those last few words linger. What do I want from a man? What do I want from this man?

I’ve told him I don’t want romance. I’ve made it clear I don’t believe in fate. I can’t let myself go to those places. They are cities where I’m no longer welcome, towns where I can’t find my way. If I went there, I might get lost and never be found again.

But what do I want from him?

I sigh, turning to the sunshine-yellow tulips that frame my home. They’re bursting with color, making peacocks of their golden hues, their bright orange tones, their summer shades.

These flowers seem certain. They’re so deliberate in their colors, so spectacular in their showiness. But I don’t know how to capture that kind of certainty anymore. I do want something from him. But is it merely physical? Is it simply that I feel a delicious spark every time I’m near him? Lord knows the man drives me wild. Being near him is a complete and absolute turn-on, and his flirtiness melts me from head to toe.

Is that what I want? A naughty, wild fling? Is that enough? Is it ever enough?

I trim the garden more, but as I ensure no petal is out of place, I’m not sure I have any answers to my questions.

Or rather, the only answer I have is a simple one.

I want him. He entertains me. He makes me laugh. He keeps me on my toes. But he also hasn’t asked more of me than I’m willing to give.

I won’t scoop out a portion of my heart or mind that can be stolen again. As a woman who slid into the full-blown madness of a wild, dangerous love not so long ago, I don’t know that a fling could be enough. But I also know it’s all I’ll allow.

I want borders, and I bet he’s a man who respects the boundaries on a map.

I grab my phone and write back.

Elise: I like everything you’ve given so far.

Christian: Fantastic. Then, would you rather I take you to the bank? I suppose I could see if the post office is open on a Friday night. Maybe we could pick up toiletries at the pharmacy as another option.

I crack up as I sit in the grass, tapping a reply.

Elise: You forgot laundry. We could do laundry.

Christian: Ah, but that sounds dirty.

Elise: Dirty, but not romantic.

Christian: I’m trying to behave. And look at you, being naughty.

Elise: I suppose I shouldn’t wear that short red skirt I had in mind, then.

Christian: How short?

Elise: So short it should be illegal.

Christian: Can you hear me groaning all the way across the city?

Elise: No, but I suspect I’d like that sound. Where do you live? I want to picture you groaning.

Christian: So you can imagine me in my flat tonight? You dirty woman. I live in the sixth, just off rue de l’Ancienne Comédie.

Elise: That’s a fitting place for you.

Christian: Why?

Elise: That arrondissement is quite fun. And I believe fun was how you introduced yourself to me.

Christian: There’s so much more I want to introduce to you.

Elise: I suppose the same is true for me when it comes to you.

And on that note, I head inside, set down the gardening shears, and curl up on my couch. There’s something I need to see.

No, something I want to see.

I click on the photo album on my phone, searching the archives for a certain series of shots I captured a little more than a year ago. When I snapped the images from the boat, the naked handstander was merely an amusing—no, outrageous—sight on a tourist attraction. Like a photobomber, but for the canal tour. Now, I know a little of the man behind the nude acrobatics.

I like what I know.

Perhaps that’s why a tinge of heat splashes across my cheeks as I click open the first shot. I know who that upside-down flasher is. I know him, and I like him. And I suppose as I hold my phone at an angle, then as I slide my thumbs across the image to widen it, I feel a little like I’m perving on Christian.

Okay, a lot.

But that feeling doesn’t stop me.

No, it drives me on.

I trace my finger along his naked frame, wondering how everything looks when he’s right side up.

When he’s stripping for me.

When he’s stalking over to the bed, aroused and hard, his eyes blazing with desire.

When he’s pinning me, climbing over me, giving me what I imagined I’d have that night in Copenhagen.

And now, I truly am imagining him groaning.

Because I’m doing the same.


11


ELISE


Sometimes, I miss New York City. The relentless pace fueled me. I learned how to jostle my way onto a subway, how to position myself on the platform to catch the right car at the right time. I could hail a cab and have it sliding to the curb, door opened for me, in five seconds flat. Hell, I could hail a taxi in the rain and barely get splashed on by the sky.

Sometimes, I miss the forty-yard-dash pace of the city where I was raised. The rat-a-tat-tat, go-go-go rhythm of the fastest place in the world, where we did everything in double time, especially lunch.

In Manhattan, we order, eat, and sign a deal before dessert arrives.

Not so in Paris with Dominic. He orders dessert, and we have yet to touch on the reason for this meeting as we close in on the two-hour mark for a meal.

It’s a typical lunch in the City of Lights, where the world slows to a meandering pace at most eateries, including at this restaurant a block off the famed rue de Rivoli. White linen tablecloths hang crisply from tables, and antique gilded mirrors line the walls. Dominic chose it when I invited him out to lunch to discuss a business proposal. Since I’m in need of his services, I agreed to his haute cuisine. He’s one of the most talented industry analysts I’ve ever worked with, and the highest paid too. I still lament letting him go last year when I had to tighten the belt.

“Would you like dessert?” the waiter asks.

I shake my head. “No, thank you. Just a coffee.”

After the waiter leaves, Dominic leans back in his chair, stretching his arms above his head. “Okay, I am ready to talk shop.”

I smile. “So glad to hear.”

When we arrived, he said, “Let’s eat, let’s catch up, and let’s discuss business only over dessert. I’m dying to know how you are.”

“Tell me all about your proposal.” He runs a hand over his mostly smooth skull. His bald patch has broadened in the last year, and his goatee has grown as well—his hairline is heading in opposite directions.

“I’m quite excited about this one. I think it’ll be a great chance to make deeper inroads into a new sector, and I’m keen on the possibility of working with you again.”

“You’re lucky I wanted to listen. After you let me go unceremoniously,” he says, huffing dramatically, as if it’s a joke, but I wonder if there’s a kernel of truth to it.

I smile softly, placing my hands together as if in prayer. “I know. Have you forgiven me?”

“We shall see.” He winks, and I know he’s hurt, but it seems he’s not going to nurse it forever.

“Look, you know the reason I had to let you go is I lost some accounts to the Thompson Group. I felt terrible about it at the time, but it was the only thing I could do. The good news is I hope to rectify that now with a great new opportunity.”

He stretches an arm across the table and pats my hand. “Yes, I know it was hard for you. I read your blog.”

I jerk my hand away. I don’t use my real name on my blog. I never have. “What?”

“Your perfume blog.” His tone is matter-of-fact. “I figured out A Scentsual Woman was you when you axed me. I put two and two together from the things you’d said in meetings about perfume, and then I googled blogs and pored over some, and it sounded like you. All that stuff about that man. It fit you to a T.”

My skin crawls, a creepy sensation as if someone’s been watching me.

Someone has.

I suppose that’s my fault for wearing my heart on my online sleeve, even though it was an anonymous sleeve and I don’t have anything to be ashamed of. Since I learned the truth about Eduardo, I’ve scoured my blog and removed any story that chronicled my romance with him, though he was never named either.

But the fact that Dominic hunted around for me, maybe even hoped to find dirt on me, makes me uneasy. It sends a drumbeat of worry in my brain.

Cancel. I should abort this plan before it gets any worse.

But he’s talented. He’s saved me so many times over the years . . .

I ignore the flush of heat on my cheeks, the stain of embarrassment, and soldier on. “Be that as it may, I’m getting ready to pitch some new business, and I need a great analyst. I would love for you to come back on a project-by-project basis. I can pay you well.”

“Go on.”

I tell Dominic about a resort I’m prepping to pitch, giving him basic details without revealing the potential client’s name.

When his crème brûlée arrives, along with my coffee, Dominic dives into his sweet treat with gusto, humming as he eats. “This is magnificent. This is stupendous. This is incredible.”

I sip my coffee as he murmurs odes to his dessert.

“Are you sure you don’t want some?” He shoves another forkful into his mouth.

“No, but I’m glad you like it.”

We hold off on the business talk for another moment while he devours the remainder of his dessert. He plows through it, then sets down his fork. “I appreciate the offer, Elise. But I’m going to decline. I took a job with the Thompson Group. But thank you for lunch. I’ve always wanted to come to this place.”

As the punchline to the joke that’s on me, he drops his napkin theatrically on the table and leaves.
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I’m fuming. Curse words in French and English and even the touch of Spanish I learned in college blister my tongue as I swear silently and fish out my business Amex to pay for his meal, resentment raging in every pore.

I fasten on a fake smile when the maître d’ says goodbye, then I march down the avenue, pissed at how Dominic set me up, pissed at myself for sensing he was going to pull this crap, but still giving him the chance.

I growl in anger. This needs to end. I need all my mistakes behind me.

Screw Dominic. Screw him and his free lunch. I don’t need him. I’ll be my own damn analyst. I’ll show him, and John Thompson too.

I walk, and I walk, and I walk, my heels clicking like bullets, until I hear the familiar sound of water trickling musically, and I inhale the comforting smell of damp stone.

I’ve done it again. I’ve wandered to the Fontaine des Mers at the Place de la Concorde. I square my shoulders and breathe deeply.

This was where I was scheduled to meet Eduardo the last time I never saw him. I waited an hour, calling and texting. Annoyance at him being late turned into worry over his safety, and that soon morphed into anguish the likes of which I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.

The police called. His motorcycle had crashed. He was pronounced dead on arrival at a hospital an hour away. Devastation had flowed through every cell in my body, and I’d heaved with pain and tears for days and days.

That’s where my story with him should’ve ended. The simple but terrible grief of losing a spouse. A widow at the ripe old age of thirty-two. A whirlwind six-month marriage that ended far too soon.

But I didn’t even have the chance to grieve properly.

At his funeral, I met another bereaved woman. Her name was Diana, and she was also a grieving widow. His other widow. He’d been married to her at the same time as me, and Diana didn’t know, either, that he’d left behind two wives. Two fools.

I raise my gaze to the water, watching it patter from the small bowl to the big one in a ceaseless rhythm.

I watch and wait for the clobbering.

For the pain to slam into me, like a cruel wave.

It doesn’t come.

In its place, I feel something new. Resolve.

I don’t have to play the fool. Not with men like Dominic, or men like Eduardo. I won’t let someone have the upper hand again.

I grab my sunglasses and shield my eyes as I walk away from the fountain, stronger, so much stronger than I was that day more than two years ago.

And I’m going to be smarter too from now on.

I return to work, power through my projects during the rest of the afternoon, and head home. A shower washes away the remnants of the day, as I scrub off the lingering frustration from lunch.

I slip on my red skirt, then peruse my bureau with all the little bottles of scents, trailing my fingers along the cool black wood. I stop at an empty crystal bottle that catches the fading light from the early evening sun, reflecting it like a prism. It’s Marchesa Parfum d’Extase, and it was a gift from my blog readers to me. I wore it on my wedding day, and I cherished it.

I love it for what it represents. I hate it for what it represents. It haunts me now, even though I’ve poured it out and bleached the bottle.

Breathing deeply, I turn away, choosing none of the scents. Choosing a new path.

A fresh start to embark on this tryst for what it is—a neat, organized affair with a delicious man. There’s nothing messy about Christian. Nothing risky. He’s built for sin, yet safe for my heart.

As I head downstairs, I repeat my new watchword. Resolve.

I hereby resolve to play it smart and to make sure I don’t ever get too close again.


12


ELISE


When I arrive at the tea salon on the left bank, with its extravagant gold script on the windows, I think of my grandmother. The last time my brother and his family visited, my grandmother caught the train from Provence, stayed the weekend at the Ritz, and spent her days taking my brother and his children to all the sweet shops in Paris, from my friend Veronica’s candy store to this salon, known for its fine selection of teas, hot chocolate, and madeleines. I can picture her clearly—her soft gray hair, her crow’s feet, and her regal but loving smile as she lifted her fine white teacup while my nieces nibbled on madeleines.

The image makes me both smile and laugh, because it reminds me of how elegant this establishment is in all its fin de siècle glory, from the marble-topped counter display to the gilded mirrors. This is Paris of yesteryear, and it’s so discordant with the thoroughly modern man I find holding court at a corner table, a crisp white cloth laid over the surface. He’s so casual and cool, in a sky-blue button-down shirt, a hint of stubble on his chin, and that sweep of blond hair across his head.

He’s dripping with sex appeal, and he’s the complete opposite of this belle epoque time warp.

I make my way to my Friday-night man.

He rises and drops kisses to each of my cheeks. These kisses linger—they whisper of what happens after midnight.

“Pleasure to see you, little mermaid,” he says as we separate, and I sit next to him in a curved corner booth for two.

I arch a brow. “Little mermaid. Is that my nickname?”

“I didn’t inform you of that yet? It’s been your nickname since the day you checked out my cock on the dock.”

A laugh bursts from my throat. “Are you the cat in the hat?”

“Meow.”

“And why on earth would that be my nickname? Are women of the sea known for being oglers of naked fishermen?”

He reaches a hand toward me, brushing a strand of hair over my ear. I’m beginning to wonder if I have so many loose strands or if this is his signature excuse to touch me. I hope it’s the latter. “Mermaids are sexy, and I met you on the water. Ergo, you’re my little mermaid.”

“It’s not a Disney kink you have?”

“More like a you kink, I’m beginning to realize.” He loops an arm over my shoulder and angles in to kiss me. He brushes his lips against my neck, but I change it up on him, turning so he meets my lips.

He groans against my mouth. Closing my eyes, I let myself slide into the feeling and enjoy the dizzying sensation of his lips brushing over mine. I savor it for what it is—a feeling, not a new way of life that cocoons me.

When he pulls back, his eyes have turned to fiery sapphires. The ice in them is gone. “So much for tea salons being un-sexy.”

“And to think I was going to tell you a story of the last time I went to one,” I say.

“Do tell. I like your stories.”

This is a safe one for sharing, a smart one. “The last time I was here was with my grandmother and my nieces. This was a few years ago, before she passed. We brought her here, and she dressed in tweed like Coco Chanel, the height of French elegance. You did well in choosing a location that seems completely platonic.”

“Interesting,” he says, as if he’s musing on the tale. “This place reminds you of your grandmother?”

“A little bit, yes. I suppose this un-date strategy is working.”

“Is it?”

“Don’t you think?”

His eyes appraise me, as if he’s cataloging me. “Were you thinking of your grandmother when you walked in looking fit as fuck in this red skirt?” His gaze lingers on my legs, as if he’s taking snapshots of where the bare skin of my thigh meets the hem of my skirt. His eyes stray down to my heels, then back up to the soft gray sleeveless top that reveals enough décolletage to hopefully drive him batty.

“No.”

“Were you thinking of her once you saw me?”

My voice wobbles as I answer, “I wasn’t.”

His fingers drift from my arm down to my skirt. “Are you sure?”

I gulp and nod. “I’m sure.”

“What were you thinking when you saw me here, waiting for you?” His eyes hold mine, his stare leveling me.

My pulse quickens. “How you looked.”

“How did I look? Elegant? Stuffy? Unromantic?”

I swallow thickly, past the dryness in my throat. “No. The opposite.”

A confident grin seems to tug at the corners of his lips, as his hand travels south. “You wore the red skirt,” he says as he fingers the hem.

“I did. Do you think it’s so short it should be illegal?”

“So illegal I want to be convicted.”

“I suppose you could try being very, very bad,” I whisper, leaning closer, buzzed on how our flirtation has climbed the heat meter tonight.

We’re on the cusp of slipping into the realm of permanent arousal when the waiter arrives—perhaps oblivious to the eye-fucking we’re giving each other—and asks crisply if he can get us some tea.

“Is Earl Grey suitably unromantic?” Christian asks me, laughter sparkling in his eyes.

“Yes, as well as the lime tea. Grandmother’s favorite,” I add.

He turns to the waiter. “Clearly, we need Earl Grey and lime tea, and that ought to save me from wanting to do inappropriate things here.”

The waiter smiles with his mouth closed. “Very well, sir.”

As he leaves, I nearly double over in laughter. “You scared him off.”

“I have that effect,” he says, then squeezes my bare thigh. It’s more playful than sexual, and it’s a little bit friendly too. He glances at my neck and runs a fingertip over the apple charm. “From your brother?”

“Last time he was here. We’d both laughed when he found it, since no true New Yorker calls that city the Big Apple.”

“What’s your favorite place in all of New York?”

“Central Park. Conservatory Garden.”

“Flowers? Of course. I noticed you were quite taken with some we passed by the other day.”

I smile, impressed he remembers. “The Conservatory Garden isn’t just any flower garden. There are no cyclists or runners allowed there, so it’s peaceful. I went there all the time as a little girl. It was my favorite spot in all of Manhattan.”

“Do you have a necklace for the gardens?”

I shake my head. He presses a kiss to the hollow of my throat where the metal apple rests. “Maybe someday you’ll find that to replace the taxicab.”

I shudder and murmur maybe.

He raises his face and squeezes my hand, shifting gears. “How was your day?”

And that’s not sexual at all. He asks curiously, his eyes locked with mine, never straying.

“It was . . . a day. How was yours?” I say, eager to segue away from mine. “Did you translate for the Danish king or something?”

He laughs. “A group of stockbrokers. It was great, and a wonderful reminder that, though I miss the highs of business, I like the freedom of my lifestyle more.”

“In what way?”

“I can’t seem to stay away from business for long, but I like doing it on my own terms. Translating for them gave me a fun peek into what they’re working on but also allowed me to not get caught up in it.”

“Did you feel caught up in it before?”

He nods. “I did. It’s addictive. The rush and thrill of profits, of bigger and bigger returns on investment.”

“Is that why you retired so young?”

He nods. “Partly, I think. I’d earned enough and wanted to live life on my own terms, but I also didn’t want to be consumed by the constant pressure of the deal, and the next one, and the next one.”

That word resonates with me. Consumed. “I think we’re both trying to find more balance in our lives.”

He arches a brow in curiosity. “Are you as well?”

“Yes, but not so much in business. I don’t mind if business consumes me for a bit.”

“Did it consume you today?”

The waiter arrives with a full tea service, a steaming pot, fine china, and teacups. We thank him after he pours.

Christian raises his teacup. “To red skirts I want to peel off.”

I grin. “To blue button-downs I want to unbutton.”

His eyes brim with mischief as he drinks. When he sets down his cup, he returns to the topic. “What consumed you at work?”

I sigh, remembering Dominic. “I met with a former contractor for lunch, and he behaved like a complete jerk.”

“What happened?”

Part of me wants to cordon off my business life from him, but I remind myself that telling him about my day, like I did on our first date, is not akin to letting him distract me from my focus. I give him a few details about the project I’m pursuing, mentioning it’s in the travel sector. “I wanted him to do some analysis, and he basically said no, but thanks for the free lunch, and he’s now working for the competition.”

“He’s a total fuckwit.”

“Precisely.” I take a drink of the lime tea.

“Do you have anyone else who can do the work?”

“I’ll find someone.” But that could be hard. Dominic has a particular skill, and as far as I’m aware, it is unmatched. I’ll have to look harder.

Christian raises his cup to drink. “Let me know if I can help.”

The comment is so offhand and casual that it throws me off for a few seconds. “How could you help?”

“You said the job was in the travel sector.”

“I did.”

“A lot of my holdings were in travel, finance, and the green sector.”

“Interesting mix.”

“They were my favorites so that’s what I pursued. I’d be happy to offer any market guidance if that’s what you need.”

It’s exactly what I need. “Really?”

“I’d love to.”

I’m eager to toss out details right now, but I don’t know that I should accept, because accepting would create more obligations, and obligations have a way of confusing matters of the heart and libido. I also don’t want to entwine him in my business life.

“I can’t take advantage of you like that,” I say, though admittedly I’m intrigued by his offer.

We chat more about his background, and I’m fascinated to learn of the work he did, the deals he engineered, and the investments he made.

“Think about it. I’m not claiming to be the expert Domi-dick was,” he says, and I laugh.

“I do appreciate the offer, but I don’t think we should mix business and pleasure. Do you?” I ask, since it’s not that I don’t want his help—it’s that I don’t want us to confuse what we are.

“If pleasure’s on the table, I like to mix it straight up with more pleasure.”

“Of course you do.”

“But keep it in mind, okay?”

“Sure,” I say, though I know it’s best if we don’t commingle the two worlds. If one person is getting more from an arrangement, it becomes uneven, and starts to teeter under the weight.

“I’d be getting something out of it too. I enjoy that kind of work. You wouldn’t be taking advantage of me—unless you wanted to in the bedroom. In which case, you have an open invitation to take advantage of me in any way.”

I laugh. “Your business services and your bedroom services are up for grabs?”

“It’s all up for grabs. But for the record, I would help you because I like you. Not because of any tit for tat arrangement. Though I like your tits.”

“I like your tats . . .” I say, trailing off, then staring quizzically, moving away from the business offer. “Do you have any?”

“Don’t you know the answer to that? You took my photo, little mermaid.”

I quirk up my lips, feeling emboldened, my resolve turning into sexy strength. “I looked at your photos the other night, as a matter of fact.”

“My full monty?” He raises an eyebrow playfully, as the background music shifts to Ravel, reminding me again of the belle epoque feel of this salon.

“Yes.”

“Did you like what you saw?”

“I did.”

“Did it make you want to see more?” He shifts closer, runs his finger along my shoulder, over my collarbone.

I shiver, and my bones warm. “Perhaps it did make me want to see more.”

He drops his mouth to my neck, kisses me lightly, then nips my jaw. “I like that you’re starting to see the light about getting under me and climbing over me. But I don’t want to just fuck your body.”

“What do you mean?”

“I want to know who you are, Elise.”

“Why?” I tense. I don’t want closeness. I’m not keen on emotional intimacy.

“Because then I can give you even more pleasure.”

“Don’t ask for my heart. It’s not for sale.” I cross my hands over my chest, as if protecting that precious organ.

He brushes his mouth against my neck again, his tongue flicking against my skin, licking me. “If you don’t want me to, I won’t even try to rent your heart.” He nips my earlobe, and I drop my hands. “But I want to know your mind. I have no interest in sex being only physical. I want to know who you are and why you’re here.” He pulls back, his cool eyes locked with mine. “Why is it that you like this little Friday-night arrangement?”

I draw a deep breath and resolve to be honest with him. To clearly delineate the boundaries of my heart. They are uncrossable, and they are guarded with a wall so high he ought to at least know why he can’t scale it.
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I wait for her answer. I’m as curious about her mind and her heart as I am about what’s beneath her clothes. You can’t just make love to a woman with your body. You need to understand what’s inside her head. Give her pleasure by knowing what she needs, where she’s been, and what will bring her the bliss she deserves.

Already, I can sense Elise has had her heart broken.

She lifts her chin, a little sign of her toughness. “I like our arrangement because I don’t believe everything needs to be over-the-top and all-consuming. I think sometimes things should be planned out and scheduled. Less heartbreak that way.”

“Did someone break your heart?”

She looks away, and that’s my answer. “Doesn’t someone always break our hearts?” She turns back, her brown eyes searing into me. “What are the chances you can skate through life and not have any sort of heartbreak? Except you probably don’t have any. There’s no way anyone can be as happy as you are and have had heartbreak.”

I scoff. “You really think I haven’t had my heart broken?”

“Have you?”

“Of course I have.”

“Who hurt you? I’ll kill her.” She holds up her hands, fashioning them into fists. I laugh, loving her fiercely protective side, and I’m not the least bit surprised she has one. It suits her.

“I think we broke each other’s hearts, mostly because we drifted apart. That’s a kind of heartbreak, isn’t it?”

She nods. “I don’t really think we should judge heartbreak. One isn’t necessarily worse or harder than another. What happened?”

“I was married.”

Her eyes widen. “You were?”

“Does that surprise you?”

“It does. You seem the consummate single man.”

“I do enjoy my single life, but I also loved Hannah. I met her my last year at university. She was in London on an exchange program, and we fell for each other. The way you can only be in love when you’re twenty-one.”

“The stupid, foolish kind.”

“Exactly. But it felt like the real thing. She moved back to the United States, and I had a job on Wall Street, so it all felt like . . .”

Amused, she quirks her lips. “Like fate?”

I laugh at how easily she calls me on it. “I suppose it did.”

“What happened? What cratered?”

“That’s the thing. Nothing and everything. We didn’t work out. We were married for about a year, and I think we both realized we were too young. We didn’t really know what we wanted. I was getting started in the finance business, and she wanted to be a ski instructor and live in Colorado. That’s not to say you have to want the same things to last, but we wanted opposites. She wanted an easy life. I wanted a challenging one. I’m not sure you can truly be with somebody unless you have similar ambitions, or a complete understanding of each other’s hopes and dreams. Neither one of us possessed that.”

“You didn’t understand her, and she didn’t understand you.”

“Exactly.”

Elise lifts her cup and takes a drink, a thoughtful look in her eyes. “Ambition is a strange bedfellow. I want it in a partner, I think.”

“Me too.” Sighing, I rub a hand over the back of my neck. “So, it ended. We didn’t crater so much as peter out. We were like embers in the fireplace, then we turned to ash.”

She inhales deeply, her eyes shining. “Sometimes it’s all so sad. We try and try to come together, but so much gets in the way.” She wipes at her cheek and seems to fix on a smile. “I still can’t believe you were married.”

“Bit of a shocker. But see? I’m not a total cad.”

“I don’t actually think you’re a cad,” she says softly, reaching for my hand under the table.

“Good, because I’m not. I’ve been straight with you from the start. I’m not one of those I’ll-never-get-involved guys. I think I’m more of a what-you-see-is-what-you-get guy.”

“Are you? Because I could use that.”

“Why? What cratered for you?”

She swallows hard and draws what seems to be a fortifying breath. “I was married too.”

I offer a sympathetic smile. “Welcome to the divorce club.” But when I see her stricken expression, I sigh heavily. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

“The widow club, actually. And I wasn’t the only widow he left behind.”

“Are you kidding me?” My jaw hangs open.

“I wish. It was a whirlwind courtship. Four months, and he hid it the whole time. He traveled a ton, and he romanced me to the ends of the earth, and I had absolutely no clue. We were married for only six months after a short and very intimate ceremony, and he was gone half the time. I thought, silly me, that he was away on business. He probably was, but that business involved his other wife.”

“Was she in Paris? Another country?” I ask, still shocked that her ex pulled off such an act. I’ve heard stories of double lives, known they existed, but haven’t met anyone who’s encountered them.

“She’s Spanish, like he was. She’d been married to him longer. About two years. They lived in Barcelona. I found out at the funeral when I met the other grieving widow. She’d had no idea either. We actually wound up having coffee a few months later when she was in Paris for business.”

“You did? What was that like?”

“It was . . .” She stares at the corner of the salon, as if she’s conjuring up that moment. “Weird, but it was also necessary. We were both trying to move on, and I think we were both ready to ask each other questions. ‘Where were you when he went to this conference?’ ‘Oh, when he said he was going to Madrid, he must have been heading to see you.’ ‘That time he said he was stuck in a storm, he must have had to go back to your home.’ And so on. We sort of filled in these puzzle pieces that we hadn’t realized at the time were missing. But they were.”

“Did you blame her? Did she blame you?”

She shakes her head. “Neither. We both were in the dark. I felt strangely bonded to her for that hour we spent at a café.”

I barely know what to say, but at the same time, a million questions zip around in my head. “So he lived in two places. Does that mean he was married in two countries?”

She nods. “And he used a different last name when he was in Spain. He had two passports for two countries, so I presume that’s how he pulled it off. His ‘brother,’” she says, stopping to draw air quotes, “called me after the funeral, trying to reassure me that Eduardo had married both of us because he truly loved both of us, and couldn’t choose. ‘Don’t doubt his love for you,’ he’d said, as if that was going to make any of it better.”

“Was he really the brother?”

She shakes her head. “The guy was simply his best friend. Eduardo had called him his brother so it’d seem like he had family at our wedding.”

“You must have felt like nothing he’d said was true.”

“Exactly. That’s exactly how I felt.”

“Jesus, Elise,” I say, my shoulders sagging as the enormity of that double-whammy sinks in. “I wish I knew what to say except that sounds bloody awful.”

“It was.” She squares her shoulders. “But you move on. You learn from your mistakes.” Her eyes are fierce now as she meets my gaze straight-on. “That’s why I like things the way they are between us. I like things prescribed and in control. I like that they’re not consuming.”

“I like it too,” I say, because I like my lifestyle. I don’t need to venture down a more serious road when the road I’m riding is smooth. “And I assure you, I’m not secretly married to anyone else.”

“Excellent. No secret identities either?”

I glance at the ceiling, as if hemming and hawing. “Well, I do moonlight as a cape-wearing superhero with super strength and a killer grin.” I flash her a smile that makes her laugh. “But other than that, I’m just me.” I strip the teasing away and look at her earnestly. “But that’s the truth. It’s just me.”

“Good. I like knowing where you stand. That’s honestly the only way I want to be with someone right now, and it’s probably for always. I won’t go through what I went through with Eduardo again.”

“Let’s resolve to be honest. Let’s resolve to not play any games, except in bed. Cards on the table.”

“I’ll put mine down.” She spreads a hand on the table, as if showing a pair of aces. “To start, I want to make this arrangement exclusive. You and me.” She wags a finger. “But no expectation of love or of laundry.”

I laugh. “It’s been exclusive since the night at the garden bar, little mermaid. There hasn’t been anyone else. And I’ve done my own laundry for a long, long time, thank you very much.”

“Excellent. Let’s keep it that way.”

I take her hand and run my fingers through hers, sliding them together slowly. “Can we enjoy this arrangement more fully tonight? Maybe explore the terms of it at my place?”

“What sort of terms do you have in mind?”

With my other hand, I run a finger down her throat. “I’d like to slide this top off you, kiss my way down your body, and lick your breasts.”

She shivers. “I think I could sign off on that point.”

“And under this arrangement, I’d very much like to peel off this skirt, slide my hand along your legs . . .” I whisper, my hand now drifting to her skirt.

“Oh God,” she whimpers.

“So, a yes to that?”

“Yes.”

“You say you don’t want to be consumed, but I’d love to consume you with my mouth.”

A flush spreads over her skin, and I want to take her out of here, strip her naked, and lick her all over. But I also don’t want to stop. My hand slinks farther under her skirt, my fingers climbing up her legs. I can feel her heat as she spreads her thighs a little wider.

“Would you be amenable to that provision in the deal?”

“I would,” she whispers, then she bites her lip as my fingers reach the apex of her thighs. She’s so fucking wet.

I slide my fingers across her soaked panties, the tablecloth shielding my busy hands. A quick glance around tells me we can pull this off. We’re in the corner, the waiters are busy, and the nearest patrons are a few tables away.

A tremble spreads over her shoulders as I push the fabric to one side, then slip my finger inside her wet knickers. She gasps, parting her thighs a little wider as I trace her slickness. “Does this deal include letting me worship you with my mouth tonight?”

She nods.

“And does it include giving me the chance to fucking adore you with my tongue?”

Another nod.

My fingers slide along her wetness, and the hand that holds mine grips me tighter. As I reach that delicious rise of her clit, her grip on me turns bionic. “And under the terms of this arrangement, I’d want you to get naked under me, so I can help you let go of all this tension from your shitty day and your shitty ex. You can forget it all and be consumed by how I fuck you with my tongue.”

“Christian.” It comes out like a desperate, quiet plea.

I slide a finger inside. She digs her teeth into her lower lip, arching into my hand as she trembles. “We can arrange for you to come all over my face,” I say, rubbing my stubbled jaw against her cheek.

She whimpers as she pushes against my fingers, trying as subtly as she can to ride me to the edge of her orgasm. She clenches around me, a sign she’s nearly there. I inch closer, my mouth near her ear. “Would that work as one of the terms? If I could spend the evening with my face buried between your legs?”

She parts her lips, lets out a quick breath, then nods as she shudders and seems to melt, to turn boneless. A small sound escapes her, but she stays quiet, trembling as she comes on my fingers in the tea salon.

Her eyes close, and when she opens them, she’s woozy and sex-drunk, and I need to make her look that way again. “You’re wicked. And I want another.”

“Greedy girl,” I say approvingly as I lick the sweet taste of her off my fingers. Her eyes widen as she watches me.

I wipe my hand on a napkin and signal for the bill, and once I pay it, my phone rings. I have half a mind to ignore it, but I see Erik’s name flashing. “Let me see what’s up with him.”

I answer it. “Make it good. I’m about to shut the ringer off for the night.”

He sobs. “Jandy left me.”
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“Where are you? Are you home?”

“No. I’m outside.”

“Outside where?”

“I’m at . . . I don’t know. There’s a bloody window planter on the building across the street.”

“Okay,” I say slowly, as Elise watches me with worry etched in her eyes. “Does the street have a name?”

He hiccups. “It’s rue something,” he says, and that’s not useful at all, since nearly every street starts with rue. Tears are thick in his voice. Elise must be able to hear his end of the conversation because she sits forward, seeming cautious and careful with her movements. “I texted Oliver too but he has no idea where I am.”

I groan. “Because he lives in fucking Manhattan. Of course he has no idea. Are you wandering around the streets?”

“Yes. I see a streetlamp. Is that helpful?”

Hell, Erik could be anywhere. “A street sign would be more helpful. Can you walk to the corner and give me cross streets?”

He hiccups again, and it registers that those aren’t hiccups from coughing. He’s been drinking. “Are you pissed?”

“I’ve only had three shots. But I fully intend on being absolutely plastered by the end of the night. We’re talking uni-style bender.”

I drag a hand through my hair, frustrated that he doesn’t know where he is. “Your tolerance is crap already. Are you near the river? Sacré-Coeur? Notre Dame? The Eiffel Tower? The Louvre?”

“No. I’m near a church. It’s across the street from a café. Hold on.”

I wait, ready to go find him in a heartbeat. “It says Les Deux Magots.”

“Stay there outside Les Deux Magots. I’ll be there in ten minutes. We’re only a mile away.”

“We’re?” He groans, and it’s the saddest variety of sound. “Oh, crap. You’re with your woman.”

I glance at Elise. Is she my woman? I had my hands up her skirt until she came on my fingers. But she doesn’t want to be owned.

She’s no one’s woman. She’s her own woman.

Only, now is clearly not the time to address her status with my brother. Waiters circle, carrying trays of tea, and meanwhile, a mile away, my brother is drowning his sorrows over his wife.

“Yes, I’m with Elise, but I’m coming to see you.”

Elise shoos me off, telling me to go.

“I’ll go home,” Erik says. “I don’t want to cock-up your date.”

“You’re not ruining anything.”

He moans. “I can’t go home. I have no home. I’ll get a hotel.”

I take Elise’s hand and lead her out of the salon, chatting with Erik. “You’ll stay with me. Just settle down at Les Deux Magots, and I’ll be there soon.”

“Don’t worry,” Elise whispers. “Go to him.”

“Bring her along,” Erik says, sounding strangely chipper for a moment.

“What? You haven’t even met her yet.”

“I need a woman’s perspective. Bring her along, and that way maybe she can make sense of what’s been going on.”

“Erik,” I say with a sigh.

His voice is sharp and demanding. “Just, please. I mean it.”

I cover the phone as we make our way outside. “He wants you to come. You don’t have to.”

She wraps a hand around my bicep. “I want to. Whatever you need.”

Her smile is soft and gentle, and it’s one of the first times neither one of us is teasing. The gentleness hooks into me and touches deeper than I expected. It isn’t about the spark between us. It’s about a woman who’s been broken before, and yet she still cares for someone else. Someone she doesn’t even know.

And I think I want her to care more about me too.
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Fifteen minutes later, we usher Erik out of a touristy, overpriced café and into an English pub around the corner. The floor is covered in sawdust, and names are carved into the wood on the table. Erik picks at a bowl full of peanuts. His eyes are red, but dry.

He raises a pint. “Cheers. Drinks are on me. Let’s get pissed.”

Elise raises her hand to catch a waiter’s attention. “We’ll have two more, please, and another for him.”

Erik smiles at Elise. “She’s a keeper. Always trust a woman who’ll drink a beer with you. Never trust the ones who thumb their noses at pints. Jandy hated beer.”

Elise smiles. “Sometimes you just need a pint.”

“I love her already,” Erik says, smiling like a sad sack at Elise. “And I wish we were meeting under better circumstances, but I’m glad to make the acquaintance of the woman who has captivated my little brother.” He stabs his finger against the table, grinning like a sloshed loon. “Did you know he said you were bold and daring the night he never met you? And so scrummy.”

I roll my eyes, but I don’t mind in the least that he’s shared what I said. I’ve told her as much myself.

Elise laughs. “He was bold and daring. But let’s talk about you. I wish you were having a better night.” She stretches out her arm and squeezes his hand.

His lip quivers, and he nods. “Me too. But it’s good to meet you. It’s good to see someone who can make someone else happy. I thought I had that.” He hangs his head in his hand, and my heart aches for him.

“Sorry, Erik. Tell us what happened,” I say, after the waitress drops off the round that Elise ordered.

Erik heaves a sigh, shovels his hand through his hair, and says, “She’s been working late, as you know.”

My spine straightens, and red smoke billows out my ears. “I will string her up from her tits.”

Erik shakes his head. “No, she’s not cheating. At least, as far as I know she has been faithful. She didn’t say a damn thing about another man.” He lets out a long, angry sigh. “She’s been putting this together. This horrid plan to leave me. She claims she needs to be independent. Said she needs to be able to do things on her own.”

I scowl. “This from the woman who was like a damsel in distress when you met her.”

My brother huffs. “I know. She fucking needed me so much then, and now she’s going on and on about how she needs to find herself. She said she feels like she has no identity of her own. That it’s all wrapped up in being married, and since her dad was such a wanker, she needs a breather from being attached to a man. But not a breather—a divorce.”

“She’s leaving to go find herself?” I ask, trying to sort out the mess she’s made of my brother’s heart.

“Yes. And to do that, she wants the firm. Says it’s all she knows. She needs it now. That’s why she’s been working late. To try to get it.”

A chill runs through me. “How can she get the firm? You and I have the majority of the shares, and we’re privately held.”

He knows this. He should know this. That’s how everything was set up in the trust. It outlined every detail about the shares of the firm, and he’s the goddamned trustee.

His expression is sheepish. “I gave her a few shares for her birthday, in her name. She’d mentioned she wanted some independence, and I thought that would help.”

“But not too many, right?”

He swallows. “Not too many. But she’s been using her salary to buy up shares, it seems. From some of the other shareholders.”

“Okay,” I say cautiously. “But how could she have enough? Between us, we should still have a controlling interest.”

He winces, and a look of shame crosses his eyes. “Because I also put my shares in both our names.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, my body going heavy, like it weighs a thousand tons. He can’t have done that. Please, dear God, make that a joke.

I open my eyes to find him offering me a “please don’t be mad at me” smile, and how can I possibly be mad when the love of his life is leaving him flat on his arse and trying to steal his company? “Say you’re kidding. That you’re just going on about something else.”

He shakes his head.

I try my best to stifle a groan, my frustration. “Erik . . .”

“We were married. She promised to love me forever.”

Elise pats his hand and gives him a sympathetic smile. “Of course you thought that. It’s normal to expect that.”

“I believed we’d be together. Just like Grandfather believed in love, and that’s why he left control of the company to his married grandson,” he says, and of course I know about that stupid bloody stipulation in the trust.

Elise furrows her brow. “What did he do?”

I jump in. “Our grandfather was happily married for more than fifty years. He was one of those true romantics. Very old-fashioned. His wife was by his side the whole time, and that’s what he believed worked for him. That’s what he wanted for the company he left to us. He put his majority shares into a trust, and his will appointed the married grandson the trustee. Basically, through the trust, that grandson has control of those shares—hence, control of the company, which was something we were all fine with. Our mum too.”

“What if neither of you was married?”

“Then the shareholders—a board of directors, really—have control until such a time as one or both find true love,” I explain heavily.

“That’s like a fairy tale.”

I nod. “It’s exactly like one. His marriage was the definition of ‘and they lived happily ever after,’ and he wanted that for us. But it’s never been an issue, since I never wanted to shepherd the company. Erik has been running it anyway, and he’s been with Jandy for a few years now, so it all made sense when Grandfather laid it out. His expectations aligned with our reality. Over the last few months, we’ve been dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s on the paperwork governing the estate.”

Erik takes a long drink and bangs his glass down. “And now I’ve fucked that up.”

Elise rubs his shoulder. “No, you didn’t. She fucked it up. She’s not worthy of you, and she doesn’t deserve your company, and we’re going to do everything we can to help you sort this out.”

“Thank you,” he whispers.

Damn, she shouldn’t be turning me on at a time like this, but she sure as hell is, with her commanding tone and her deep concern.

“That means that among the other shareholders, she has the most control right now? If there’s no married grandson to serve as a trustee?” Elise asks.

I nod. “Seems that way.”

“She can make all the decisions?”

Erik nods. “And she wants to sell it.”

I drop my forehead to the table and contemplate banging it a few times. I turn and look at him. “You kept that little nugget till the end, did ya?”

“Sorry, but there’s a silver lining.”

I raise my head. “Please. We need some good news.”

“I talked to Oliver,” Erik says.

"I thought he didn’t know where you were?”

“Well, before that. About the contract stuff. Stick with me, Chris. C’mon.”

“Fine. What did our dear old cousin say?”

“He and the other lawyers at his firm looked at the paperwork. Some of her shares come due for renewal in three months, and they’re the type of shares we can buy back as the officers of the company, and then she won’t have majority control. We just need to prevent a sale before then.”

I rub my palms together, shucking off my frustrations. “Okay, let’s solve this, then. How are we going to keep Grandfather’s company in the family?”

Erik snaps his fingers. “Why don’t I go ask the waitress to marry me?”

I laugh morbidly. “You’re not divorced yet.”

He slumps down in the booth. “Oh yeah. There’s that issue.”

We toss around some scenarios for preventing a sale, and I’m doing my best to maintain a cheery vibe when Elise clears her throat.

In her brown eyes, I see a brand-new fierceness. “Yes?”

“Gentlemen, it seems you’re missing the most obvious solution.”

“What is it? Tell me. Tell us,” I say.

“You don’t know what it is?”

Erik shakes his head. I do the same.

“The marriage stipulation,” she adds, making a rolling gesture as if encouraging us to catch up. There’s a wicked grin on her face. A hint of mischief and victory in her eyes. “It only stipulates that a married grandson would control the company. It doesn’t say which one.”

Erik opens his mouth to speak, but no words come out. I’m not sure what to say either.

Elise points at me. “You could go propose to the waitress.”

Erik laughs loudly, smacking his palm on the table. He points to me, a look of utter delight on his face. “Or you could marry Elise. For three months.”
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CHRISTIAN


“Going to the chapel . . .” Erik’s voice carries through my flat as he stumbles into the bathroom off the guest room.

“I do have neighbors,” I remind him, since he’s left the bathroom door ajar.

“Oops. I better be a quiet little crooner.” But his next line about getting married doesn’t come out at a lower volume.

“You’re too loud.” I toss an extra pillow from the closet onto the bed in the guest room.

“Let a drunk man sing while he pisses, will you?”

I roll my eyes. “Plastered, Erik. You’re plastered.”

“And sloshed. Don’t forget sloshed. I am most definitely sloshed.” He’s quiet for a moment. “Oops. I pissed on the floor.”

I grit my teeth. “You did not. You’re thirty-three, not a fucking uni student with shite aim.”

“My aim was top-notch in uni,” he calls out in a sing-song voice. He flushes, washes his hands, and emerges, looking victorious as he thrusts his arms in the air. “I did it. One minute and thirteen seconds. That’s a bloody record piss. I told you I’m a champion racehorse.”

I laugh because he’s so ridiculous. “Yes, Erik. Good on you. You pissed like a racehorse, as predicted. Now, can you please get your drunk arse to bed right now?” I point to the mattress.

After Erik’s ludicrous suggestion that Elise marry me, he proceeded to order a round of shots for the three of us, drink the trio himself, then propose to every woman at the pub. At that point, Elise called an Uber, and we dragged him out of the bar to wait for the Peugeot. Wily thing, Erik slipped into the corner market, grabbed a bouquet of flowers, slapped twenty euros in the paw of the cashier, and presented them to Elise.

“You’ll say yes to me, won’t you, love? American women are so much more trustworthy than the IKEA ladies,” he’d said, slumping onto her shoulder once we piled into the car.

“Half-American,” she’d added with a smile.

“I like half and half in my coffee. Do you?”

She’d laughed. “Of course.”

“Which half of you isn’t American?”

She tapped her stomach. “I have a very French appetite,” she’d said, then winked at me.

Now here we are at my flat, where she’s waiting in the living room. I told her she didn’t have to come along, but at that point, we were all sort of in this together, so I didn’t put up a protest when she stayed to the bitter end.

These are not the circumstances I had in mind when I pictured getting her back to my flat.

With Erik giving off fumes of Patron, he flops onto the bed, flapping his arms and legs in half circles. “I’m a snow angel, Chris.”

“All you need is snow.”

He sighs happily as he kicks off his shoes. “This is a perfect bed. I was meant to sleep in this bed tonight. I’m so glad my wife turned out to be a conniving bitch because it means I get to sleep in this stellar bed.”

He flips to his belly and buries his face in the soft feather pillow, letting out a contented moan as if he’s making love to the pillow. “Well, hello there, gorgeous.” He raises half his face, glancing at me with one eye. “This pillow is my new wife,” he whispers out of the side of his mouth. “Oh shit. I better propose to her properly.” He props himself up on his elbows, gazing longingly at it. “Hello, pretty pillow. Will you please be my wife? Only you can save my company from that stroppy cow.” He drops his head dramatically and cries out. “That sweet little cow. I’m still in love with her, and she left me instead.”

“I know, Erik. I know, and it sucks royally,” I say, tugging the corner of the duvet and covering him with it. “But get some sleep, okay? We’ll sort it out in the morning.”

“I’ll sleep it off,” he mumbles. “When I wake up, you’ll make it all better for me, right?”

I wince, wishing I could make this pain disappear by morning. Erik flaps his arm around on the cover like a fish out of water, fumbling around for my hand, I think. I smack his palm, and he yanks me close, hugging me. “It’s a bro hug,” he whispers, then laughs at his own bizarre joke. “It really is, Chris. This is the stinking definition of a bro hug.”

I laugh too. “We’ll take a picture and file it with the Oxford Dictionary.”

“I love the dictionary. Do you have a dictionary I can curl up with? Wait! I have an idea. Maybe you can marry a dictionary, and then you’ll be even smarter, and you won’t do something right fucking stupid, like sign your shares over to your dictionary wife.”

I clap his back and peel myself away from his zealous embrace. “I promise not to sign any shares to the dictionary.”

“It’ll all be better in the morning?” His eyelids float closed. “You’ll fix this for me, won’t you? I was so stupid. I was so bloody stupid.” His voice starts to fade. “Make it all go away.”

I don’t know if he means the pain or the problem, but either way, my heart aches terribly for him. I’ve no clue what I can actually do, but I know I will try. “I’ll do everything I can.”

“Love you,” he murmurs.

“Love you too.”

As I click the door closed, I breathe a sigh of relief. At least he’s in bed, and that’s where he needs to be right now.

As for me, I’m not sure where I’m supposed to be. My plan for the night capsized a few hours ago—though of course, I don’t fault my brother, he’s the one going through hell—then the plan sunk to the bottom of the ocean when he word-vomited the ludicrous notion that Elise ought to marry me. I wouldn’t be surprised if Elise has only stuck around for the night so she could tell me she has no time in her life for these kinds of shenanigans.

She’s not the remarrying kind.

Nor am I.

One failed marriage is enough for me, thank you very much.

When I turn into the living room, I find Elise has curled up on the couch, her shoes on the hardwood floor, her legs tucked under her, and she’s flipping through a travel magazine. The bouquet of flowers Erik bought her is in a vase on the table, and I like that she tracked down a vase on her own and didn’t let the flowers wilt.

She drops the magazine on the table and gives a sympathetic smile.

I smile back, and for the first time with her, I’m honestly not sure where we stand. From the start, we’ve been carefully circumscribed, with lines neatly drawn. But my brother’s outlandish suggestion has knocked me outside those lines, and I’ve no clue how Elise feels about Erik’s wild idea or if she even feels anything about it at all.

“I can’t thank you enough for being there tonight. You were incredibly helpful.”

She frowns. “I feel terrible for what happened to him. It’s awful.”

I sigh. “Yeah, me too, and it is awful. But I didn’t want to ruin your night, even though Erik really did appreciate you being there.”

“You didn’t ruin anything,” she says softly, and this is the new side to Elise I saw tonight. She has a caretaker in her, and I couldn’t have predicted that.

“And I appreciate that you were with us. I needed it too.”

She gestures to the black-and-white photographs framed on my wall, then to the couch, a table, and the few books and magazines that rest on it. “I see your home is quite fitting for you. It looks as if everything has been imported directly from Scandinavian Design.”

I laugh and sit next to her on the couch, glad her sense of humor is still intact. “I’m not sure if you know this, but being a dual citizen of Denmark and the UK, I’m legally required to buy all of my furniture from that store or from IKEA.”

“A treaty, is it?” she asks, and perhaps I do know where we stand. Where we’ve always been—firing off words and wit, trying to impress the other.

I nod solemnly. “Jointly agreed upon by all of the Scandinavian countries. We can only furnish our pads with our most famous exports.”

She points to the glass door that opens onto a view overlooking the arrondissement. “I kind of like that your place isn’t terribly Parisian, yet you have that stunning window and what looks like a balcony.”

“I can’t complain about the view.”

She doesn’t respond. Instead, she looks at her watch, and slides her feet into her shoes.

Now that—that I understand. That means she’s not taking my brother’s request seriously at all. I breathe a little easier, since that means we won’t have to have a difficult conversation, but I breathe a little harder too, since it means I’ll have to find another way to sort out the mess he’s made of the business.

But it would have been such a perfect solution. Erik keeps the company. Elise and I have three months of fun and sex, and I get to spend more than just Friday nights in her glorious company.

No.

I need to stop thoughts like those. All they’ll bring is complication to what is a nice and easy, linear situation. And that’s the way we like it.

My phone buzzes. Rather insistently. Grabbing it, I check just in case it’s some crisis from someone else.

Instead, it’s a meme from my cousin Oliver. Laughing, I show it to Elise. A gif of Will Ferrell as Ron Burgundy saying WTF. “I should answer this. It’s Oliver.”

Oliver: Your brother, AKA my nutter cousin, just texted a photo of himself in bed with a pillow saying he’s marrying a dictionary. I’m assuming this is just an average night in Paris for you two tossers? Or does it have anything to do with the actual legal stuff I discussed with him?

I glance at Elise. “Best that I reassure him.”

“By all means.”

I tap out a reply.

Christian: We can go full legal eagle in the morning. Until then, all you need to know is this—uni-style bender.

Oliver: Oi. Everything makes perfect sense now.

I set the phone down, look at Elise. “Done. Didn’t want to worry the New York contingent of the family.”

She waves to the door. “Of course not, Though I should probably go now that you’ve got him back home. Unless you want to talk . . .” Her tone is gentle, inviting, and I meet her gaze. Her brown eyes are earnest, stripped of teasing.

“I didn’t intend to drag you into any of this, Elise,” I say, reaching for her hand. And then, because I don’t actually want her to go, I tug her close so she falls next to me on the couch.

“You didn’t drag me into anything. I volunteered to be a part of all of tonight. And I don’t regret it.”

I tuck a strand of her dark hair over her ear, my heart thumping a bit harder. “You don’t regret the madness you’ve been sucked into?”

She shakes her head. “Madness is my middle name.”

I take a deep breath. “I’m glad the Ellison brothers haven’t scared you away.”

“I assure you, I’m not easily spooked.”

“So . . . can we put this all behind us?” I offer, since surely that’s the only way I can manage to keep up the status quo with Elise.

“We can put it behind us.” She takes a beat, fixing me with an intense stare. “But what if I told you I didn’t think his suggestion was absurd?”
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ELISE


I should be shocked at the certainty in my bones. But I’m strangely not surprised at all that his brother’s suggestion felt like the most right and true idea I’ve heard in ages.

Because I’m mad. I’m brimming with righteous anger for his brother. For the most underhanded cards ever dealt to a man. I can’t let that woman—and I wouldn’t know her from Eve—win by preying on Erik’s love for her.

I set my hand on Christian’s thigh. “I want to help you. I want to help you and Erik.”

He drags a hand through his hair, his eyes registering surprise. He swallows and quietly asks, “You do?”

“Yes. Do you want to help your brother?”

He gives me an incredulous look. “Of course I do. But there has to be another way around it.”

Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps I read his nerves incorrectly. The last thing I want is to push this on him, simply because my moral compass is hugely offended by Jandy’s double cross, which poor Erik never saw coming. I know what that’s like—being blindsided by someone you thought would love you and only you forever. And this is my opportunity to save Erik from some of the pain I went through.

“Then, by all means, I’m sure you’ll find it, and you won’t have to resort to this way around.”

He grabs my hand. “I’m not saying it would be a terrible solution. That’s not what I mean.”

“What do you mean?” I ask evenly.

Don’t get emotional, Elise. This isn’t your battle.

Besides, this isn’t an emotional decision for me. It’s a practical one. At the tea salon, I didn’t think it was wise to accept his offer of help with the account, but now I can see we both would benefit from a revision to our arrangement. The truth is I’d love his insight on the travel industry, and I suspect he’d love to help his brother stave off this Machiavellian machination.

He sighs heavily and sinks back into the couch cushion. “I can’t do that to you. After everything you went through with your ex-husband, how can I possibly put you through the ringer like that?”

I roll my eyes, the newfound strength flowing through my veins like a surging river. “You wouldn’t be putting me through anything. This isn’t the same. This isn’t Eduardo trying to hoodwink me. This is you and me being honest and doing something that’s right. Doing something that matters for your brother, and for you.” As I voice the words, it hits me that this isn’t only practical. This is emotional. But it’s the good kind, the kind that brings a whole new round of closure. They’re right and honest emotions, born from a chance to settle the score on behalf of someone who needs it. “You said you wanted to repay your brother for how he helped you onto the right path when you were younger. This is your opportunity.”

“But what about you? What do you get out of it?”

I shimmy my shoulders. “I do believe there was a certain business expert who offered his help in nabbing a big travel account.”

“I didn’t think you wanted to mix business and pleasure?”

“Maybe now I do. I need a sharp mind. I need a fantastic analyst. And if you need something too, it won’t feel like we’re mixing business and pleasure so much as helping each other when we both need it.”

“Elise, as much as I want to fix this shitstorm for Erik, I don’t know if I can let you do this after what you’ve dealt with.”

I scoff. “Let me do this? You can certainly say no, but this isn’t about letting me. I’m not a delicate princess. I can handle this because I’m not interested in marriage. I’m not interested in forever. I am, however, ludicrously mad that someone’s been taken advantage of. And it seems like you and I have the power to stop it.”

He doesn’t say anything, and I suspect he’s taking a moment to process that I’m not messing around. “You’d really do this?”

“Not forever. But for a few months, for the time he needs, I would. I despise that she’s been tricking him. I don’t want her to get away with it. It’s wrong.”

I watch a range of emotions cross his eyes—eagerness, trepidation, and hunger for revenge. “Why do you want to right this wrong?”

“Because I can. I lost a few accounts when my marriage went south. It was awful, but I didn’t lose my whole business. I’m rebuilding it. And here’s your brother, completely blindsided by the love of his life breaking his heart and trying to steal the company your grandfather started more than fifty years ago. And you and I could tie the knot, and in that simple act, it would stop her.”

He lets out a long breath. “Damn, you’re fucking hot like this.”

I laugh. “Oh, shut up. You’re such a horndog.”

“I know, but can you blame me? You’re so fucking brilliant and beautiful and fierce, and your determination makes me want to fuck you even more.”

I set a hand to his chest. “No talking of screwing right now. I’m talking about making a deal.”

He shakes his head, as if chasing away the stray filthy thoughts. “Okay, deal talk.” His eyes stray to his crotch. “Down, boy. We have other business right now.”

I laugh at him.

He raises his face. “Okay, so where were we? You’re going to do the absurd honor of saving my brother’s sorry arse from his lovesick stupidity because you were burned by your jackass ex, and in return all I have to do is help you win an account? This hardly seems fair. Please, let’s make it a condition that for every orgasm I get, I give you four.”

I laugh so loudly, I’d be worried about waking up Erik, but I suspect he’s dead to the sober world now. I lean in close, and nip Christian’s earlobe. “That was always an unbreakable condition.”

I pull back, and he wiggles his eyebrows. “Obviously. I was just testing you.” He stares at me, as if he’s trying to find the catch. “You mean this?’

“We’ve already made it clear that our existing relationship has terms and conditions. That means it also has an expiration date,” I say, because what else could our arrangement mean? We so clinically laid out the details at the salon, and surely he wasn’t expecting it to go on forever. No man wants that.

That’s why it’s odd when he blinks as I say those last words, as if that thought hadn’t occurred to him. But quickly, he rights his course. “Of course, yes. We have an end date. Like a bottle of milk. Slap a best-by date on me, then chuck me in the bin.” He finishes with a laugh.

Since he’s laughing, I keep it light too—that’s the best way to approach a deal like this. “Toss me there too, right?”

He nods confidently. “Both of us. When it’s done, we’ll be done.”

“Exactly. But if it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll find another business consultant and we can stick to the terms of our arrangement we discussed at the tea salon. I’m only offering this because we have the power to stop something utterly shitty.”

“Oh, I’m quite comfortable with everything.” He rakes his heated gaze over me. He cups my cheeks. “Do you have any idea how sexy you are?”

I laugh. “Your dick is quite distracting to you, isn’t it?”

He yanks me closer. “You’re distracting. You’re going to ruin me.”

Those words reverberate in my heart. I’ve already been ruined. Surely I can’t ruin a man like him, and he can’t damage a damaged woman like me. “I don’t think that’s possible,” I whisper.

He shakes his head and murmurs as he loops his fingers through my hair. “You’re going to ruin me, Elise,” he repeats in a sexy rasp. “You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever known, and nothing in my life will ever be hotter than you wanting to save my family’s business, all riled up, while you’re dressed in that skirt and those heels, after I’ve had you coming on my hand at a tea salon.”

His words light me up. They must ignite him too, because he tugs me closer, peppering kisses along my neck. “You’re stunningly gorgeous and completely brilliant.” His mouth slides down my throat. “And I want to marry you for three months, and I want to do everything to ensure you win that new account.” His lips reach the tops of my breasts. “And I want to take down that cow who broke my brother’s heart.” He flicks his tongue against my skin, and I shiver as he raises his gaze once more, meeting my eyes. “And most importantly, I want you to come all over my face before I fuck you.”

Heat sweeps through me like a fire, and I can barely take this closeness, this rampant desire in his eyes.

“Yes,” I murmur since I can’t form any other word right now. Everything with him is a yes.

He groans as he claims my mouth, planting a searing kiss on my lips. It’s harder than he’s kissed me before. It’s possessive and demanding at the same time, as if he needs my lips bruised and bee-stung.

This is the first time we’ve kissed in private. We’ve kissed on the steps of the design show, outside the metro, and in the salon. But this is a kiss for behind closed doors. It’s a kiss before clothes come off.

Yet I’m keenly aware his brother is in the next room.

He breaks the kiss. “This is what you do to me,” he says, taking my hand and putting it between his thighs so I can feel his hard length.

He’s beyond aroused. He’s thick and hard and hot even through his jeans, and I want to climb on top of him, slide down on him, and ride him right here on the couch in his living room.

Only we can’t. “I’m not going to sleep with you for the first time when your brother’s drunk in the other room.”

“I know,” he moans, and it sounds like sad resignation. “But I’m very patient, and I can wait for you.”

“There are some things you don’t have to wait for though,” I say, and my gaze drifts to his balcony.

“You want to see the view?” His tone is curious.

A hint of a smile crosses my lips. “I want to see the view from my knees.”
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“Let me get this straight,” he says as we step onto his balcony on the fifth floor of his flat. Below us is a cobbled street. Across the way are gorgeous apartment buildings. “You’re going to give me a blow job in exchange for me agreeing to let you marry me to save my brother’s company?”

I look at him and flash my most wicked grin. “You are correct.”

“That hardly seems fair.”

I drag my nails down his shirt and cup his bulge. “It’s only unfair if you’re assuming that you’re the only one getting pleasure from the blow job.”

He groans obscenely. “You’re perfectly fucking dirty.”

“I wouldn’t assume that until your cock is in my mouth.”

“Christ,” he mutters, his voice already husky and rough. He grabs a cushion from the chair on the balcony and sets it on the ground. I kneel on it as I work open his zipper, tug down his pants, and free him. His cock says hello, and it’s my chance to murmur my appreciation. He’s long, thick, and velvety steel to the touch. I wrap a hand around him, and he takes a sharp breath.

“Fuck, that feels better than it should.”

“You should feel spectacular. That’s the point of our arrangement. Isn’t it?” My tone is firm, brooking no argument. I look up at him. He gazes down at me. Understanding passes between us. We are on the same page. We get orgasms and profits from this—nothing more, nothing less.

“Yes. Our deal is quite possibly my favorite I’ve ever struck.”

I stroke him. “You look better than in your pictures. I like you right-side up and rock hard.”

He laughs. It’s cut short when I flick my tongue over him. His sounds turn into heady groans as I draw him in, running my tongue along his shaft.

His groans intensify as I savor his cock with my mouth. He ropes his hands through my hair, curling his big palms over my head, and I open my throat for him. He tastes clean and dirty at the same time. But the good kind of dirty, born of lust. It’s the scent of a man turned on—turned on because he’s already pleased his woman.

It’s the scent of desire.

He finds a rhythm, thrusting into my mouth as I wrap my lips tight around his length. I might look subservient to anyone watching—and anyone could watch if they peeked through their curtains across the avenue—but as I wrap my hands around his hips so I can grab his ass and pull him deeper, I’m keenly aware I have all the power.

And I need it terribly.

I need the power play. I need to make all the choices, to enter this deal with my eyes wide open.

Neither one of us believes in marriage, but we both believe in honesty, and in honest pleasure. Giving it, rather than giving away my heart.

And soon, as he rocks deeper into my mouth, nearly robbing me of my breath, I’m awash in pleasure too. I am in its throes, completely gripped by it, loving this almost as much as he is.

He grunts that he’s coming, and I dig my nails in tighter, and make sure I drink down every last drop that he gives me.

The sounds he makes are so intoxicating that I’m aching for him when he finishes and pulls me up. He kisses me madly, his hand slinking under my skirt once more, his groans guttural and wickedly thrilled when he finds I’m slick and hot.

“My turn,” he says, and a minute later, his fingers are inside me, and I’m coming again.

Somehow, we’ve just sealed a marriage deal. Our agreement is to help each other in business, and to bring each other bliss.

Just so there are no misunderstandings, I wrap my arms around his neck. “This is a deal. It’s an arrangement.”

“We’re in agreement.”

“It has a beginning,” I say, my eyes never straying from his.

“It does.”

“And it has an end,” I say, keeping my tone strong.

Resolved.

I am resolved.

He nods, his expression steadfast. “It has an end.”
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ELISE


“So this is how it goes,” my friend remarks.

My brow knits as I stare at Veronica across the counter at The Sweet Life, her flagship candy shop in Montmartre. “How what goes?”

“The process. The descent into madness.” She grabs her phone, taps on the screen, then holds it to her mouth. “Dear diary, today my friend Elise lost the cheese from her cracker. She came into my shop trying to convince me that marrying the man whose nudie shots have graced her phone for more than a year won’t end in heartbreak.”

I hold up a finger. “Correction. I came here for a cinnamon stick, to give you the scarf I picked up for you at Annalise and Charlie, since it matches your fantastic complexion, and to tell you about my new plan to win a very potentially lucrative ad deal with a luxury hotel chain. Not to convince you of anything.”

“Lies we tell ourselves.” She taps her purple spatula against a tray of confections. The spatula matches her apron—white with violet polka dots.

I bend to catch a whiff of the delicious scent of sugar. It swirls in my nostrils, with afternotes of strawberry and milk chocolate.

“Want one?” she asks.

“Chocolate-covered strawberry is hard to resist.”

She hands me the candied fruit, and I pop it in my mouth. After I chew, I finish the thought. “It’s not a lie. It’s a plan, and a damn good one.”

“Do you really believe this marriage is just business?”

“What do you believe it is?”

“A recipe for you to fall for his hot Viking ass while you play house.”

I scoff. “Veronica, don’t you know me by now?”

“Yes. And that’s why I worry about you.”

“There’s nothing to worry about. It’s all under control. It all makes sense. It’ll be fine.”

“Famous last words.”

Drumming my fingers on the counter, I attempt again to deflect. “How about that cinnamon stick?”

She hands me one, and I lick it, savoring the spicy, sweet heat.

“And you think you’re a cinnamon stick,” Veronica adds.

“I assure you, I’m not into licking myself.”

Laughing, she points at me. “Don’t try to sidestep the topic by making me laugh at your dirty bird side.”

“You’re a dirty bird too,” I fire back.

“Be that as it may, my point is this—you think you’re tough and fiery, but you’re really . . .” She pauses, scanning the shelves of confectionery before she grabs a bag of gumdrops, shaking it in her fist. “You’re a lemon gumdrop.”

“Aren’t they sour?”

“Exactly. People might think you’re tough, but on the inside you’re sweet and gooey.”

“That’s not a very pleasant image. Perhaps you don’t deserve this scarf.” I tug it from my bag and hug the ruby-red silk number close to my chest.

She drops the gumdrops and makes grabby hands. “Don’t keep the accessory from me. But don’t deny you have a soft inside either.”

“Hardly.”

She stretches a hand across the counter, grabbing my forearm, imploring me. “You think you’re nails and stone since Eduardo, but you’re still that woman who believes in love. I know you. I know you are.”

I bristle at the suggestion, raising my chin. “Love is for other people.”

“I love you like a lemon gumdrop, and I think what you’re doing is noble and also dangerous as hell,” she says, dropping her grip as she moves to rearrange bonbons under the display case.

“We laid out all the rules,” I say, with a bit of urgency in my voice. I want her to know I can handle this.

“But don’t you like him?”

“Of course I like him. That’s why I want to help. We both gain something from this, and I enjoy his company. There are far worse ways to spend the next three months.”

She arches a brow. “You enjoy his company? Can you be any more clinical?”

I sigh heavily. “It’s true. I like being with him, and I want to help.”

“And what happens when you start to like him beyond enjoying his company?” she asks, sketching air quotes.

“I’ll stop that from happening.”

“How do you stop it? Do you truly think you can stop yourself from falling?”

“Yes,” I answer in a split second. I believe it because I have to believe it. Because it’s the only way to live.

“Look, I’d like to buy into that too, but it’s not my experience. I was falling for Lars the boat captain, and the thing that stopped me was that we don’t live in the same country.”

“And the thing that will stop Christian and me is an expiration date,” I say, keeping my focus on the practical aspects of this decision.

“An expiration date isn’t the same thing as the whole damn country of Germany being between you. Lars and I texted after I left Copenhagen. I thought I could put him behind me, but I couldn’t, so we kept in touch. We tried to make plans, but we could never be free at the same time, so I had to let it go.”

I smile, trying to make light of the complications she’s outlined—complications I’ll have to be wise about. “Have a scarf.”

I hand her the silky snake of fabric, and she tosses it around her neck. She pouts saucily and juts out a hip in a pose.

“Lovely.”

“In any case, my little lemon gumdrop, since you’re going to do this anyway, all I will say is this—keep your eyes wide open. Be aware of all the potholes. There are booby traps literally everywhere. If you want to come out of this with your steel heart—cough, cough—intact, you need to have your guard up in a whole new way.”

“Guard up. I’m on it.”

“Oh, and take some lemon gumdrops. You’ll need fortification.” She winks and hands me the bag of candy. Her expression turns serious as she sets it in my palm. “And I’ll be here when the expiration date passes. You know that, right?”

“I do.”

“There is no expiration date on our friendship.”

“It’s non-perishable,” I say with a smile, then I thank her and leave. As I wander up the block to my home, I pop in a gumdrop. It’s tart at first, as promised, but then it’s all soft and sweet.

As if it’ll melt into you.

Surely I’m no lemon gumdrop with Christian. I’ll be a fiery cinnamon stick. Even though, as I open the gate to my home, delighting in the blaze of yellow tulips, I wonder if he likes candy that’s a little bit tart at first but then sweetens as you savor it.
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CHRISTIAN


I walk along the river at the end of the next day, the afternoon sun casting sparks of light along the water, my phone in front of me as I Facetime Oliver. “I can’t believe I lost the bet,” he says from his office on Park Avenue.

“Did we have a bet?”

“Yes,” Oliver says indignantly, dragging a hand through his Harry Styles hair. “How could you forget?”

“What was it?” I bite into the egg crepe that I picked up at my favorite crepe dealer, wracking my brain to figure out what we wagered on.

“It was ages ago. But I bet a pint you’d be single until the end of time.”

Laughing, I shake my head. “Sounds like some stupid shit we said at the pub last time you were here, cuz.”

“That sounds like everything we say at the pub.”

“True.”

“Still, I’m kicking myself for losing the bet,” he says, spinning in his chair. “It’s making me laugh—the idea of you being married.”

“I was married before. You’re aware of that?”

“I know, but you’re not now.”

“So is half the population of the once-married people. Half of marriages end.”

“I’m aware, but the amusement level on this is still quite high,” he says with a smirk, as a twilight boat tour cruises by, kicking up a spray of water.

“So, me getting married makes you laugh. Thanks.”

He waves a hand. “No. It’s the bonkers idea that this will somehow be all business for you.”

“Business and pleasure,” I add, taking another bite.

“Need I remind you of the time you told me about how you got involved with the client who wanted to enlist you as her boy toy and claimed she was knocked up, practically chasing you back to London? At which point you called me, all worked up, and swore off entanglements of that sort?”

“She was not pregnant,” I add, since it’s important to point that out.

“She definitely was not, but back then you said not to mix business with pleasure.”

“Elise isn’t a client. This isn’t exactly mixing the two. It’s uniting the two for mutual goals,” I say, explaining as clearly as I can how the deal with Elise is vastly different.

“That’s hilarious, cuz. How you say that as if you believe it.”

I stop in my tracks and fix him with a serious stare through the screen. “I do believe it.”

“Fine, fine. Keep telling yourself that. Just do me one favor?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t crush her heart.”

“I don’t plan on it, but I didn’t realize you cared so deeply about a woman you’ve never even met.”

He clasps a hand to his chest. “I care deeply about all women. They are lovely and wonderful and we don’t deserve them.”

"Obviously.”

“But the point is—I care. Because, somehow I care about you. Also, if you fuck this up, I’ll have to fly to Paris and sort shit out with you and Erik, and your brother has already made a mess of things.”

I sigh. “I know, I know. Thank you though for helping him untangle it.”

“That’s why every family needs a good lawyer.”

“And you’re the best attorney money and familial relations can buy. Now speaking of breaking hearts, did you ever decide to man the hell up and tell your best friend you have a thing for her?”

He blinks, sitting closer to the screen. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh come now. Pretty blonde. The outgoing American. Summer. The one you’ve been besties with forever.”

He shakes his head like what I’ve said doesn’t compute. “She’s just a friend. A very good friend.”

I wink. “Sure, she is.”

“Why are we talking about me? I thought we were talking about how you could avoid being an arsehole with your wife.”

“Listen, it’s going to be fine. I know Elise,” I say, since the one thing I’m sure of is that she’s even less of a fan of forevers than I am. “She has walls like I’ve never seen before. You think I have guardrails? I have nothing compared to her, and there’s no sledgehammer on heaven or on earth that will knock down her walls.”

“Good—keep it that way. You’re all better off as is.”

“Look, if anyone’s heart is going to be broken, it will be mine.”

Oliver laughs. “Somehow, I don’t think that can happen. In any case, I’ll be in Paris for business soon. We’ll grab a pint.”

“Count on it.”

As I make my way home to check how Erik is doing, I hope my cousin’s right. I can’t deny there’s a part of me that’s the slightest bit nervous, and a little bit hopeful too, when I think about talking to Elise this evening.

That’s when we’ll finalize the plans for our wedding.

Our wedding.
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ELISE


France won’t do. There’s a four-week wait. England adheres to some of the same rules. But Denmark? Blessed Denmark. You don’t have to wait long at all to tie the knot in Denmark.

Christian left Paris last weekend, shortly after the bombshell news, and took his brother back to Copenhagen, since Erik couldn’t bear to be in the same city as Jandy. That means I haven’t seen Christian since the night at his place, but we’ve filed the paperwork, and he made a few phone calls to people he knows to push it along.

Here I am, stepping off the plane at the Copenhagen airport ten days later. I head through the terminal and pass security to find him waiting for me with a huge smile.

I’m hit with the strangest sensation when I see him—I’ve missed him. I drop my bag, rise up on my tiptoes, and kiss him.

He hums against my lips as he kisses me back. An airport kiss. A reunion kiss. And it’s so good it feels like it was worth the days apart, even though we didn’t deliberately plan for this to feel like we’re coming back together.

When we separate, he glances at my luggage. “Can I carry your bag?”

I packed light for the short trip, and I hand it to him. But I’d let him carry it even if it were heavy.

When we stride out of the airport, a sleek black town car waits for us. The chauffeur hops out, and says something to Christian in Danish, and hearing Christian respond in his native tongue as they toss my bag into the trunk is like pulling open the blinds on a darkened window. I’ve never heard him speak Danish before.

Inside the car, the driver turns around and raises his cap, nodding at me. His jowly face breaks into a smile. “Good afternoon, Ms. Durand.”

“Good afternoon,” I reply in English.

He returns his focus to the wheel, and I stare at Christian with wide eyes.

“What?”

“It’s funny to hear you speak Danish.”

“Why’s that?”

“It’s so different from French or English.”

He laughs. “It’s all consonants and Swedish Chef up-and-down rhythms, right? Funny sounding, isn’t it?”

I smirk but say nothing. Because he’s right. It’s a funny language. It’s not sensual like French or Italian. It’s clunkier, strangely childish in its intonations, and a bit odd to a woman used to the Romance languages.

“Admit it,” he says then digs a few knuckles into my side playfully.

I laugh as he tickles me lightly. “I admit nothing.”

“You’ll admit everything.” He dives in with both hands as the car swerves out of the terminal. He’s a ferocious tickler, his fingers digging into my waist, and I gasp for breath as laughter sweeps over me. “You think I sound like a Muppet.”

“I don’t,” I blurt out.

“You do.”

“I swear,” I say between harsh breaths as I wiggle.

“Tell the truth, Durand.” His voice is firm, like an attorney in a film, demanding an answer from a hostile witness.

“Never.”

More tickles rain down on me, and he brings his mouth to my ear and whispers something I don’t understand a word of. It’s ridiculous and sounds like “smorgen borgen.”

I can’t stop laughing, and I grab his forearms to get him to stop, but he’s strong and determined.

And merciful too, I learn, when he lets up and laughs. He shouts something to the driver, and the man up front joins in, chuckling too.

“What did you say to him?”

Christian sets a hand on his belly and seems to do his best to rein in his own laughter. “I told him about a shortcut to my house.”

I tilt my head to the side. “And that made him laugh?”

“I told him you were eager to make me an honest man, and that’s why we needed to get there quickly.”

“You’re terrible,” I chide, and then grab his shirt collar and stare at him sharply. “And what did you say to me a few seconds ago?”

He dips his face near my neck and maps my throat with feather-light kisses. “I said, Wait till you try the lingonberry pancakes. They’re delicious.”

I swat his chest. “You are the worst.”

“I know, but you deserved it for mocking me. You can make it up to me . . .” He slips from English to French. “By sucking my cock after the wedding.”

His bluntness turns me on, and so does the fact that he made sure his dirty words were only for my ears and not the driver’s. I thread a hand in his hair and yank him close, and we kiss the kind of kiss that’s required after a filthy comment.

We break apart when the car slows, and we’re in a residential area now. He takes my hand and clasps our fingers together tightly.

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay at a hotel?”

“Is your brother at your house?”

He shakes his head. “He had to go to London on business.”

“I’m completely fine with your house. The hotel seems silly.” Once more, I wonder why he’s concerned about my comfort at his home, then it hits me. I tense, my shoulders tightening. “Would you rather we stay at a hotel?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Since you’ve asked me a few times.”

“I want you to be comfortable.”

“Are you worried that letting me into your home implies a certain level of intimacy?”

He cocks a brow. “What?”

I don’t mince words. “Is your home one of those places that’s just for you? Not for a woman? Something that feels completely yours, and you don’t want to invite someone in?”

He scoffs. “You honestly think after you’ve been to my flat in Paris that I wouldn’t want you in my home here?”

“You’ve asked me a few times if I wanted to stay in a hotel. Yes, I thought that might be the case.”

“My little mermaid,” he says softly, “I didn’t think you’d want that kind of intimacy. That’s why I offered the hotel.”

It’s my turn to scoff. “I can handle the intimacy of seeing your toothbrush and forks.”

He runs the backs of his fingers over my cheek. “I just want to make sure I’m not crossing your lines.”

I roll my eyes. “We’ve already established the rules of the new road.”

“And I aim to follow them,” he says then recaps the parameters we discussed on the phone the other night. “We won’t live together. We’ll see each other more frequently than once a week. But not so much that seeing each other feels like an obligation.”

“Seeing each other should feel like a pleasure,” I add.

“Oh, it will.”

“And photos. We’ll take a few photos, so everything looks real on social media.”

“Preferably photos of you in lingerie?” He arches an eyebrow.

“Oh, shut up. When I take those shots, they’ll be for you only.”

I silence the silliness of this conversation with another kiss. Because that we do without any concerns.
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He’s as handsome as he was the night I met him. More so because he’s wearing a suit, and this man was made for suits. He stands in his living room, drinking a glass of water, flipping through a magazine as I emerge from the bedroom.

“Ready or not,” I say, my heart skittering around like a wild bird. I set a hand on my chest to try to quell the nerves.

“Wow,” he breathes out, his eyes exploring my body even though he’s seen me so many times. Today I’m wearing a seashell-pink dress that hits at the knees. I decided white was silly. Perfume too. I didn’t bring any.

My stomach flips as he admires me while putting down the glass and magazine. “It’s not that fancy.”

“I don’t give a fuck if it’s fancy. Your legs are spectacular, and you look so sexy in that dress and those glasses.”

I raise my hands to my eyeglasses, adjusting them, though I don’t need to. I’m fidgeting. He walks over to me, setting his hands on my nervous ones. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I say, but the word comes out airy, empty.

He tucks a finger under my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. “Are you sure? Do you want to back out? Just say the word.”

I shake my head. “I’m not backing out.”

“You can though,” he says, but his tone is reluctant.

“Hey. I’m here. I’m not backing out. We’re doing this.”

He smiles widely. “Yeah? We’re a couple of crazies, aren’t we?”

“Are we?”

Laughing, he pulls me close. “It’s crazy.”

“But brilliant.”

“It’s bloody brilliant. You know what else will be brilliant?”

“What?”

“Finally getting you naked and under me tonight.”

“You’re assuming I’ll put out since it’s our wedding night, are you?”

“Hope springs eternal. So does my cock when I look at you.”

“I guess we’ll see if the husband can get his wife into the marriage bed,” I say as I press a kiss to his cheek.

He turns and catches it on his lips, and it rockets into a searing kiss. But I stop it before it becomes hot and heavy. Not because I don’t want hot and heavy, but because I haven’t slept with him yet.

But the funny thing is, I’m sort of glad it worked out that way. I’m not trying to make this arrangement with him feel different than my marriage, but there’s a part of me that likes how different it is. Eduardo and I slept together the first night we met. I’ve known Christian for more than a month and he hasn’t been inside my body yet.

Somehow, that seems like the way it should be for us.

We leave, and I stop in the doorway, smacking my forehead. “We don’t have rings. How could we have forgotten rings?”

He wiggles his eyebrows. “I’ve got it covered.”
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Inside Copenhagen City Hall, the wedding office smells like newspaper and efficiency as Christian Ellison promises in front of the officiant to love me. But the little quirk in Christian’s lips says my husband’s in on the joke. Only this time the joke isn’t on me. We’re both the comedians and the conductors of this love charade, and it isn’t to hurt anyone or trick an innocent party, but rather to right a wrong.

It’s a joke we’re sharing.

But when his eyes lock with mine, he says without a trace of humor or teasing, “I do.”

His words are weighty, and they hang in the air with import. For a fraction of a second, they feel honest, and my heart speeds up.

The officiant asks if I take Christian to be my husband.

“I do.” I’ve voiced those words in the past, but in this moment, I feel the shackles of the first time I said them lifting off me. “I do.”

Christian chuckles. “I do again too.”

He reaches into his pocket, takes out the rings, I presume, and holds open his palm. “A wedding gift from Erik.”

The bands are platinum and unassuming, but gorgeous in their simplicity. He holds mine up so I can see what’s engraved. The simplest words.

Thank you.

His says the same.

We exchange the rings, and the officiant declares us husband and wife.

That’s it. Our ceremony took all of five minutes, maybe less, and yet it feels more real than my lavender one in the vineyard.

We sign the final paperwork and leave city hall legally wed, with the man in the charcoal suit poised to take control of his grandfather’s company so that his brother’s soon-to-be-ex-wife can’t get her slimy paws on it.

A gift to his brother indeed.

As Christian holds open the door, I’m keenly aware that I don’t want this union to feel less than the marriage of mine that was truly false.

Because in some ways—no, in nearly every way—it already feels like more of a marriage than the one I had before. It’s an honest, open one.

On the steps, under a clear blue sky, with a view of Tivoli Gardens across the street, I grab my husband by the tie. “Do you want to kiss the bride?”

His blue eyes hook into mine, heat flashing across his irises. “So incredibly much.”

I’m nervous, my fingers shaking, as I loop my hands around his neck. My heart stutters.

Even if marriage is a sham, even if this marriage is a sham, my emotions right now are anything but. They rise in me, climbing my throat, fighting to escape. They’re unexpectedly real and true, filling me with want and perhaps that hope I felt so long ago when I played in the park as a girl and imagined this day.

This isn’t what I pictured at all.

But somehow, it feels like exactly what I need.

Christian seals his mouth to mine, and it’s a soft and tender kiss. It’s an exploration and a promise, and something about it is different from all his kisses that have come before. The gentle brush of his lips on mine makes me woozy. My knees go weak. He loops his arm tighter around my waist, tugging me close.

I’m the bride who’s not in white, who wears no perfume, who is married for a deal the second time around.

But this kiss doesn’t feel like it’s part of a pact. It feels like it could become a new way of kissing.

When at last he stops, Christian looks dazed. “You smell fantastic.”

“I’m not wearing anything.”

“I guess it’s the scent of you.”

I suppose it is.
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ELISE


His mother engulfs me in a hug. “It is so good to finally meet you.”

“And it is a delight to meet you,” I say, enjoying that we don’t have to pretend for his family—his mother knows the score. Even so, my brain lingers on one word. Finally. Everything has happened so lickety-split, I don’t know why his mother would feel like we’re finally meeting.

The three of us take seats at the outdoor café that overlooks the harbor, and we order a round of champagne. She clasps her hands under her chin and fixes a steely blue-eyed gaze on her son. Her cheekbones are carved, and I can see where Christian’s blond good looks come from. “Tell me everything about the ceremony that you didn’t let me attend this afternoon.”

Christian rolls his eyes. “Because I’m sure you’ve been dreaming of watching me get married at city hall.”

She swats his elbow. “I don’t know why you didn’t let me go.”

He gives her a look.

I smile, loving the ribbing that they give each other, but especially loving that I get to witness it. I like that he’s so open with his family, that his mom knows what we’re up to. Mostly I love that he wanted me to meet her.

“It wasn’t that kind of a ceremony.” He looks across the table to me, his eyes holding mine for a beat that extends longer than I expect it to. “Besides, it was just between us.”

My heart does something that feels like it’s rolled over, flopped on its back, and put its legs in the air. Dog that it is, I tell that organ to sit up and focus.

“Be that as it may,” she says, looking to me, “I am delighted to meet you, Elise. Now, tell me everything about the wedding.”

I laugh, then give her the sparse details about our brief and perfunctory ceremony and show her the rings.

She sighs happily, shielding her eyes from the bright afternoon sun reflecting off the harbor. “Thank you for allowing me to experience it vicariously. He didn’t let me go to his first wedding either.”

I tilt my head, surprise hitting me hard. “You didn’t?”

Christian shakes his head. “We were married in the United States. Vegas, baby, Vegas.”

“You eloped,” I say, as if the plot is thickening.

“Sort of,” he says, laughing as he points at his mom. “Anyway, she gave me hell then. No need to do it again.”

“That’s my job. To give you hell.” She snaps her gaze to me. “Although, I do hope you’ll pick up the slack when I’m unable to give him hell. You have free rein to give him a hard time as much as you want.”

“I appreciate the maternal blessing, and I will do my best to follow the directive,” I say as the waitress arrives with three flutes of champagne.

His mother raises her glass, and we follow suit, clinking. “To the brilliant plan my sons hatched, and to the brilliant woman who’s making it all possible.” Her voice lowers. “My father—their grandfather—had the softest heart, but perhaps not always the most realistic expectations. I appreciate you making everything right for my Erik. I feel terrible for what happened to him.”

“It’s the least I can do,” I say, and I’m glad this deal has been beneficial for both of us, or else I’d feel like some sort of martyr to the cause. But Christian has already prepped loads of business analysis and insight for my upcoming meeting with the travel client. His market analysis was spot-on and seems like something of a secret weapon.

“It’s not nothing. It’s everything.” She glances at her son. “And maybe when you knock her up and have a baby, you’ll at least let me come to the birth.”

I nearly choke on my champagne. Bubbles shoot up my nose, tickling it, and a cough bursts from my throat.

“Mum, you’re incorrigible,” Christian chides.

“And where do you think you learned to be incorrigible from? The master.” She smiles at me, a hint of wicked delight in her eyes. “Just teasing about the baby,” she says playfully, then drops her voice to a whisper. “But not really. If he puts a baby in you, I’m not going to sit out the birth. I’ll follow you around till you pop.”

I laugh because there’s nothing to say to that. There will be no baby, no popping, and no true mommy/daughter-in-law bonding. Even so, I think I love her already, and since she’s been so blunt, I decide to assuage my own curiosity. “I have a question for you. Why did you say finally about meeting? Has Christian been telling you about me?”

“A year ago, he mentioned he’d met a woman on the boat tour and was very much looking forward to seeing her. And when he ran into you again at the garden bar, he called me and said, ‘You’re never going to believe it, Mum, but the little mermaid popped back into my life.’”

I rein in a grin as I make a check mark in a mental column of pros and cons about this man—told his mother about me the night we met again. Definite pro.

Christian slaps a hand on the table. “This conversation really ought to stop right now. The two of you are thoroughly embarrassing me.”

I smile and laugh, meeting her gaze with the sort of look that says embarrassing him is what a mother and a daughter-in-law should do, and in this moment, we are indeed bonding. As I drink my champagne, I’m happier than I should be that he’s introduced me to his mother.

I’m even happier that she’s known about me from the start.
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On the spectrum of things I’ve never expected, stepping into a marriage of convenience would be at the top of the list. Spending my wedding night at an amusement park would be a close second.

The spinner ride whips precariously high and my stomach rises in tandem, lodging in my esophagus. The giant gold eagle we ride in flips over, leaving us hanging upside down, high in the sky. I scream, a blood-curdling noise. The sound turns into a screech as the eagle rights us again, then sends us downward in a fast, wicked whoosh. One exhilarating, heart-pounding minute later, the ride slows, and soon, it crawls to a stop. The world is still wobbly, but the bar rattles loose and lifts up.

Christian sets his hand on my arm, steadying me as I stand, emerging from Aquila, the golden eagle ride at Tivoli Gardens. I grab my purse from the locker and slide on my glasses.

He rubs his ear. “You are loud, woman.”

“So are you,” I say, as the attendant opens the exit gate, and we pour out along with a few dozen other sky warriors who braved the thrill ride.

Christian, still wearing his suit but with his tie gone and stuffed into his pocket, shakes his head. “No, I wasn’t. I was stoic and tough.”

I laugh as we walk the pathway that weaves through this festive park in the heart of the city. “You practically squealed like a little girl the first time the eagle soared upside down.”

He stares at me, his brow knitted. “Little girl? I think you’re confusing me with someone else.”

I pat his very firm bicep on his very strong arm and go along with him. “Yes, you’re right, dear husband. It must have been someone less manly and less tough.”

He smiles at me, mischief tap-dancing across his blue eyes. “Exactly.” He bumps his shoulder against mine and whispers, “Hey.”

That one syllable comes out sweetly, affectionately, and I add another pro in his column. That chart is weighted so heavily to one side, it’s toppling over. I should find a con. It’ll make the next three months easier. Not that I need to worry about that too much. It doesn’t matter how many pros I find, this has an expiration date.

I am resolved.

“Hey to you,” I say softly, then want to kick myself because that tone of voice won’t help me find a negative in him either.

He raises a hand, adjusts an errant strand of my hair that was stuck in the arm of my glasses, and slides the offending lock over my ear. “Are you doing okay?”

“Are you going to keep asking me that for the next three months?”

“I might.”

I stop, rise on my tiptoes, and kiss the corner of his lips. Oops. No luck finding a con there either.

“What’s that for?” he asks.

“Just marking you.”

“You want to pee on me next?”

“I might. Beware,” I say in an over-the-top nefarious tone as we pass the gift shops that edge the small lake, making our way to the Ferris wheel.

“Elise,” he says, his tone letting me know he’s serious.

“Yes?”

“Earlier today, during the ceremony, did you think about . . .?” His voice trails off as the unfinished question hovers like thick smoke.

“It’s hard not to think about Eduardo. But mostly, I thought about how incredibly different this is because we’ve been so open about everything. What about you? Did you think about Hannah?”

He doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he scrubs a hand over his chin as if in deep thought as we reach the steps of the Ferris wheel. “I don’t know if this makes me sound totally calloused, but I so rarely think about her.” I pump a virtual fist because surely that’s a con, that he doesn’t even think about his first love. “Sometimes it feels like what happened between us was so long ago, it’s like it was another lifetime.”

“And you were a different person?”

He nods as he holds open the gate at the top of the steps for me. “I think I was in some ways.”

The ride attendant says hello and gestures to one of the Ferris wheel cars. We go inside. “What’s the biggest difference between the Christian of today and the twenty-one-year-old you? Besides nine years,” I add, since I bet he’ll go for some sort of age punchline. Could that be a con? Maybe he’s not too serious about anything. Yes, that will definitely keep the chains up high around my heart if he’s simply a shallow fellow.

He wiggles his eyebrows and punches his stomach. “Abs are still chiseled.”

“I knew you were going to say something like that.”

He loops his arm over my shoulders. “But they are. Chiseled.”

I pat his belly. “Yes, and I like them. But I’d like you if your belly was soft.”

“You would?”

I laugh and tap his temple. “I like the upstairs. That’s what entertains me. So entertain me. Tell me something else.”

And yes, there it is. I’ve found it. Christian is entertainment, pure and simple. He’s fun and games. That’s a pro, but in the end, it’ll be a con when he can’t take things seriously. When he can’t take me seriously. And a good con, because it’ll protect me. It’ll keep the lemon gumdrop center of me from melting. Besides, peeling away his layers is wise. The more I know, the less likely I can be taken advantage of again. Knowledge is power.

“Tell me something I wouldn’t recognize about you nine years ago,” I add.

The car cranks loudly, making its first circle as he taps his chin. “I was more wound up then. Like I was turbo-charged and caffeinated.”

I squint, trying to picture a manic Christian. “I can’t see you that way at all.” He has a relaxed ease about him. Perhaps that’s because he’s a true man of leisure. Young retirees can come and go as they please.

“I was like a coiled spring when I was twenty-one. I worked non-stop. I wanted so much. I think the fact that I’d had so little focus in uni for a while changed me. Once I had it, I was filled with the need to do things. To make money, to buy and sell, and keep flipping investments into bigger investments,” he says, as the car whirs higher in the air then stops as more passengers get on below.

“And all that ambition played a part in your marriage not working out?”

He nods. “We didn’t want the same things in life. We didn’t want the same things from the marriage. I suppose that’s similar to what happened to you.”

I scoff. “Safe to say we wanted very different things.”

The car ascends to the top of the wheel, rising in the twilight sky above the top of the other rides. The panorama of the capital city comes into view—palaces and canals, and all the twinkling red, white, and green lights of the park below us.

“But really, the hardest part of my marriage not working out was reconciling that I wasn’t like my father,” Christian adds, and I jerk my gaze back to him. This is the first time he’s mentioned his father.

“What do you mean?”

“He’s been married and divorced three times. I think that’s another reason my grandfather was so specific about marriage in the details of his company handover. He didn’t want us to wind up like my dad, especially since Dad hurt my mum so much.”

The picture of him fills in, details and angles becoming crisper and clearer, and another pro reminds me of its existence—the way Christian cares for his mom. Hell, the woman herself is a pro in the list; she’s a doll, and I love her. “He was looking out for you, and for his daughter, in a way.”

Christian nods as the ride circles low then rises once more. “He didn’t like the way our dad treated our mum. He wanted to see us all happily together forever like he was. I think Erik got that from him.” He hums, a sad little sound. “And look at us, all split up, just like dad. But it’s for the best, for me at least. I’m completely content with my single life.”

There.

That’s it.

The big con.

He’s married to his lifestyle, and that’s exactly what I needed to know. And what I wanted to hear, in fact. It’s better this way. Knowing he’ll never fall in love makes it easier to enjoy the pure entertainment value of Christian Ellison. Who cares if he has so many pros? They won’t ever amount to anything that can hurt me, since we’ll never truly get close enough.

He grabs my hand. “And I’m pretty content with our arrangement so far. With one exception.”

Oh. Perhaps there’s an even bigger con. A girl can hope. “What’s that?”

When we reach the top once more, the ride slows as it begins letting people off below us. “It’s our wedding night and we’re not screwing right now. Instead, we’re talking about our previous marriages. That’s backward.”

I laugh. That is indeed a drawback, but it’s easily rectified. “In our defense, screwing is an inevitability.”

Sex with Christian sounds delicious, and a clear pro. In fact, it sounds so delicious, I’m pretty much done with the fun and games of Tivoli, especially since I know this marriage will be like this park—just fun and games, no matter how many times he’s thoughtful and asks how I am.

As the Ferris wheel chugs down, I tug him close, and whisper, “Want to get out of here?”

He lets out a dirty groan. “It’s all I want. To get you back to my house and show you exactly what a wedding night should be like.”

We exit the ride and practically race past the sparkling lights in the center of the park. This might not be the field of flowers I dreamed of as a little girl, and it’s not the vineyard where my family toasted with Eduardo and his friend. Instead, I’m at an amusement park, with a husband who hardly asks anything of me, but the glittery setting is a fairy-tale land in its own strange, unexpected way.

Do fairy-tale heroines have hot sex?

Of course they do.

Especially if they get married to save the hero’s brother’s company.

A fresh urgency powers us as Christian takes my hand and guides me through the park. We have to weave through the carnival games to reach the closest exit, marching past a group of rowdy teens playing basketball.

They’re having a blast, and I am too.

Until someone shouts duck and a basketball slams into the back of my head, knocking me down.
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CHRISTIAN


I open my palm. “Take these.”

She pops the two Tylenol in her mouth and chases them with a glass of orange juice I give her.

“I’m shocked.”

“By the horrific aim of drunk teens shooting basketballs?” Wincing, she rubs the back of her head, settling farther into my couch. I brought her back to my place seconds after she crash-landed on her knees.

“I’m shocked at you. I had you down as the worst patient ever.”

“See? I’m full of surprises. I love being doted on. Now, please cover my scrape with a Band-Aid,” she says in a deliberately dainty tone, pointing to the tear on her knee. “Since you like being a nurse.”

The funny thing is, I do like taking care of her. I like that I was the one to wrap an arm around her, shield her as we walked out of the park, and hail a cab faster than any man has ever hailed a cab in the history of men hailing cabs.

I head to the bathroom, grab a bandage, and return to her, so I can press it over the scraped-up bit of skin.

“Why did you think I’d be a terrible patient?”

“You’re so stubborn I figured you’d be completely pig-headed about letting me take care of you.”

“I guess you were wrong.”

“I guess I was.”

I smile to myself, but I don’t tell her how much I like being wrong on this count.

When I’m done, I sit next to her. “Okay, so the head still hurts?”

“Yes, but it’s getting better.”

“And the knee smarts?”

“Definitely, but I’ll live.”

“Living is good. I recommend it. Does anything else hurt?”

She seems to consider the question, then taps her forehead. I lean to her and press a kiss to it. “Anything else?”

She hums as she runs her hand over her cheekbone.

I know where this is going, and I like it. I brush a kiss to her cheek next. “What else?”

She gestures to her lips and pouts. “This hurts a little.”

“Let’s see if I can make it better.” I kiss her lips, and I’m rewarded with a soft, sweet sigh as her arms loop around me.

When I break the kiss, I meet her eyes. “So, you’re all better?”

She shakes her head, affecting a shy little smile. “I realized there’s one more thing that hurts.”

“What’s that?”

She taps the hollow of her throat and then drags her finger down to her breasts, and I groan. “Definitely, that needs a lot of TLC.”

I dip my face to her neck, kiss her there, then travel down her chest to her cleavage. She wriggles against me and yanks me even closer. I kiss the tops of her breasts, and she gasps, arching her chest against me.

I look up. “Does that hurt a lot?”

“So much.” She drags her hand down her belly to right below her waist. “And there. Definitely there.”

I grin as my hands make their way to her back, and I find the zipper on her dress. I slide it down and make quick work of the rest of her clothes, till she’s down to her white lace panties.

“Ah, you did wear white.”

She smiles, then her smile disappears, and a flicker of nerves seem to pass over her brown eyes. “I wore them for you. I thought you’d like them.”

White. Wedding night. It’s almost too much to contemplate that this is where fate, or life, or circumstance has led us. That even though we agreed more than a week ago that we wanted each other’s bodies, we haven’t been able to have them till now.

I don’t want to linger on the fact that I’m finally going to fuck her on our wedding night, but I can’t deny that this moment feels like precisely the right time. Elise doesn’t just excite me sexually. Her mind captivates me. Her quick wit, her big heart, and her blunt honesty are huge turn-ons. She’s been turning me on since the day I met her, and tonight there will be no stopping me from showing her how much.

I wrap my fingers into the waistband of those perfect white lace panties. “I do like them,” I say, in a rasp. “I like them so much, I want them gone.”

I drag them down her legs, then feast my eyes on the gloriousness of her naked body. Smooth, creamy skin, perky breasts, and a landing strip that points to where I want to be.

“White was perfect,” I add, as I cup her between her legs, then stroke her with my fingers.

She’s soft and slick, and so fucking ready for anything and everything. She arches into my hand and whispers, “Kiss me.”

I oblige, gladly moving down the couch and wedging my shoulders between her beautiful thighs. A sexy, greedy sigh falls from her lips, and she’s already pushing my head to the center of her legs as she parts her thighs for me.

God, that move, right there. Watching her open for me. Watching the look in her eyes—want and need and maybe, just maybe, a touch of something more I can’t define—sends sheer desire shooting down my spine.

The lust in her gaze, the vulnerability in her position—it’s a gift. And it’s one I’m so fucking grateful for.

A gentleman should always thank a lady for giving him the gift of her body. I’ll thank her by lavishing attention on her with my tongue.

Pressing my hands to her thighs, I dust my lips against her skin, close but not quite all the way to her center. The smell of her makes me crazy; it turns me to steel. But as much as I want to devour her, I love the tease. I nip the flesh on her inner thigh, and she moans.

I nibble my way up, as she grabs and tries to pull me to her. Smiling against her thighs, I bite again and whisper, "Bientôt, bientôt, ma petite sirène." Soon, soon, my little mermaid.

“Maintenant, maintenant.” 

She’s a magnificent beggar as she says now, now.

I switch to her other thigh, peppering more bites and nibbles along her flesh, then I rub my stubbled jaw along her center, and she arches her back and cries out, my name falling from her lips in a desperate pant.

I’m desperate too. Desperate to taste, touch, have.

I throw in the towel, and turn my face to her wetness, delivering a hungry kiss there.

She moves with me, matching every lick with an arch or a bow of her back, her hands curling tighter around my head. I’m as close as I can be, and I love being surrounded by the evidence of her bliss. She murmurs and moans as my tongue flicks faster. She lets her knees fall open wider, like she wants to spread them as far as she can.

She’s so open, so surrendered, so completely unabashed in her sensuality. I can barely take it, and I swear I’m not just licking her. I crave her so damn much that I’m fucking her with my tongue, devouring her with my mouth. She cries out, arching her back high and shuddering as she comes on my lips, her taste flooding my tongue, her sexy scent filling my head.

She moans for ages, saying my name, panting wildly, and making incoherent sensual sounds that I want to bottle and listen to again and again. I could get addicted to the way she comes, how she lets go so completely. She makes me want to give her orgasms over and over—she makes me want to give her everything.

For a moment, that thought terrifies me. This should be just sex. I know that’s all that we’re having. But somewhere along the way, it’s started to feel more than just physical. It’s started to feel like something else entirely.

I need to shake off those thoughts. We have a deal, and sex is part of that deal.

I stand, strip off my shirt and trousers, and get down to nothing, reminding myself that just because she’s easy to fall for, that doesn’t mean it would be wise to let go.

She props herself on her elbows and stares at my cock. “Well, I think you’ll be more fun to ride than the eagle.”

Laughing, I say, “I should hope so.”

“Hey, the eagle was a lot of fun.”

“Then get on me and let’s see how I compare.” I flop beside her. We already had the safety talk and decided we could go bare, so she straddles me and positions herself over my length. She rubs her thumb along the head, sliding over a bead of liquid that she brings to her mouth. She sucks it off, closing her eyes, as if she’s tasting the most delicious thing ever.

Holy fuck. I’ve seen nothing sexier in my whole life than my wife savoring me.

I blink away that word.

Elise.

Elise.

Elise.

But she’s also my wife for the next three months, and that turns me on in some base, filthy, and wonderful way. “I want to fuck my wife.”

“I want to fuck my husband,” she says, just as fiercely.

My breath hisses as she takes me in hand and rubs me against her. I groan at the extraordinary feel, then I grunt loudly as she lowers herself onto my shaft, sending sparks of electricity through my body.

Sliding down, she takes me all the way. Pleasure ripples through me as she rises up. My gaze drifts to where we meet, and my dick throbs harder as I watch us, the way she takes me in, then how I slide nearly all the way out.

My hands grip her hips tightly as she rocks, taking her time at first, then finding a faster rhythm. I run my hands up and down her body, over her belly, cupping her breasts, memorizing her everywhere.

I settle a hand between her legs, my fingers stroking, and in seconds, she’s shaking and shuddering on me. She falls forward, slamming her hands to my shoulders, her body trembling as she whispers savagely, “I’m coming.”

I didn’t need the heads-up. I could tell. But it’s so erotic, so incredibly sexy to hear her say it unbidden, like the sensation is so intense she had to voice it, that I fuck up into her harder, thrusting faster. As she comes down from her high, I flip us, so she’s on her back. I hike her legs over my shoulders and drive deep into her again.

She ropes her hands around my neck, urging me on. “Come with me.”

I’m nearly there, and the thought that she might come again is nearly too much. “Can you? Come again?”

She nods. “I think so. Just keep doing that. Keep doing everything.”

Her eyes don’t stray from mine, and the connection between us is so intense, so electric. I’m not sure at all why, or where it’s coming from, but it’s wholly new and completely fantastic to feel this sort of ecstasy racing through every cell in my body.

Her eyes flutter closed, and her lips fall open, and her face turns into a picture of exquisite bliss as she trembles and lets out the neediest, sexiest moan I’ve ever heard, chasing it with a wild yes, yes, yes.

Whatever teasing, whatever fun and games have existed between us, are gone, and a raw, honest desire is all that’s left. And it’s all I need to join her. Her pleasure flips the final switch in me. I thrust deep and hard, coming inside my wife, the pleasure blotting out the warning sign in my head that tells me not to develop any feelings for her.

Correction—any more feelings.
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ELISE


“And that’s how I envision Durand Media marketing the Luxe Hotel’s new European resort locations.”

The CEO, Nate Harper, leans back in his leather chair in the boardroom at his Place de la Madeleine offices, steepling his fingers. “Tell me, what do you see as the single biggest marketing challenge in entering the new marketplaces?”

I push up my glasses, and I answer with confidence. “The biggest challenge is also the biggest opportunity. It’s reaching millennials, who will then become loyalists. But we need to connect with them first, and I’m prepared to,” I say, detailing more of how my agency can reach that key market for his hotel.

He fires off more questions, and for each one I have an answer. The market insight is spot on, he says, and I have my . . . husband to thank for that. A whiz, sharp with insight and concise with analysis, he provided exactly what I needed to complement the creative vision I have for this campaign.

At the end of the meeting, Nate rises and clasps my hand in a long, hearty shake. “Very impressive. We hope to make a final decision soon. Thank you so much for coming in, and I’m glad Armand made it possible for us to meet.”

I beam. “I look forward to hearing from you.”

I’m giddy as I leave his offices. I practically punch the sky once I’m a block away and can properly let all my excitement bubble over.

I grab my phone and sit on the steps of L’église de la Madeleine, the massive church that’s the anchor of this section of the city. Briefly I contemplate texting Veronica or Joy, or maybe even my brother. But honestly, there’s only one person I want to share this news with first.

The person who made it possible for me to go in there today and kick ass. I haven’t seen Christian in ten days, not since the weekend we were married in Copenhagen. He left for London to meet with board members and a few key shareholders the day after our wedding. As the married one now, Christian’s fronting the firm, but Erik is running it as he’s always done. Once Jandy’s shares are bought back in a few months, Christian and Erik will run the company as the majority shareholders, though Erik will still be the front man.

I do love their closeness and the way they depend on each other and trust each other unconditionally. Sometimes I wish I was closer to my brother, Ian. He looks out for me, and I know he cares for me deeply, and I love the little necklace gifts he gives me. But we don’t have the sort of connection Christian and Erik have. Ian is busy with his life and his family over in New York, and I’m busy with my life here.

I click on my text messages, ready to type out a note, when I find Christian has already sent me one.

Christian: Tell me everything. Did you blow them away?

Elise: I think so. I feel like I nailed it.

I’m grinning crazily as the sun beats down, and passersby crisscross in front of me, parking themselves at tables and steps leading into the house of worship.

Christian: Excellent. I knew you would.

Elise: Your insight was amazing. I felt like a rock star, peppering off numbers and analysis. You are a god at that.

Elise: Oh, you’re also a god in bed, but I think you know that already.

Christian: Why, yes, please do compliment me more. It feeds my ego and makes other parts larger too.

I laugh as I stare at the message, as if I’m in my own private flirty bubble right now, even as God and tourists peek over my shoulder.

Elise: I like everything about those other parts. And I like that quick brain that made this possible.

Christian: I’m glad I can be useful. But seriously, it was all you. You can only nail something if you know what to do with the info you were given. Now we need to celebrate.

Celebrate. That’s one of my favorite words. Celebrations imply champagne, high heels, and nights out with friends. I’ve always loved a celebration because it means there is good news, and good news brings that most elusive of emotional states, one that’s so hard to truly attain and sustain—happiness. But I feel it now, and I’m aware of how quickly it can disappear. Best to embrace moments like this.

Elise: How do you want to celebrate?

Christian: Ideally, by licking champagne off your breasts. But I think before we get to that, we should do something fun. What do you like to do for fun? Besides go on crazy roller-coaster rides, shop for your friends, plant flowers, and enjoy fancy and decadent meals out.

My heart does a little jig—he already knows some of the littlest details about me, like my penchant for showering my friends with gifts for no reason. Those are my favorite kind of gifts—pointless ones, because that’s the point.

Elise: All of the above, and I also like dancing.

Christian: Swing? Tango? Foxtrot? Please say no as I can’t do any of those, and ballet is out of the question.

An image flickers by of the type of dancing I want to do with Christian, and I wonder if he’s any good at it.

Elise: None of the above. I mostly like dancing late at night in clubs when I can let loose with my girlfriends.

Christian: Do you want to go clubbing with your girlfriends, or do you want to go with me when I return this weekend?

I write back, the answer falling from my fingers so easily, so smoothly, that it feels like the only way possible I could want to celebrate, though I haven’t yet won a thing.

Except, perhaps, a night out with the man who’s front and center in my mind.

Elise: With you.
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ELISE


Saturday looms before me like the face of the clock, the second hand ticking obnoxiously in my ear.

I busy myself with work in the morning, cloistering myself in the office with Polly, my creative director, who’s whipping through Photoshop mock-ups for the Luxe. Just a few extra items to send to Nate. Call it campaign Impress the Hell Out of Him.

As I look up from the media plan, she smiles, points to her screen, and declares, “Booyah.”

It always makes me laugh when she blurts out supremely American sayings. She is American, but she also says them with a certain over-the-top flourish.

“And what has earned your booyah seal of approval?”

She slides the laptop in my direction, showing me a new concept for a social campaign. My eyes widen, and my marketing bones hum. “That is booyah and a home run.”

She nods approvingly. “You haven’t been away from the homeland too long. You still know our little sayings.”

“You know I can still shoot the breeze,” I say, with a wink.

Polly has been with my agency for four years, and we’ve bonded over a love of marketing, and of being Americans working abroad. She flicks her pink-tipped blond hair off her shoulders and gives me an inquisitive look. “Also, I don’t think I’ve said this, but you seem happier lately.”

I blink, surprised at the forthright comment, but then she’s always been like that. “I do?”

“There was a time when you weren’t—” She shakes her head, as if she can’t find the words. “I think for a while you put on a happy face and sort of made it through what I suspect was a tough time.”

She doesn’t know all the sordid details. At least, I don’t think she does, and I could kiss her for phrasing her words more diplomatically than Dominic did.

“Now,” she says, gesturing to me, “you seem to be glowing.”

“Don’t even say it. I’m not pregnant.”

“I would never suggest that. I’m just glad that you seem so buoyant.” Her eyes drift to my silvery wedding band.

I follow her gaze and nod. “I’m glad to hear that it’s evident.”

I don’t elaborate, and she doesn’t ask, and I like it that way. My new marital status isn’t a secret, but it’s not something I feel the need to announce to my employees.

For a moment, though, I wonder. I worry. If my attention wandered during my whirlwind marriage to Eduardo and during the fallout too, what does it mean that Polly is able to read me now? Even though the situations are vastly different, is it good or bad that she can tell I’m in a better place emotionally? And does that mean I’m not giving my all to my work?

I try to reach for an answer, but none comes easily, so I decide being in a better place is a better thing, plain and simple. That better place is also synonymous with here—me at the office on a Saturday morning, pouring all my focus into work. I’m on the cusp of brand-new opportunities, rebuilding and shooting past the place where my agency was a few years ago. Maybe an arrangement where everything has been brokered from the start is the best kind for my bruised heart and my wounded business. Both are healing. Both are becoming stronger on the other side.

“Anyway, I like seeing you happier,” she says as she shoulders her messenger bag.

She leaves, and I stay, finishing a few items and sending along a marketplace insight to Nate on Copenhagen, gleaned both from Christian’s analysis and my own observations of the city during my trips there. Nate replies quickly: That’s interesting! I hadn’t thought of those angles.

A grin spreads across my face as I move the mouse to close down my inbox.

But a new message pops up before I shut down. It’s from John Thompson, the head of the Thompson Group. He’s probably vying for Nate’s account.

Hey Elise! How are you? Should we meet for drinks? Maybe we can join forces and discuss winning some deals together?

I give his email the side-eye. He’s a competitor. I don’t want to meet with him to join forces, but I also believe in keeping your enemies close.

I reply: I’m pretty busy, but my schedule should free up in a week or two. Talk then?

He writes back swiftly: Count on it.

I take off soon after. I cut across the city to The Marais, where I spend the afternoon wandering through the intricate network of streets, the curvy jigsaw puzzle of one of the oldest parts of Paris, its cobbled passageways that cars can barely squeeze through. Some days, when I’m in the maze of The Marais, I feel like no one can find me. Like my phone is uncallable, my life untraceable. Like I’m one with the place.

Over the years, I’ve tried to truly understand my ties to this country, given I spent my first two and a half decades of life in New York. Sometimes, it’s the creative heart of the city that I discover in unusual places. Like the whimsical cookware store I stroll past that sells antique rolling pins and irresistibly mismatched saucers and cups. I pop in and pick up a white rolling pin with red handles for Veronica.

Or the shop on the corner that still boasts an old sign reading “atelier” even though it peddles eclairs. The baker never removed the sign. I stop in and buy a small box of caramel eclairs for my next-door neighbor who doesn’t get out much since her hip surgery but still craves her favorites.

I don’t always find the answers to my questions about why I’m drawn here even when my family is still stateside, but Paris seems to be the true north on my compass. It points here.

As I turn the corner, I stumble across a café I’ve never been to before, with carnival music playing softly inside. It’s parked right across from an eight-room hotel I’ve heard of—a decadent little inn said to have the most opulent rooms, complete with gold fireplaces and ornate decorations, like a celebration of debauchery.

Maybe that’s why I like this city. If you want to celebrate, it’s easy. Food, and wine, and drink, and treats are everywhere, and you never have to travel far to indulge.

I take a seat at an outside table and order coffee as I gaze at the hotel, remembering my first time in this city. I was six and Ian was twelve, and I felt like Madeline from the children’s books. Maybe Fancy Nancy too.

For so long, I was raised out of place. I was the halfsie, as I joked with Christian. The child of French parents, speaking that language at home, embracing that culture behind closed doors, while to the outside world, I went to American schools and American classes and lived in an American city. All of that shaped me. It shaped my brother too. But the funny thing is he stayed behind, or maybe he stayed where he was always meant to be.

As for me, I was restless. I never felt truly content until I boarded a plane and spent my junior year of college here. That was the first time I felt the hummingbird beating in my heart slow to a more reasonable pace, one that didn’t make me frantically wonder what was around the corner and if I’d fit in.

When I moved here, I felt distinctly like all my memories had come home, and all my new ones would be crafted inside the city walls. The city was like a calming hand on a shaking heart.

At last, a part of me that had been unsettled could find peace.

As I sip my coffee, I return to my conversation with Polly about happiness. My mind boomerangs farther back in time, to the trip to Copenhagen with Veronica. As we’d left, she talked about how happy she was after her night with the boat captain.

Briefly, I wonder if I’m happier now for the same reason Veronica was exuberant—because of a new man. Great sex can have a hell of a halo effect.

Best for me to be wise to that, aware of it.

I’m especially aware of the impact Christian has on me as I remember our last night together in Copenhagen. I see his parted lips, the ripple of his muscles as he moved in me, how his hair fell over his eyes when he collapsed on me.

As I gaze at the hotel, it gives me an idea. Hotels are made for nights of celebration, and for lovers. For arrangements. For part-time trysts.

I grab my phone. Christian must be on his way to Heathrow now.

Elise: Do you want me to get a hotel room for tonight?

He responds immediately.

Christian: Next time. Tonight, I’m going to take you to your home.

A pulse beats faster inside me, spreading from my chest, down my legs, transforming into something else, something far more dangerous, something I don’t really know how to name. He’s never been to my house before, and it feels thoroughly intimate to let him into the place where my empty bottle of Marchesa Parfum d’Extase sits, sterile and bleached but still alive. The perfume I wore on my wedding day. A statue in a mausoleum. But it’s not Eduardo I’m clinging to with that bottle. It’s the reminder to never make the same mistake again.

I settle the bill, call Joy and tell her she’s needed immediately, and head to one of my favorite boutiques. When she arrives, her red hair thick and curly, I declare, “I need a new outfit for tonight. I’m going clubbing.”

“Ooh la la.” She shimmies her hips.

“I need something that will make a man eat out of the palm of my hand.”

She gives me a do-tell look with her big green eyes. “Any particular man?”

“Hush. You know who it is.”

By the dress racks, she leans in close and whispers, “Just say it. Just say his name.”

“I don’t know why you’re egging me on like that.”

She nudges me with her elbow. “You’ve got a thing for your husband, don’t you?”

I shoot her a sharp stare. “Please. I just want to look sexy.”

“Darling, you always look sexy, and you know it. You want to look extra special for him, don’t you, because you haven’t seen him in two weeks?”

My heart flutters, and all these sensations popping around inside me are starting to drive me crazy. To wind me up again.

I need something familiar. Something reliable. I understand how clothes make me feel. I know how shoes delight me.

“It’s okay if you like him,” Joy says softly as she flips through a display of pink, blue, and neon-green dresses, shaking her head at each one.

“I do like him. That isn’t what this is about.”

“Then what is it about?”

That’s the problem. I don’t know what this wild feeling is—this unclear emotion rattling around inside me. It’s a language I don’t understand.

But this burgundy wrap dress communicates in words I comprehend. The skirt hits mid-thigh. It says take me, have me. I buy it and wander around the streets with Joy, so very grateful that this city has brought me friendships like this.

Maybe that’s why it feels like home.

Because of these people.
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Later, when I’m at my house and freshly showered, I slip into a black lace bra and matching panties. As I check out my reflection, the flush in my cheeks, I understand one thing with the crystal clarity of a native language: I want Christian to want me with a raging fire.

Because that’s how I feel for him. Like every bone inside me has been set aflame, and the heat is swallowing me whole.

Standing in front of the mirror, I snap a picture with my phone, and I send it to him.

Elise: Just for you.

He’s probably just landed, or he’s on his way to his flat before he meets me.

Christian: Preparing to rip that off you very soon.
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ELISE


I walk to the club with a drum beating in my chest, with music pounding in my ears. Anticipation winds tight inside me, mingled with want, chased by need. I’ve missed Christian over the last two weeks. Missed him more than I expected to.

As I enter the club, threading my way through the bodies writhing and dancing, my eyes adjust to the low lights, my ears to the pulse of the techno rhythm. I catalog the sights and sounds, the press of people, the clink of glasses, the smell of liquor and cherries and sweat.

I order a vodka tonic and drink most of it down. Then, everything in front of me, all the things inside me, become static once more when I see him.

My brain sputters, and logic and reason slink away.

I don’t understand a single thing anymore that isn’t physical, that isn’t elemental, that isn’t this man I married and don’t live with, and hardly share anything with.

But he’s drawn to me.

He stalks across the darkened dance floor with such purpose, his eyes intense. He finds me at the bar and reaches for my drink, taking a swallow, then placing it down. No words are needed when he cups my cheeks and drops his mouth to mine, kissing me relentlessly.

We say nothing, and that’s rare. All we do sometimes is talk.

When he breaks the kiss, he speaks. “You’re stunning.”

What he doesn’t say reverberates between my ears. He doesn’t say you look stunning. No, he says you are stunning.

With him, I feel that way, inside and out, especially as he takes me out to the dance floor. Somehow, I manage to say in a dry husk of a voice, “So are you.”

He pulls me close and grinds against me, his hard body making his intentions clear. The temperature in me rises into the stratosphere. I don’t think we’re dancing. It’s foreplay in the middle of this low-lit club, with thumping music and beautiful bodies writhing and twisting and crawling around each other, with sweat and music and alcohol. Lights flicker in swaths, so we only see parts of each other. I make out the cut of his jaw, the wave of his hair, the strength of his forearms, visible thanks to his rolled-up cuffs.

He yanks me closer. I don’t know how he finds any more space between us to fill, but he does, erasing any millimeter of distance.

I rub against his thigh. He grinds back. I tug him impossibly closer. He growls against my neck. My hands thread into his hair. His grab my ass, curling around me.

We might be the most indecent couple on the dance floor, and we are swimming in a sea of indecency. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice a black-haired woman wearing a top that’s falling so low I can see her nipples. She dances with her partner. Her lips are parted, and it’s like she’s on the cusp of an orgasm. I flick my gaze to the other side, and two men grind against each other, heads thrown back. Even though I can’t hear their sounds above the music, I can tell from their lips they’ll be escaping any second to finish off.

I stare at Christian. “I think everyone here is about to fuck.”

He runs his hand up the back of my neck and tugs my hair. Not hard, but hard enough to send a shudder through me. “Yes. Everyone is.”

He slams his mouth to mine and kisses me hard once more. Like I belong to him. In this moment, I do.

In a flash, we’re gone.

He was right. I don’t want to go to a hotel. All I want is to take him back to my house, even though it scares me, even though it feels far too intimate.

But my body has taken over for my head and my heart. Everything else has the night off except my libido, a dark and dirty thing that’s making all my decisions.

We tumble out of the cab, and I open the green door that leads into the courtyard. His hands are all over me. He’s touching me everywhere: my waist, my breasts, my hair. He can’t seem to stop. His lips travel across the back of my neck, and I can’t walk straight when he does that. I’m buzzing all over. I’m drunk on him, and yet I want to have another vodka tonic. I want to be his vodka tonic and to have him drink all of me.

As soon as we’re inside, my purse and my keys and my phone spill to the floor. Our hands rip at each other’s clothes, undoing buttons, tugging at zippers.

I yank his shirt out of his jeans, and he brings down my panties, saying, “I thought about you all week long. It kills me to go this long without being inside you.”

I swallow, nodding. I don’t know how we reached this point. I don’t know how we became too desperate, too frenzied that we’re about to fuck against my door. All I know is that’s who we are.

I push his boxer briefs down his hips and his hard length springs free. I wrap a hand around him, thrilling at how hot he feels. Hotter than the last time, and somehow, hungrier too.

He groans. “I don’t know if there are words to describe how much I need to be inside you right now.”

“Don’t describe it. Show me.”

In one sharp, hot thrust, he’s inside. The sound I make is carnal. I might groan for days. It feels spectacular, his hardness against my wetness. He yanks my leg, hooking it around his hip and driving into me. We go quickly, like horses at the race, tearing around the field, aiming for the finish line. His lips come down on my neck, his teeth connecting with my flesh, nipping and biting.

“Harder.”

“My teeth or the way I’m fucking you?”

“Both,” I pant.

He bites as he fucks, and I’m filled so completely by him that I’m nothing but feelings—delicious, intoxicating, ecstatic feelings. I’m all the glittering lights in Paris, all the thumping music in the club—I’m everyone’s desire right now. I’m being fucked the way everyone else longed for.

I get to have that coveted feeling, to bathe in erotic bliss as this gorgeous, brilliant man consumes me against the door of my house.

Consumed.

The thing I fear most.

The thing I feel now.

The thing I want badly.

I’m consumed by his body inside mine, consumed by the way he wants me, and most of all, I’m consumed by my own profound longing for him, a longing that finds a wild sort of peace in this pleasure. I’ve avoided this, guarded against it, but now I’m giving in. I want to feel every single thing with Christian.

We twine around each other, all hot and twisting limbs. I feel a tightening in my belly coiling higher, until the pleasure bursts and I cry out.

He follows me there with rough, hard thrusts as my back slams against the door, as his noises drown out all the sounds in my head, and I know he’s as lost in his climax as I am.

Sometime later, I blink open my eyes and we’re still standing at my door, disheveled and sated, cheeks red, clothes askew. “Come to my bedroom.”

He looks down at me and brushes a soft kiss to one eyelid, then the other, whispering yes.

Somehow that feels even more intimate than what we just did.
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CHRISTIAN


“Your bedroom is so girlie.”

“It is, and I like it that way. Being a woman and all.”

“Yes, I very much like that you’re a woman,” I say, and part of me wants to take her to her bed and smother her in kisses and tell her how much I’ve missed her these last two weeks. Still another wants to say, “Holy fuck, what the hell did we just do against the door, because it’s never been like that before. That intense. That electric. That . . . intimate. Was it that way for you too?”

But me playing that role—the needy lover—isn’t in our script. The casting breakdown for her part-time lover and temporary husband calls for me to keep her on her toes, entertain her, make her laugh, make her hot, and make her happy.

No more.

I survey her bedroom, checking out the white walls, the bright white comforter. Purple and silver pillows are piled high on the bed, giving it a feminine touch of color. Thin gauzy curtains hang down around the mattress. “This makes me feel like we’re in Africa. Do you suffer from mosquitoes?”

She rolls her eyes as she wanders over to the bed and wraps her hand around a bedpost. She glances to the door. “You may go now.”

I laugh. “Don’t kick me out. My work isn’t done.”

“Well, I don’t see how you could top door sex anyway.”

I pretend to contemplate, tapping my jaw with my finger. “True. I better take off.”

She pretends to show me the door, gesturing grandly to the exit. I make like I’m leaving, zipping up my jeans at last, but then I grab her waist and tickle her. Laughter bursts from her throat as I carry her to the bed, tossing her on it, still in her tangled dress. I pin her, my palms at her sides. “I’m staying. Admit it. You like me.”

She looks up at me, her brown eyes wide. “Why does everyone say that?”

“Say what?”

“That I like you.”

“Everyone says it?”

She nods against the mattress. “They act shocked that I do like you. All my girlfriends toss that out like it’s some big surprise. Why would I date you, sleep with you, marry you for three months, if I didn’t at least like you? If I disliked you, you can bet I wouldn’t be doing any of this.”

“Only if you liked hate-fucking me.” I grind my pelvis against her. “Do you like hate-fucking?”

“I don’t know. I suppose I could pretend I hate you, and we could see if I like it.”

“New goals,” I say, keeping it light since this is so much easier than telling her all the mad thoughts pinging around in my head. “But honestly, I don’t really want you to hate me, even for the prospect of angry sex.”

“You’re very likable.”

And see? That right there is another reminder to play it cool. I’m likable to her. I’m the fun guy. The man who won’t get attached. That’s why she said yes to playing my wife, and I need her to finish the show. We’re only in the first act of a three-act play.

I glance over at her white bureau. There’s a mirrored tray with a few charm necklaces—a Chrysler building, I think, and a Broadway sign. They’re ringed by perfume bottles. “Didn’t you write about perfume?” I ask, remembering that she had mentioned a blog at some point.

Her expression tightens, and she doesn’t meet my eyes. “I still do. From time to time.”

“What sorts of things do you say?”

She waves a hand airily. “This and that.”

She’s evasive, and that’s not like her. I arch an eyebrow as I run a hand along her hip. I should be Mr. Carefree and Casual, but I don’t want to let this topic go. “You don’t want to talk about it?”

“Let’s just say I put too much of myself in it, and I had to pull back. Make it more about the perfume and the scents.”

I run my hand down her thigh. “Was it too much of your life?”

She nods. “It was. I told stories that were too personal, that revealed too much of my heart.”

“So why do it at all?”

She sighs deeply. “I haven’t written a post in a while. I could shut it down, but I miss the camaraderie with my readers. I felt close to them, this random group of strangers who honestly weren’t strangers. I met Joy through a perfume forum back when she lived in the States, and now she’s one of my closest friends. But at the same time, I think pulling back, not writing as openly, was for the best. I feel safer.”

“Does that make you happy? Safety?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe that’s why you’re happy with me. I make you feel safe.”

She shoots me a curious look. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve drawn your lines. I don’t cross them. That makes you feel safe, and safety makes you feel happy.”

She nibbles on one corner of her lips. “It’s funny that you brought this up, because I was thinking about life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness today.”

“So American. And what did you think as you were musing on that?”

“I was remembering how my friend Veronica was going on and on about how incandescently happy she was after she banged this hot Danish boat captain in Copenhagen last year.”

I laugh. “Banging hot Danish men with British accents should totally make you ecstatic.”

“We should test this theory again. Just to be sure.” She runs a hand down my arm, and her voice turns more serious, contemplative. “You do make me feel safe. I need that. Thank you for doing that.”

A faraway look fills her eyes, and as I follow her gaze, I see her staring at the collection of bottles on her bureau. One of them is empty. My curiosity gets the better of me. “Why are you keeping that empty bottle?”

She closes her eyes and sighs, then rises, getting out of bed all rumpled and tousled. She walks to the bureau, plucks the crystal one, and takes it to the en suite bathroom. I lean near the edge of the bed so I can watch her through the open doorway. She drops it into the rubbish bin. It lands with a hard thud.

“Why did you do that?” I ask.

She stands in the doorway. “It was my wedding day perfume. I’ve needed to do that for a long time, Christian.”

A pinch of jealousy flares in me and the feeling surprises me and pisses me off. How on earth could I be jealous of her dead husband?

But the vicious truth whispers in my ear. I’m envious in some terrible way that she’s held on to him for so long.

She returns and sits next to me. “I needed to do that.”

“You didn’t have to do that for me,” I say coolly.

“I did it for me.” She tilts her head, takes my hand. “I don’t love him.”

I laugh lightly. “Good.”

What I mean is that’s fucking great.

“I want you to know that.”

That’s more than great. It’s perfect, and I do my best to keep a stoic face while inside I’m pumping a fist in victory. I’m so fucking happy she’s over him. This, right here, is the definition of happiness.

“Okay,” I say calmly, since letting on how much this knowledge thrills me might push her away.

“I’m not holding on to him. I need you to know that. I held on to the bottle because it was a gift from my blog readers.”

Ohhhh.

“The plot thickens,” I say playfully, since her response makes precisely the kind of sense I want it to make. Selfishly, I like her explanation a lot—her past is well and truly her past. “You weren’t ever holding on to something from him, then. You were holding on to something from people you miss having a connection with. You should reconnect with them.”

“That’s not a bad idea.”

I grab her hand, looping my fingers through hers. Our rings touch. As I gaze at our joined hands, our metal connecting, I remember doing the same with Hannah. Holding the hand of my first wife nine years ago, did I feel the same with her as I do in this moment?

I loved Hannah. I don’t question that. But did I feel like this? This sort of unexpected awareness of the way a person affects you, deep in your body, far into your mind?

I feel like I could talk to Elise about anything. I never had that with Hannah.

“You do know I’m over Hannah, right? It was years ago, but still. In case you were wondering.” I need her to know there’s no competition from the past—no ghost, no poignant memory. “I don’t have baggage.”

“You do seem remarkably baggage-free,” she says with a smile. “But is being baggage-free your baggage?”

I shake my head. “If you’re asking if I’m tied to my single lifestyle or have some über-commitment to being a playboy, I’m sure Griffin would say yes —”

“Why on earth would Griffin say yes?”

“Oh, I used to tell him my dream was to become a kept man of some gorgeous, brilliant older woman.”

She smacks me. “You’re terrible. Preying on older women.”

I kiss her shoulder. “I can’t resist them.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Are you truly attracted to me because I’m four years older than you?”

“Umm . . .”

“Seriously?”

“No. That’s not it, but I think you’re fascinating. You intrigue me. I like that you’re not focused on the same things a twenty-five-year-old is focused on. You’re building a stellar international business, you’re taking care of yourself, and you’re looking out for friends. You have all this rich life experience, and yeah, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t find it attractive. So sue me.”

She pushes a hand against my chest. “Fine, then I like that you’re younger than me.”

“Oh yeah? You like boy toys?”

She scoffs. “Not in the least. I like it because it means you’re more thoughtful.”

“It does?”

She nods. “You’re pretty damn thoughtful, Christian, and that’s incredibly attractive.”

I yank her closer. Maybe because of her compliments, possibly because we’ve moved past a wall, I say what I wanted to say a little while ago. “That was really intense against the door, wasn’t it?”

She trembles. Like a muscle memory from sex moves through her. “It was crazy intense,” she whispers. “We barely said a word to each other at the club.”

“I think I sort of attacked you. In my defense, you sent that photo in your black lace, and I did give you fair warning.”

She drags a hand down my shirt, unbuttoning it. “I liked being attacked like that. I liked the intensity of it.”

“It wasn’t too much for you?” I ask as she spreads open my shirt, and I push off the sleeves.

“I was wound up for you all day. As I walked around, I felt this tightening in my body, like a jack-in-the-box, wanting to see you.”

Lust climbs up my legs, weaves through my chest as I undo the wrap on her dress, letting the fabric fall apart. “I felt it too. What is that all about? It was like a crazy drumbeat.” I tap my chest. “Right here.”

She nods, and there’s a savage look in her eyes, a fierceness. “Once I saw you, it was like an explosion. Like we detonated. I don’t think I’ve ever had sex that intense before.”

The caveman in me thumps his fists. “I haven’t either. But when I see you, Elise, I want to take you.” I cup her jaw, holding her close. “I want to take you hard, and relentlessly, and I want to get so fucking close to you that you let go of everything.”

She shivers. “When you fuck me like that, I feel consumed.”

“Does that scare you?”

She nods. “But I don’t want to stop it.” She shoves down my jeans and takes my length in her hand. I ache with desire, with this torrent of need that grows stronger each time I see her.

“So if I respect your boundaries and your walls, you’ll let me keep fucking you like that? Like the world is on fire?”

Her eyes blaze with lust. “I do want to be consumed.”

“Je te veux tellement,” I say, telling her in French how much I want her.

“Moi aussi,” she says.

Something passes between us, something that feels deeper than the way I felt on our bizarre wedding night.

I know what it is for me. I know what it isn’t for her.

And I know I have to keep a close watch on our arrangement, making sure I can make her feel safe while I also help her lose herself. Because that’s what I see in her—I see a woman who wants so much, who craves so deeply, but who’s terrified of what that hunger might do.

I suspect she wants to be the woman she was before. The one who wore her heart on her sleeve, wrote her bliss for the world, and shared herself with one person, believing she was the only one.

That part of her still lives, but she won’t let it come out.

Maybe she will with me.

I move her against me, her back to my front, so we’re side to side. I glide my hands around to her breasts, fondling them as I slide inside her easily. She moans, a low, sensual sound that vibrates between us. She leans her head back against me, her dark hair spilling over my shoulder. Her top leg hooks over my thigh, and she opens wider as I move inside.

It’s that kind of slow, luxurious lovemaking session that feels like it could go all night long. As the minutes tick by and pleasure twines between us, my skin hot and slick against her and her breath coming harder and faster, I can feel her give herself to me.

This is the part of her she tries to extinguish. She’s come out tonight, and she’s surrendering to me, and it’s fucking beautiful to feel.

It’s not that our sex is particularly kinky or particularly rough. It’s not that we’re doing anything dirty or risqué. We’re not screwing on the metro, or sneaking a quickie on the Pont des Arts, nor are we christening every surface in the house.

We’re in her bed, which may be precisely why everything about this moment feels more intimate. I’m in a private place, belonging to a most private woman, and she wants me to pleasure her in a way that erases the world beyond the windows.

I don’t need to blindfold or tie her up to do that. All I need is this white-hot desire that flows between us.

She turns her face toward me. I bring my lips to hers and kiss her as I move in and out. There is little that’s artful about this kiss, but it feels like drowning, like falling under. I can’t get enough of her lips, her taste, her breath.

She sighs against my mouth, and I swear it’s as if her body melts into me. She’s a liquid woman, all silvery-hot desire, and it wraps around me, making me hotter, making me harder.

And she takes freely. With no remorse, she soaks up all the bliss I want to give her in this luxurious, decadent indulgence. She comes once more, and it’s a beautiful thing, the way her ecstasy moves over her body. She shudders and cries out, and it sounds like something inside her is breaking free.

When she comes down, she mumbles something about how it’s my turn. I nip at her ear. “That would imply I’m done with you.”

I flip her to her knees and push her down to her elbows. She turns around and watches me, and it’s the most erotic, sensual thing to see her look at me like that. Pleasure rattles through my body, and it’s mingled with all these new sensations, deeper emotions, and a fervent wish to make this arrangement last a little bit longer.

I bend closer, pulling her against me, covering her. She comes again, calling out incoherent words of rapture, and finally, I let go too, my world turning white hot and electric.

A few minutes later, we’re sated and tangled together. She puts her hands on my chest and looks me in the eye. “Thank you.”

I laugh. “Why are you thanking me?”

“For understanding what I need. For giving it to me. Even if I didn’t know what I needed.”

“I like giving you what you need. You should stop worrying so much about people wondering if you like me. I know the truth. I know you do.”

“I do.”

But that’s the trouble. I have to keep it on this level. This I like you level. If I let loose the truth, I might lose her. I need her to feel safe with me, and safety means keeping myself at an arm’s length.

The problem is I don’t want an arm’s length between us anymore.

I’ve fallen for the woman I made a deal with.

That’s why I touched her like a starving man at the club, but this potent need didn’t start tonight. It ignited when she proposed this arrangement. It took root when I saw what she’d be willing to do for me and for Erik. Marrying her in my hometown only sealed the deal, and all the emotions that raced through me that night in Copenhagen, the ones that seemed strange and foreign then, are crystal clear now.

The falling is complete. It’s here. It’s happened, and now I’m in love with the woman in my arms.

But this woman needs me to be the kind of man who doesn’t fall so easily. And I need her to save my brother’s hopes and dreams.

I segue to something else entirely as I press a soft kiss to her neck. “Mmm. You smell good. You should write about other smells you like. If you don’t write about perfume, write about other scents.”

“Maybe I will,” she says, snuggling closer to me.

With her soft and malleable in my arms, it doesn’t feel like there are any boundaries.

But there are. There most definitely are.
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ELISE


Today . . .

A Scentsual Woman

Blog Post

My lovelies . . .

We must dispel a long-standing myth about tulips. There are some people who believe they aren’t fragrant. Isn’t that bananas? But we scentsual women know the truth.

Tulips are beguiling. They draw us in with their color, almost tricking us into thinking they won’t overwhelm our noses. But once we lean in and inhale them, we know the truth. They are fragrant in their own way. The tulip wants you to get a little closer, to understand its soft honey notes, to uncover a hint of apricot. It’s sweeter, softer, more floral, but with a touch of sex appeal.

That’s the tulip for you. Don’t let its pinwheel of colors seduce you into thinking it’s a one-trick flower. It has so much more to it.

This morning, I snipped some from my garden, brought them into my sun-drenched kitchen, and filled a pewter pitcher with water. I set the tulips in it and thought of why I sought them out today in the first place.

That brought a warmth to my heart.

By the way, it’s so nice to see you again. I’ve missed you all. I hope some of you can see me waving to you.

Yours in noses,

A Scentsual Woman
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CHRISTIAN


In the morning, I find her in the kitchen, wearing a camisole and knickers. She’s putting a plate of breakfast food together. There are no eggs in sight. “It looks great. Even without eggs.”

“Oh, are you an eggs-or-bust person?”

“Eggs are everything.”

She gestures to her purse, perched on her kitchen chair. “There’s a market around the corner. Let me go get you some.”

I step to her, cup her cheeks, and kiss her forehead. “No.”

“But I don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind going without. It’s just eggs.”

“It’s only around the corner.”

And I fall a little deeper because she wants to make me eggs. I’m so fucked. But if I let her get the eggs, I’ll be fucked royally. Yep, I have to chicken scratch a line in the sand. My new border comes from chickens. “Fruit and bread is perfect,” I tell her.

Over blueberries, a baguette, and a steaming cup of coffee, she takes out her iPad, a sheepish grin on her face. She taps on the screen then slides it over to me.

I read, and with each line about tulips, my grin grows. When I finish, I glance at the orange flowers on the table. “Happy?”

She nods, and there’s almost a childlike glee in her smile. I did this for her. I brought this feeling to her. “Very much so.”

After we eat, I help her clean up, then I nod to the door. “I should go.”

I don’t want to go. But I have to.

“Do you have to?”

My heart lurches toward her. I half wish she’d make this easier. The expiration date is so fucking far away, and I’m going to have to lie to her about how I feel for more than two months. “Don’t you need to bury yourself in work today?”

She shakes her head. “No. Do you want to bury yourself in me today instead?”

Like I’m resisting that.

I throw in the towel, toss her over my shoulder, and carry her up the stairs, two steps at a time.
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Later that week, I meet her after work at a brasserie. We grab a table on the pavement, under the awning.

“Does this mean we’re on a new schedule? Since it’s not Friday or Saturday night?” I take a drink of my beer as a ragtag group of street violinists on the corner serenades us.

“Hmm. It seems we have graduated to a more multi-tiered arrangement.”

“I knew I could wear you down.”

Laughing, she raises her wineglass, and gives me flirty eyes over the rim. “Was that your plan when you flashed me your parts way back when?”

“Absolutely. I’ve been waging a war of attrition ever since you got the Christian Ellison full monty treatment.”

She takes a drink of her wine. She hums as she sets it down, looking away, seemingly lost in thought. “Do you ever wonder what it would have been like if I’d found my way to The Jane?”

I take a swallow as I contemplate. “I’ve thought about that scenario many times. And I know the answer.”

She arches a brow. “Do tell.”

“We’d have had spectacular, wall-thumping sex that night, and I would’ve never seen you again.”

“Why?”

I lean forward. “Because you weren’t ready.”

She laughs, but it’s an awkward, uncomfortable sound. “I wasn’t ready?”

I shake my head. “Not for me to unleash my brilliant wit, effervescent charm, or full suite of bedroom services.”

“And how do you know I wasn’t ready for the full Christian?”

“Because I had to wear you down a whole year later. That’s how I know.”

She raises her glass. “Well then, I really ought to drink to your persistence.”

I wiggle an eyebrow and clink my bottle to her glass in a toast.

After a drink, she sets down her wine. “But I still think I might have given in sooner, rather than making you wait.”

I scoff. “Doubtful. You loved every second of making me wait.”

She grins. “Fine, let’s pretend we met, had spectacular sex, and you courted me for a whole year in Paris. And the entire time I was secretly delighted with your pursuits.”

“You were?” I like her story. I like it a lot.

“I was,” she says with a smile, and I catalog this slice of an evening as yet another moment when I want to tell her how she makes me feel. But I don’t. “And that will be our marriage cover story if anyone asks.”

“It’s a good story.”

“So’s the real one,” she says, and she’s making this harder by the second.

When we finish, she says she wants to head to a shopping street not far from where we are in Saint Vincent De Paul.

“Of course you want to shop.”

She taps my shoulder. “I want to get something for your mother. What does she like? What is she passionate about?”

“Besides the prospect of grandchildren?”

She rolls her eyes. “First, a marriage of convenience. Next, she’ll want grandchildren of convenience.”

“If she could get them, she would. But truth be told, she likes egg cups.”

Elise laughs. “That’s where your love of eggs comes from.”

I hold up my hands, shaking my head. “I have no need for egg cups. I just like the food.”

Like she has a radar in her, she zigs and zags through the streets till she finds a store that sells, among other things, quirky little egg cups. She picks one that’s blue with a chicken design, and later that evening back at her house, she wraps it up in sky-blue tissue paper with a silver bow. The finished product looks like something you would see in a department store, and my mother is going to love it.

I wish Elise wasn’t such a perfect temporary wife.

“You’re the perfect wife,” I tease.

“Because I don’t make demands?”

Make demands. Shower me in them. I’ll fulfill them all. “You could make an occasional one. I’d be okay with that,” I say with a wink.

“In that case, can I come see you play soccer?” she asks, using the American term for the sport I play.

“You want to watch me play?”

“I like you sweaty.”

“I’ll check the schedule and let you know when our next game is.” I loop an arm around her waist. “And then you can get sweaty with me after.”

“Obviously.”
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CHRISTIAN


My translation work has slowed, but that’s been deliberate. Once I stepped up to take over the transition of the firm, I couldn’t spend too much time cherry-picking Scandinavian businessmen and women to translate for. I’ve still nabbed the occasional plum gig—the kind I like best, where I’ll translate for a dignitary or a celebrity.

Mostly, my work is here in the Paris office with Erik.

As I finish off a spate of contracts, Erik slouches into my office. He looks like hell. His jaw hangs open. “She . . .”

It’s all he gets out.

“What is it? She what?”

“She found me where I was having lunch.”

“Are you kidding me?”

He sinks down into a chair, his head falling into his hands. I walk around the desk and sit next to him. “What happened?”

He sighs heavily. “I was eating. All I wanted was to have a sandwich in peace at the café I like.”

“The one she knows you like? The one she knows you go to?”

“Yes,” he says in a sad and angry hiss. “She showed up, took the seat across from me, and asked if I’d be willing to talk.”

“What did you say?” I ask nervously, because this hasn’t been easy in the least for him, and because I worry about the firm.

He looks up, his blue eyes full of melancholy. “I didn’t say anything, because I felt so fucking awful. I felt like I was still in love with her, and I hated feeling that way.”

I swallow roughly, hurting for my brother. “I hate that you feel that way.” I take a beat, then ask an important question. “What did she want?”

“She wanted to talk it out. Have a chat. She loves me, but she’s not in love with me,” he says, sketching air quotes.

I seethe. “That’s such a cop-out.”

“That’s not all.”

“What else?”

“She told me her sister is ill, and she doesn’t have enough money for the medical treatment, and that’s why she wanted to sell the firm.”

I scoff. “Lillian is ill? That’s a barking lie.”

“What if it’s true?”

I grip his shoulder. “Don’t believe her. She lied to you.”

He nods, his breath coming out shakily. “She tried to tell me it was the only way and couldn’t I look into my heart to help? And I said I would have helped her if we were together. She could have come to me for help.”

“What did she say?”

“She said she felt like she was always coming to me for help. That she needs to be able to do things on her own. That’s why she left.”

He winces, and I squeeze his shoulder again. “She’s messing with you, Erik. You know that, right? This all seems incredibly dodgy.”

“Does it?”

“Completely. Don’t let her manipulate you.”

His shoulders slump. “I don’t know how this went pear-shaped. I don’t know why I didn’t see it coming. I had literally no fucking clue she would take a knife from the butcher block and stab the serrated edge into me. And that’s how it feels now, Chris. That’s how it fucking feels.”

For a flash, I can hear Elise saying those same words. They sound precisely like how she must have felt when she learned of her husband’s transgression. And in this moment, my anger, fueled by the short straw that two people I care about were handed, intensifies. I hate that they were duped.

Erik’s voice breaks, but if tears were coming, he tamps them down, drawing a sharp and angry breath. “It’s not right that you and Elise are putting on this whole production for me.”

“I think I can manage pretending to like Elise a little bit,” I deadpan. If he only knew the half of it—that I’m pretending not to be completely mad about her.

“Yeah? It’s not so awful?”

“We’re faking it fine, thank you very much. Enough about me. I want to know how I can help you. Do you still love her?”

He moans and shakes his head, then nods. “Yes, no. Yes, no. I want to be over her.” He pushes out a strained laugh. “Can you get me a pill? Something, anything to make me not feel a thing for Jandy?”

I smile faintly. “If there were one, I’d get it. But in the meantime, want to go to the movies and see a stupid Will Ferrell comedy? Those always make you laugh.”

He smiles, as if he can’t help it. “Talladega Nights?” He places his hands together as if praying. “If there’s a goddess, then some theater will be showing Talladega Nights.”

“That theater is known as Netflix, I believe.”

But there’s also a theater in the second arrondissement where we find a Will Ferrell “retrospective” is underway, so I steal him from the office and take him to see Ricky Bobby tear up the racetrack.

If this isn’t fate looking out for us, I don’t know what it is.
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When Friday arrives, Elise texts me to tell me she’ll be at the field a few minutes before the game starts.

I write back that I’ll see her when she arrives, and I’ll kick a goal for her. I finish my stretches and look around once more.

A woman calls out my name. But the voice isn’t the one I want to hear.

I look over to the edge of the field to see a tall woman with high cheekbones and dirty-blond hair.

“Christian, can we chat?”

It’s my brother’s wife.
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ELISE


My stomach flip-flops, and my hands are cold. I press the elevator button for the sixth floor, wishing I wasn’t so nervous.

But this chance feels so big.

The Luxe isn’t only a potential client. It’s a potential client who could vault me to the next level. This is the goal I’ve been reaching for.

As I wait, my phone dings and a new note from John Thompson pops up on the screen. My nerves twist higher as I open it.

Time to grab that drink? :)

I close it. I don’t want to be thinking of my competition when I walk into Nate Harper’s office at his request. I do my best to sweep John from my mind.

The elevator arrives, and I step inside, shutting off my phone as I head to Nate’s floor. The receptionist escorts me to his office and asks if I want anything.

“Water would be great.” My throat is a desert.

I glance around at his office, a handsome space with a leather couch, a black desk with only a framed photo of what looks to be Nate and his wife, and a manila folder on the wood surface. Pictures of his hotel properties from around the world adorn the walls, as well as another shot of the pretty blond woman with her arms around him under a sunset on the beach. They look happy—100 percent, genuinely happy. I can see it in their eyes.

Nate strides in with a glass of water and hands it to me. “Here you go, Elise,” he says with a smile.

I take a gulp and set down the glass, then shake his hand.

“Please take a seat,” he says, and nerves scale my body again as I sit.

He leans against the desk. “I met with a few agencies, and it came down to you and Thompson Group.”

My shoulders tense. Then, a horrid idea smashes into me. Should I have met with John Thompson after all? Would that have helped? Did I miss a chance again, even though all my instincts told me to stay the course? But meeting with the competition during the pitch phase isn’t wise. It’s not how it’s done.

“We will be outsourcing some of the media work to his shop,” Nate says, and I hold my breath. “He really knows some aspects well. But the bulk of the work is yours, and I’m pleased to offer Durand Media the contract to oversee the advertising campaign for our new European resort rollout.”

I float to the sky, a thousand stars twinkling brightly. “I’m so thrilled. I can’t wait to start.”

“Can you go to New York next week? To meet with some of my executives there?”

“I’d love to.”

This feels like more than winning. It feels like I can trust my gut again. That is the ultimate victory.
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I head to the soccer field on a professional cloud nine, ready to root for my husband from the sidelines. I’m going to be the loudest wife there is. Wife. I didn’t think I’d slap that designation on myself ever again.

But being Christian’s wife has been more than fun. It’s been exactly what I needed in some unexpected way. Even though it’s only been a few weeks, I’ve learned that the institution of marriage, in and of itself, isn’t a farce.

Marriage can be a place for honesty, and openness, and communication. I rewind to the way we tease each other, how we talk frankly about nearly everything. I never had that with Eduardo. He was all wine and roses and romantic escapades. He was a master at seduction and he Casanova’d me.

It all felt so thrilling at the time, but as I reach the field and spot the silhouette of a tall, strapping man whose ring matches mine, I’m keenly aware that this marriage of convenience feels infinitely more real. My heart kicks faster when I see Christian, beats harder. Something powerful, something hopeful is brewing inside me. Come to think of it, the brewing is done. It feels more like my heart is brimming. Christian Ellison has done so much more for me than my first husband ever did, and I can’t wait to share my work news, to throw my arms around him, and to holler his name from the sidelines.

When I reach the field, I furrow my brow. He’s talking to a woman, and while that doesn’t bother me, something about her feels eerily familiar.

I don’t know why. Maybe it’s in the way she stands, arms crossed at her chest, jaw tight.

In an instant I know who she is, and I burn. I want to tell that con woman she never deserved Christian’s brother. I want to tell her for him, for me, and for anyone who’s ever been tricked in that sort of nefarious, underhanded way.

Righteous indignation sparks in me as I stride over and wrap an arm around my husband. Possessively. Letting her know we’re together. We’re a team.

She stares at Christian. “Can we please talk?”

“What do you need to say that can’t be discussed in a boardroom?”

Jandy gestures to me. “Is this the new Mrs. Ellison?”

He smacks his forehead. “Oh, wherever are my manners? Jandy, please let me introduce you to Elise Ellison.”

I didn’t take his name when we married, but I don’t mind that he calls me by it now. In fact, I like the sound of it. I wrap my arm tighter around his shoulder as he turns to me.

“Elise, this is Jandy. The woman who broke my brother’s heart.”

Jandy sighs heavily, as if it’s so exhausting to have to hear such a description. She extends her hand to shake. Her skin is cold. “Lovely to meet you,” she says, clearly lying.

“Pleasure to meet you.”

Christian stares at her point-blank then taps his watch. “Why are you here? I have a match, and I know you disturbed Erik during lunch, which pisses me right the fuck off. Can’t you at least let the man have a sandwich in peace?”

I recoil when I hear what she did, and I jump in instinctively. “That’s the least you can do. Let my brother-in-law be.”

Jandy ignores me and speaks to Christian again, her voice shaky. “Can we talk? Can we work something out? I really need to help my sister. Surely, you can understand helping a sibling.”

“I can also understand when someone is full of shit,” he says calmly, and I squeeze his arm, proud of him for giving this woman hell. She deserves hell. “You never said a word about your sister being sick, and all of a sudden you pull this notion out of thin air to prey on Erik’s sympathies. Well, I’ve got none for you. Zero. Zilch. You can’t prey on mine. I checked her Facebook page, and she went tubing down a hill yesterday.”

“That picture was from earlier in the year,” Jandy protests, then seems to shift gears, softening her tone. “Please. Let’s work together.”

He rubs his ear. “What’s that you said? Work something out? How on earth could we work something out?”

“I thought we could strike some sort of deal.” She gestures from him to me. “Like you two clearly have.”

My jaw drops. “Excuse me?”

“Oh, come now. You’ve been married a couple of weeks.” She turns to Christian. “That’s when her picture showed up on your Facebook page. Do you think I’m stupid?”

I laugh then cover my mouth.

Jandy glares at me. “Is something funny?”

I raise my chin. “It’s funny that you would ask that because I don’t think ‘stupid’ is the word anyone would use to describe you.”

She parks a hand on her waist, her elbow akimbo. “What word would you use?”

Oh, she’s walking into this one. “Cold.”

Christian raises a hand. “Callow.”

“Cruel.”

I flash Christian a wicked grin. “Classless.”

Jandy holds up a hand, but my husband gets in the last dig. “Cutting.”

“I second that. You’re totally cutting,” I add.

“You don’t know me,” she says, raising her chin. “You don’t understand what I’ve been through.”

Christian shakes his head, sneering. “Enough of the whole daddy talk. I don’t know what your issues are, and I don’t want to know. But this isn’t how you treat someone who treated you like the world. You were everything to my brother. He gave you his heart, and you stomped on it like it was rubbish.”

Her jaw is set hard, but her eyes are glossy. She seems to steel herself though, speaking through tight lips. “You don’t know me, and this isn’t about me.”

Christian holds up his hands. “Oh, it’s not about you? Then enlighten me. What is this about?”

“I came here because it’s clear this is some kind of sham marriage to trick the shareholders.”

Christian arches a brow. “Sham marriage?”

“Do you two really think they won’t be able to tell you married her simply to try to keep the company?”

“One, my grandfather’s trust outlined precisely how the firm would be handed over. Two, Elise and I are legally married, and three⁠—”

“How dare you suggest you know something about our marriage? You know nothing,” I say.

She snaps her gaze to me. “I know you married only a few weeks ago. And prior to that, I’d not heard you so much as existed.”

I step closer. “And do you know I met Christian more than a year ago? Do you know he asked me out on our first date last June on a boat tour in his hometown? Do you know we were on the same plane flying home? Do you know he courted me for a year?” I grab my phone, click on my handstand photos, and shove the screen in her face, covering his bottom half with my thumb. “Do you know I have pictures of him from that time because I was so utterly transfixed with him, and I believed fate had brought him into my life?”

Jandy stammers, her eyes welling again. “Umm.”

“Exactly. You know nothing.” I put my phone away, grab Christian’s arm, and plant a possessive kiss on his cheek. One that says he’s mine. I do it again. And God, I do it a third time, then I turn back to the woman who had inadvertently pushed me closer to him. “You know nothing because our relationship is private, and it has nothing to do with you that Christian is the most wonderful husband in the world. Before that he was a fantastic fiancé, and before that he was an incredible boyfriend. Even before all that, he pursued me and totally won me over. So yeah. Game over. He’s mine, and I’m his, and there’s nothing you can suggest to anyone in the whole wide world that’ll obviate the truth.”

I give her a checkmate look, and she huffs. I don’t care about her anymore. I care about the man by my side.

I grab his face in my hands and press a searing kiss to his lips that has nothing fake in it at all.

In fact, as I kiss him, the thought flashes like a neon sign turned on. There’s nothing fake between us.

Everything, all of it, from my mind to my heart, is genuine.

When we break the kiss, Christian glances at Jandy and makes a shooing gesture. “Off you go.”

She leaves, her tail between her legs.

I turn back to him.

“You were amazing.”

“I got the account,” I blurt out.

“I knew it. I bloody knew it.” He picks me up and spins me around. “So proud of you.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you.”

A game whistle sounds.

“I need to go,” he says, setting me down. “But we are going to celebrate the hell out of you winning the account.”

“Go, go.”

He runs to the field, and I spend the next hour watching the man I feel everything for play a game.

I came into this arrangement believing my walls were fortified. That my lessons learned would serve as armor for my heart.

But this time, I wasn’t the one fooled. I fooled myself into thinking I could keep from letting him into my heart. That’s where he is.

I’ve fallen in love with my temporary husband.

As he scores a goal and thrusts his arms in the air in victory, I cheer wildly for him. He looks over, a grin lighting his handsome face as he points to me. It’s exhilarating, this moment of connection. My heart somersaults, trying to kick its way free and gallop over to him.

I want that. I want that terribly, and more than I should.

But that’s the problem. Love isn’t supposed to be part of the terms for us, and it’s absolutely not permissible for me.

Love is a terrifying choice. That’s why I’ve built walls. He wasn’t supposed to tear them down. I wasn’t supposed to let him knock them to rubble with all his kisses, and his tender touches, and his sweet and dirty and thoughtful ways with me.

My shoulders tense and curl inward, and I want to simultaneously run to him and run the other way.

Most of all, I want a new road map, one that’ll lead me through this unknown terrain where I’ll have to fake my feelings for him for the next few months.
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That night nothing is fake.

There’s nothing false about the way he looks at me as I undress. Or how he climbs over me and sinks inside.

There’s not a single fictional moment between us as I wrap my arms and legs around him and draw him in deep.

He swivels his hips and moves in languid, lingering strokes that drive me to the edge of pleasure, to the edge of the world.

“God. This,” he whispers roughly in my ear.

“I know.”

We fall into silence again because it’s too hard to talk, too hard to give words to all these emotions whipping through me like a storm. But as he sweeps his lips against my neck, down my throat, I shudder. It feels like we’re making love. Like we’re saying new phrases with our bodies. Talking in a bold new language. One that says I love this, and you’re mine, and let’s not stop, let’s never stop.

Soon, I’m seeing stars and saying his name, and this feels like surrendering to love.

It’s terrifying and beautiful at the same time.
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The bell above the door chimes as I walk into the air-conditioned sugary paradise. Candy welcomes me, and I need it.

Falling in love is the worst. It’s total agony, and as far as I can tell, sugar and wine are the only potential antidotes.

It’s too early today to hit the bottle. Ergo, I’m here, three miserable days after the realization that I’m stupid for Christian.

Veronica finishes with a customer, and when the gray-haired lady leaves with her bag of red sugar lips, my friend calls me over. She flinches as she studies my face. “Uh-oh.”

“Uh-oh what?”

She dips her hand into the candy case and grabs a gummy bear. “I can tell by the furrow in your brow that you need this desperately.”

“Wouldn’t a furrow in the brow suggest I need Botox instead?”

She shakes her head, her ponytail whipping side to side. “These are infused with champagne.”

“By all means, then, give me a bottle’s worth of gummy bears.” I take the squishy candy and pop it into my mouth. A tiny burst of bubbly spills on my tongue.

“Tell me. What brings you to my office? Want to lie down, put up your feet, and tell me all your woes as I feed you candy?”

“Yes, Dr. Candy Freud. That sounds like exactly what I need.” I stare at her from across the display. “Also, is it obvious I’m out of sorts?”

She makes a square near my forehead with her hands. “Like a big neon sign that says ‘forlorn.’”

I sigh, wishing that it were easier to fall in love. I wish too that I could serve up the truth without feeling like I’m a traitor to myself. But since the night at the club, since the soccer game, since later that same night at my house, I am guilty of treason.

My heart skipped out sometime after midnight and ran away from me, flinging itself at Christian. Now here I am, popping champagne gummy bears into my mouth.

I don’t even like gummy bears. I like cinnamon sticks and clarity. I like walls and safety.

And I like Christian. More than all those other things. I like him more than buying gifts. My shoulders sag. “I might, possibly, just a little bit, have fallen for the man I married,” I say in a low confession, waiting for the reprimand.

Veronica squeals and punches the air, up, down, over and over, like it’s a new workout routine.

I scoff. “Why are you excited? It’s awful. My chest aches. I feel like I have a stomach bug all the time. And my brain is operating at hazy levels, like the weather report inside my head says smog for miles.”

She smiles wickedly. “Because I was right. Being right is such a wonderful moment that it must be celebrated.”

“Fine, you were right. I’m not a cinnamon stick,” I grumble.

She points at me, so pleased with herself, as she speaks in a sing-song voice. “You’re a lemon gumdrop, Elise.”

I shove another champagne bear in my mouth. “I’m going to turn into a drunk gummy bear.”

She rubs her hands together. “What are you going to do?”

“Keep faking it?” I offer.

“Why?”

“Because that’s what this is. Now I have to fake things in a whole new way. I have to pretend I don’t want to throw myself at him and wrap my arms around him every time I see him. I have to act like I don’t want to smother him in kisses and tell him he’s the one.” I cringe at the words tumbling from my lips. “What’s wrong with me? Falling in love is awful. It turns your brain to mush.”

She grabs a large silver bowl and stirs the sugar mix in it with a wooden spoon. “Or you could say, ‘I want to make hot Viking babies with you.’”

“You know he’s only half Viking, right?”

She waves her free hand dismissively. “The babies would be one quarter Viking, one quarter Brit, one quarter French, one quarter American, and one hundred percent awesome.” She squeals as she stirs. “And you’d be so cute pregnant. An adorable little creature waddling around in your cute glasses and hot skirts.”

I shoot her an admonishing stare. “You’re not helping.”

“Oh, sorry. Did you want me to say ‘I told you so’ again? Would that help?” She adopts a too-perfect smile.

“No.”

Setting down the spoon, she gives me a stern stare, but softens her voice. “Then what do you need? Elise, you married him. You were and are attracted to him. You learned he’s brilliant and wonderful, and you have feelings for him. Do you think he reciprocates?”

An image of Christian over me, his crystal-blue eyes gazing into mine, blasts before me. An involuntary fleet of tingles spreads down my body. Then, as I think about how he talks to me, how he treats me, my heart turns warm, like it’s radiating in my chest. “Just because he makes me feel all soft inside, and just because he likes to spend time with me, doesn’t mean there’s anything deeper.”

“Or does it? Maybe it means you can date your husband.”

I furrow my brow. “Date my husband?”

“Yes. Date him. Keep going. Screw the expiration date. Just keep on keeping on with him even when the deal expires.”

I suppose that’s a possibility. We could always finish the job, so to speak, but keep working overtime. Of course, that assumes he wants to, and I’ve no idea if he does.

My phone rings, and I grab it from my purse. Nate called earlier, asking me to move my flight up to tomorrow, so I did. Maybe it’s him again. But I don’t recognize the number. In case it’s a prospective new client, I answer quickly. “Hello, this is Elise.”

“Elise, this is Diana. I’m in town, and I have something that I believe is yours.”

The other wife’s voice shoots me to another time, as my past shoves itself into my present.
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When Oliver flies to Paris, I meet him after his appointments and we make our way to the river. He’s taking off for New York tomorrow. As we cross the avenue, a woman asks us where the nearest pharmacy is.

Oliver stares blankly at her, while I gesture in the direction, answering in French. “Prenez à droite, ce sera au coin de la rue,” telling her to take a right since it’s around the corner.

“Merci,” she calls out.

I smack my cousin’s arm. “You should learn French.”

Oliver huffs and gives me an annoyed look. “Did you ask me to join you for a drink so you could give me Important Life Advice on language skills.”

“Of course. My advice is excellent.”

“You need a job.”

“I have a job. I’m busy constantly,” I say, since tomorrow I’m working for a Danish investor who’s in Paris to meet with some potential French business partners.

“Yet, you found time to tell me what to do. Or did you ask me to join you for a stroll along the river so you could ask moi for advice?”

“Impressive how you’d assume I need your advice rather than your fine company for a drink, you wanker. We’re supposed to be getting a beer.”

He laughs. “I never forget beer.”

But as we head to the pub, I soldier myself for the advice I actually need. “What would you say if I told you that you were right about mixing business with pleasure?”

He laughs as we turn the corner. “Of course I’m right. I’m an excellent judge of many things.”

“So, this woman I’m married to . . .”

“Wait. Nooooo. No, you didn’t.” He stares at me with wide eyes. Points accusingly. “You did. You fell for her.”

“Want to remind me that you warned me about this?”

“If I were to, I’d remind you quite specifically that you said, ‘We aren’t mixing business with pleasure. We’re uniting for two mutual goals.’”

“That sounds like something I’d say.”

Oliver claps me on the back. “So you did it. You mixed business with pleasure. And I presume you’re about to give men a bad name and crush her heart?”

“No. Remember when I said she’d break mine?”

He stops. His voice drops lower, etched with concern. “Has she?”

“Seems destined to happen. She doesn’t want anything serious. She’s made that clear.”

He frowns. “She has?”

“Crystal clear from the start.”

“And you do? Want something more?”

I nod. “I want so much more.”

“Then I clearly owe you a pint because that’s a sad story.”

We walk in silence for a bit till we reach my favorite pub. As he pulls open the door, Oliver says, “On the other hand, you could lay it out there for her.”

I knit my brow.

He grabs at his chest as if reaching inside. “Take your heart and serve it up on a platter—and hope to hell she doesn’t chop it into mincemeat.”

I laugh, but it’s a sullen sound. Knowing Elise, that’d send her scurrying over her fortified walls into a whole new kind of retreat.

But as my cousin heads inside, I stop at the door, thinking of the other night, the things we said.

What if she feels the same? What if she’s starting to figure out that this marriage of convenience has turned, unexpectedly, into something more?

I need to give her time. I need to give her the chance to figure out what I’ve already learned: we could be more than a deal.

That’s what I need to do for the rest of the arrangement. Treat her like a queen and listen for any sign that she might be on the same page as I am.

Then, seize the chance.
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Later that evening, I’m working late at my home. Erik and I have finished a new deal, and it’s coming together beautifully. But it requires a fine attention to detail, and I’m this close to exhausted from reading contracts most of the day.

Erik jumps up from the table where we’re working. He paces the living room, muttering.

I glance up from the screen on his fifth lap across the carpet. “You okay?”

“I can’t believe she tracked you down at the game the other day,” he says, disgust thick in his voice. I’d told him what happened at the match. “I can’t believe she’s inserting herself into everything.”

“Don’t let it get to you,” I say gently, as I tap the screen. “Let’s try to finish this off.”

He shoves his hands into his hair. “I can’t focus. The more I think about it, the angrier I get. I’m so bloody ticked off.”

His jaw is tight, and his eyes are fiery. It’s a look I hardly ever see on my brother. “Erik, come on. Let’s focus on this, order some takeaway, and watch a stupid show.”

He shakes his head vigorously. “I can’t. I need to go for a run.” He darts into the guest room where he’s been staying and emerges a minute later with running shorts and trainers on. He heads to the door in a flurry. “I’ll work when I come back. I need to clear my head. See Elise, or whatever you want to do.”

He leaves, and I hunker down, finishing the read-through. When I’m done, I decide seeing Elise sounds brilliant, especially since she’s leaving for New York soon.

I text her, but she writes back and tells me she’s busy tonight.

Somehow, this bothers me more than it should.
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What does one wear to have a drink with her former sister-wife?

That’s a question you won’t find in most etiquette guides.

As I peruse my closet, I opt for a skirt and a sleeveless top. It’s July, and it’s hot in this city.

I stare at my reflection. Should I wear my hair up or down? What’s the proper hairstyle for having drinks with the woman who shared the same man with you, unbeknownst to each other?

But it doesn’t matter how I wear my hair. Tonight isn’t about the odd connection we share. Tonight isn’t about him.

It’s about what she found of mine, and I can’t wait.
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I’m laughing so hard I’m crying.

“Oh God, stop. You have to stop,” I say between breaths at the café. “I can’t take it anymore.”

My one-time sister-wife runs a hand through her thick brown hair as she tells me a story about a book she just acquired at the publishing house she oversees in Barcelona. It’s a collection of essays about men who love cats. It’s absurd and the sheer absurdity is cracking us up. “And the best thing about men who love cats is they have learned to respect your moods. What could be better training for moods than a feline?”

I chuckle as I lift my glass of red, returning to the last time I had drinks with her. It was like discovering I had a long-lost twin. We’d compared notes about all the strange things we’d had in common our whole lives. Now, we’re talking about cats, and work, and life. Diana feels like she could be a friend, if she lived in town. “So, how are you doing? Are you well?”

A smile spreads on her face as she takes a drink of iced tea. “Yes, and I’m getting married again.”

My jaw drops. “Seriously?”

She pats her belly. “The reason I ordered no wine tonight? I’m three months pregnant.”

I reach across the tiny table and give her a hug. “Congratulations! I'm so happy for you. What’s he like?”

With a wry smile, Diana lifts a brow and whispers sardonically, “He’s honest.”

We both crack up.

“He also likes cats, but not so much he’d write an essay about them.”

“That’s excellent. That’s all you really need.”

She raises her index finger. “Honesty, chemistry, and a loyalty to felines that’s in line with my own. We have all those in spades.”

“I’ll drink double for both of us, then.”

“What about you? Have you met anyone? I see you have a ring,” she says, as if it’s a secret I’m waiting to spill.

And it kind of is.

I stare at my wedding band, and on the surface, the story is too crazy to tell. But those details aren’t what matter most. It’s what’s behind them. “I met someone, and he’s wonderful. He makes me happy in a way I didn’t think I could be happy again. But sometimes I’m scared to fully surrender to the way I feel for him,” I admit, taking a deep breath. “How did you let go of the fear?”

She brings her hands together and imitates diving. “You jump off the cliff.”

“That’s it?” I ask. She makes it sound so simple.

“You let go of it by letting go of it. It’s hard, and it’s easy at the same time.” She dips her hand into her purse. “And here is this little item. I’m glad it’s returning to its rightful owner.”

I rub my palms eagerly. I never thought it would find its way to me again. I still won’t believe it till I verify it with my own two eyes. “Yes, come to mama.”

Diana laughs. “I was sorting through my old boxes, and I came across it in one of his jackets. I remembered you had worn one that was similar last time I saw you, and that’s why I reached out. I thought you might want it.”

She opens her palm, and I gasp. My heart cartwheels as I reach for the cheap, faux-silver chain with a taxicab charm on it. “I can’t believe you found it.” I stare at the necklace in wonder. It means nothing, and it means everything. It’s just a thing, but it’s a thing that’s come home. “My brother gave this to me years ago. I had it for most of my life, and I never knew what happened to it.”

Diana shrugs happily. “Maybe fate wanted you to have it again.”

There’s that word again. Fate. Does fate have anything to do with the whereabouts of a necklace my brother gave me when I was six? Does fate have any role in anything?

When I put it on, I don’t think of my brother. I think of Christian, and I want to tell him that maybe I do believe in fate. Just a little bit. Maybe I do believe we were meant to meet again. Maybe this necklace was meant to come back to me. Maybe everything in my life has led me to this moment. To the realization that all I have to do to find happiness is step off the cliff.

When we’re done and it’s time to say goodbye, I hug her tightly. “I’m glad you found this, and I’m thrilled to have it again.” I tug her closer. “Good luck, Diana. I want you to have a beautiful life.”

“I want the same for you.”

A lump rises in my throat. I never thought I’d be here today, on the other side. The side of letting go, of being free. But as I walk away, touching my taxicab charm, I’m sure that’s exactly where I am.

I’m heading to New York tomorrow, and tonight I want to see Christian. I call him.

“Hello?”

I flinch at the voice on the other end of the line. “Erik?”

“Sorry, yeah. I answered his phone. I just returned home from a long run and he’s sound asleep.”

“Oh,” I say, my heart plunging into disappointment. “He must have been tired.”

“He’s zonked. How are you?”

I cross the street, doing my best to table my desire to see Christian. “I’m good. And you?”

“Brilliant. Never been better. In fact, I was going to call you.”

“You were?”

“I need your help with something, and I know you’re already helping with so much already, but I hope you won’t mind.”

He tells me what he needs. I like Erik. I care about him. I also want to do right for the brother of the man I love.

I say yes, and he tells me he’ll swing by early in the morning to pick me up.
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Erik picks me up in an Uber at seven on the dot. I send Christian a text letting him know I’m helping his brother with a project. But I don’t hear back from him. “Where’s Christian?”

“Griffin convinced him to run six miles or something this morning. He’s insane.”

“Totally mad,” I tease, but a seed of worry gnaws at me. “Is he okay?” It’s odd that I didn’t talk to him last night, but then again, he went to bed early. Maybe I’m reading something into nothing.

“He’s busy at work,” Erik says absently, staring out the car window. His mind is clearly elsewhere, and I don’t know where that elsewhere is. Erik didn’t tell me much. He simply said he wanted a woman’s company to pay a visit to Jandy.

“Do you think she’s going to listen to me? She didn’t seem too fond when she showed up at the match.”

He turns back to me. “I’ll do the talking. I want you there because she has issues with men, due to a poor relationship with her father. I’m now the man on the outside, so I don’t want to set off those subconscious issues.”

“I understand,” I say, though I don’t entirely. But I’m impressed Erik has such a strong read on the woman’s psyche.

“I called her sister last night after I finished my run.”

I arch a brow, curious. “What did she say?”

His jaw is set hard in anger. “Jandy’s story about Lillian being ill sounded dodgy, and I was right on that count. Lillian said she was in a car accident and took a few days off work. She had whiplash. She’s not having hundreds of thousands of euros in medical treatment, like Jandy made it seem.”

“That’s good. It’s good she’s not ill.”

“It also means Jandy is off her trolley.”

“Well, yes,” I say softly.

When we arrive at the café, Erik thanks the driver, and we snag a table inside. A minute later, the woman who confronted me at the soccer field arrives, stopping in her tracks when she sees me. She points. “What’s she doing here?”

“It’s easier for me this way, and I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say,” Erik replies.

“Hello, Jandy,” I say, doing my best to be civil, though I’m sure she wants to throttle me as much as I want to throttle her.

“Hello,” she says, but her voice is wobbly, and her eyes look tired, as if she hasn’t slept in days.

Erik stands and pulls out a chair. Jandy pauses, regards it, then sits.

Erik takes a deep breath and looks straight at her. “I get that you’re not in love with me. I truly get it. It hurts like hell, but I’m not going to dwell.”

My heart aches for him, and I want to tell him it gets better. Instead, I simply listen.

Jandy murmurs a thank you.

Because listening to her husband talk about his feelings would be oh-so-hard. I resist the urge to slap her—mostly because I’ve never slapped anyone. I’m sure I’d botch it.

“But I need this to stop.” Erik’s tone is crisp and clear. Dominant, even.

Jandy flinches. “What do you need to stop?”

He slices a hand through the air. “All of it. You coming up to me at lunch, you seeing my family at matches, you making up stories about your sister. It has to stop.”

Jandy breathes out hard through her nose. Her top lip quivers. “And you think coming here will make it stop?”

She sounds as if she’s trying to be tough, but her will is breaking.

“I have an offer for you.”

That makes me sit up taller. He didn’t mention an offer.

Jandy shakes her head, worrying her lip, glancing at me. She lowers her voice. “I don’t want to discuss this with other people present.”

“Please,” Erik implores.

She shakes her head and folds her arms.

“I’ll step outside,” I suggest, since outside is a mere ten feet away.

“That’s fine,” Erik says.

I leave and pace on the sidewalk, hoping to hell and heaven and back that he isn’t caving and giving her his share of the company. I text Christian again to see what he’s up to, but he doesn’t respond. I spend a few minutes making sure I’m checked into my flight in a couple hours, then I send a note to my brother, since I’ll see him soon.

Briefly, I contemplate inviting Christian to join me in New York, and the idea sends a thrill through me. I’d love to show him my old stomping grounds. I’d love to take him around the city, to kiss him in Central Park, along Fifth Avenue, and by the Met.

But I resist. He’s clearly busy, and I have work to focus on with Nate and the Luxe. The cliff will have to wait.

Soon enough, Erik steps through the doorway of the café and onto the sidewalk, a gleam of triumph in his eyes.

He doesn’t look back at Jandy as she walks along the street, her head tucked down, until she fades into the early morning crowds. He simply walks toward me, a few sheets of paper in his hand.

“You look pleased,” I remark.

He beams. “I am. I struck a deal, and she said yes. Let me go track down Christian so we can tell him everything.”

I’m dying to know everything too.
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Twenty minutes later, we walk into another café across the city, and Christian is waiting, drinking a coffee at an outdoor table. He runs a hand through his hair, slick with sweat from his run. A smile seems to tug at the corner of his lips when he spots me, but then it fades. He stands and drops a kiss to my cheek, and I wrap an arm around him, craving a bit of closeness. “Hi.” His voice sounds strained.

“Hi,” I say, and nerves thread through me. Christian seems cooler than usual. I want to ask him why, but Erik has a bulldog puppy inhabiting him today.

Erik clamps one hand on my shoulder and the other on Christian’s, separating us as he chuckles like Santa Claus. “And that kind of show won’t be necessary any longer.” Erik grabs a chair and parks his hands behind his head, clearly pleased with himself.

“What do you mean?” Christian asks as he takes a seat too. I do the same.

Erik’s grin stretches from Paris to Copenhagen. “She sold me her shares.”

My eyes widen.

Christian’s jaw comes unhinged. “What?”

He slaps the papers on the table victoriously. “I was tired of her games. So I made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. I knew when she tracked you down at the match that she was at the end of her rope, so I figured I had a shot at putting an end to this whole ruse.” He gestures from Christian to me, and his smile grows. He is the portrait of a proud man. A man who solved a problem. “The two of you were tremendous. You came through for me, and I can’t thank you both enough. But I’m tired of being the pathetic loser who begged his brother to marry a woman he was merely shagging so I could stay in charge of a company.”

I bristle at the way Erik describes me, especially since Christian and I weren’t even sleeping together till after we tied the knot. “Is that how you described this?” I ask my husband.

He slashes a hand through the air. “No. Absolutely not.”

Erik waves a hand. He’s undeterred. “You know what I’m getting at. The two of you had a deal. You made a deal for me, and I bloody love you for it. But we all know the score. You like each other. But no one is in love here, so you shouldn’t have to fake it, and now you don’t.” He leans back and swipes one palm across the other. “Problem solved.”

“What?” Christian and I speak the one-word question at the same time, looking at each other, then at Erik.

I straighten my spine, part my lips, and am this close to asking Christian what his brother means with the whole not in love comment, when realization smacks me hard. Erik knows Christian doesn’t love me. Of course he knows. They’re brothers, they’re besties—they know all the things.

My heart crashes to the floor and shatters into thousands of jagged bits. A tear slaloms down my cheek, and I wipe the traitorous evidence away as quickly as I can. Neither one of them notices since they’re focused on each other.

My fingers shake, and I hurt.

I hurt everywhere.

“Why did you do this?” Christian asks his brother in a heavy tone.

Erik slams his fist on the table in excitement. “I needed to be a man and solve my shit. So I made her a ridiculous offer for her shares, and she said yes. I figured she’s realized her gambit failed, and I bought out her shares for more than they’re worth to get her off my back and out of my life. She signed the papers Oliver’s firm drew up, and I’m the majority shareholder again.” He beams again, no clue that his news has cracked me in two. “I now pronounce you ex-husband and ex-wife. Why don’t you let me buy you breakfast, so Elise can be on her way to the airport?”

I sit in stunned silence, unsure what to say to anyone but the waiter. I ask for a coffee, but when I’m halfway through, I can’t take it any longer. I can’t take sitting here across from Christian while Erik prattles on about next steps for the firm and deals he wants to put together. He fires ideas at Christian, who weighs in matter-of-factly, as if he’s ended one business deal and is embarking on another.

Why on earth should I stay? I’m not needed. This is business for them. We don’t need to play pretend anymore.

I stand. “I need to go.” I do my best to erase the sound of tears from my voice, but I’m not sure I’m successful. “Flight to catch.”

“Your trip is today?” Christian asks, curiously.

I nod as I step away from the table so I can hail a taxi. Erik and I say goodbye, then I answer Christian. “Yes, Nate moved it up by two days. I called last night to tell you, but Erik answered.”

“And invited you to go along to see Jandy?” he says, as if he’s putting puzzle pieces together.

I nod, swallowing in the words, because if I speak I will break down.

Christian signals to his brother that he’ll be right back, then he follows me down the sidewalk, his brow furrowed. “Did you know he was going to make the offer?”

I shake my head, forcing myself to speak as evenly as I can. “No idea. He said he couldn’t face her alone.”

“He went in there on his own and did it?”

I take a breath. “He said he needed company, and I said yes because I wanted to be helpful.”

He nods a few times and hums. “You’ve always wanted to be helpful.”

“I suppose.”

He says okay, and I can’t read his expression or tell what he means. Then he speaks quietly. “He thinks we want to be over.”

My heart jams its way to my throat, as a cruel, fresh new realization sets in. Maybe this is fate. Maybe fate is trying to save me from jumping off the cliff. “We can be free now, I guess.”

“Is that what you want?” he asks, his voice sounding heavier than usual.

Tears sting the back of my eyes as a taxi down the block turns on its indicator light, signaling that it’s coming my way. “I want to be happy.”

I thought that was with him, but his happiness isn’t with me. It’s better I know that now, so I can keep moving forward. Absently, I run a finger over the taxicab charm necklace.

“You found it?”

“Diana, the other wife. She was in town. She brought it to me.”

He knits his brow. “That’s who you were seeing last night?”

“Yes.”

He shakes his head and drags a hand through his hair. “You didn’t tell me you were seeing her.”

“I planned to. I didn’t have a chance yet.”

“Listen.” His voice is heavy. “There’s a lot we need to talk about.”

I nod as the green car wedges itself along the curb next to me. “I’m sure we’ll have paperwork to file.”

He grabs my arm. “I’m not talking about paperwork. I’m talking about us.”

The cab driver honks, and that’s my cue. “Of course.” We need to define the terms of the untangling just as we did the entanglement. “I should probably focus on my new account, though, when I’m gone. How about we work out all that stuff when I return?” I paste on a cheery grin as I grab the door handle.

He grabs it too, reaching for my hand. “Let me ride with you. Let’s talk now. I can’t let you go on this trip with this hanging between us. Even if we don’t need to be married, I still want you in my life.”

Wanting me in his life isn’t the same. It’s not the same as what I want.

I want him. I want him as my husband, my Friday-night lover, and my business partner, all rolled in one.

And since I can’t have that, I don’t know if I can handle anything at all, even if the thought tears me in two.

I bite the inside of my lip. I can’t break down now. I can’t, and I won’t. “I can’t talk right now,” I say, pushing out the words so I don’t let loose a rainstorm.

The driver honks his horn again.

Christian lets go of the handle. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too,” I mutter, but I know we mean it in different ways. He’ll miss the sex, and I’ll miss the everything.

When I get in the cab, slam the door, and reach a respectable distance from him, the tears flow freely. Hard, heavy tears.

This isn’t how our part-time love affair was supposed to end.
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Terms.

Deals.

Financing.

I spend the day enmeshed in them, working in the air-conditioned conference room at a bank. Translating money words all day long is literally the only thing that keeps me from thinking non-stop about everything that went wrong this morning.

There’s no space to think about yourself when you’re translating, and maybe fate was looking out for me, giving me this assignment on a day when I desperately need to keep my gray matter occupied so I don’t dwell on the complete U-turn my life took at a café this morning.

But once the day ends, and the client arrives at a tentative deal, thanking me for helping him converse, I’m free to go.

And my thoughts free-fall the second I leave the office building, the heat of the late afternoon slamming into me cruelly.

I drop my shades over my eyes, unknot my tie, and walk down the avenue. I weave through the throngs of businessmen and women in their suits and heels, chattering on their mobiles, dragging on their cigarettes.

I shove a hand through my hair and walk.

A few blocks later, I glance at the street sign on the building across the way.

I didn’t mean to head in this direction.

I meant to head . . .

Hell, I don’t know where I am or where I planned on going.

I don’t have a sodding clue.

I thought I’d be seeing Elise tonight.

I thought I’d be working with Erik today.

But I’m doing none of those things, since Erik doesn’t need me, and neither does Elise.

I’m back to bouncing between random gigs, filling the time, keeping busy. I like keeping busy, but I don’t enjoy feeling aimless. I head to the river and slump down on a green-slatted bench.

All I need is a bag of bread chunks to feed the pigeons, and I’d be a right pathetic sight. Come to think of it, why should the fucking pigeons suffer?

I pop into a nearby boulangerie, grab a baguette, and rip off chunks for the birds.

Some lady tuts at me, shaking her head, and muttering something about not feeding the pigeons.

I don’t care.

I toss chunk after chunk at the birds, and let me tell you, they love me. They think I’m the bee’s knees.

One of them hops up on the bench. “You’re a bold little bastard.”

He stabs his beak against the bag.

“Demanding, aren’t you?”

I grab another chunk and chuck it across the pavement. He flies off and returns a second later.

I make my way through the bread as I stare at the boats cruising along the river and cyclists whizzing by on the path.

When it comes to signals from Elise, the signs seemed bright and clear today. Now that I’m finally away from the bankers, I review them, talking to the daring pigeon, who waits determinedly at my feet.

“First, she didn’t mention she was seeing the other wife last night. That’s kind of a sign, right? That maybe she doesn’t want to tell me things that matter.”

The pigeon stares at me.

“Then she said we were free to end things. She wants to be happy. Ending this makes her happy. Obviously, right?”

The pigeon doesn’t answer.

“And to top it off, Elise has made her intentions apparent from day one.” I heave a sigh. It’s stupid for me to linger on why we ended. We were only ever an arrangement.

I stand, brush my hand over my trousers, and toss the final chunk of bread to the pigeon. He wolfs it down then flies away.

Figures.

He got what he wanted.

I walk in the other direction, away from the fading sun, but as I meander, a clucking sound echoes nearby. I glance up at the branches of a tree. It’s the pigeon. At least, I think it’s the same one. He’s following me.

“I don’t have any more. I told you,” I tell him.

He’s undeterred. He flaps behind me as I walk, stopping in branches along the way.

“It’s a lost cause, mate,” I mutter.

But it’s not lost to him, because he’s stuck to me, it seems.

He’s persistent.

And as I keep going, and he does too, my brain starts to clear, like clouds are parting. My mind moves aside the terms and the words that demanded all its real estate today. It makes way for new ideas to take root.

Ideas about persistence.

Determination.

Because I can’t shake the thought that I was wrong in my conversation with Mr. Pigeon.

Maybe that’s just hope talking.

Maybe that’s simply a fool’s wish.

Or maybe it’s determination to see this all the way through.

I call Erik and tell him he needs to meet me straightaway. I’ve helped him sort out his mess for the last few months. Time for him to help sort out mine.

In the meantime, I send Elise a message.
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ELISE


On the way to a late lunch with my brother, I reread the texts Christian and I sent this afternoon, trying to find any hidden meaning in them.

Christian: Hi. How was your flight? Is Manhattan everything you wanted it to be?

No. You’re not here, I wanted to shout.

Elise: It’s fabulous! Always good to be home.

Nothing is fabulous when you have to fake your emotions.

Christian: Great! Glad to hear. When do you return? Can I take you out to dinner when you’re back?

Why? Why? Why? To tell me you want to keep fucking me every Friday night? That you vastly preferred things when we were part-time lovers only, and why not return to those glory days?

Elise: Sure. Dinner sounds great. I’ll be back on Friday.

Friday. Why do I have to return on a Friday?

Christian: Can I see you then?

Elise: Or Saturday. I might be exhausted when I return.

And I don’t want to look overeager.

Christian: Fine, but if you find yourself un-exhausted, let me know. I’d love to see you.

My pants. You’d love to see my pants.

I shove my phone to the bottom of my purse as the cabby swerves to The Lucky Spot in Midtown. It’s a popular bar, my brother told me, and it recently began serving lunch.

I pay the driver and head inside, grateful I already dropped my bags at my hotel.

My bespectacled brother, Ian, waits at a table, and as soon as he sees me, he stands and waves. My heart lights up with relief. Family. I need family right now.

I rush over to him and throw my arms around his shoulders, clasping tight. “So good to see you.”

“Well, I didn’t expect this kind of greeting.”

I don’t let go. I hug him tighter, my chin on his shoulder. It’s only when I realize his shirt is wet where my cheek rests that it occurs to me I’m crying.

“Elise,” he says softly. “What’s wrong?”

I separate from him, inhale deeply, and fix on a cheery grin. I wave a hand in front of my face. “Oh, nothing. Long flight. How are you?”

We take our seats, and he narrows his brown eyes. He tilts his head to the side. “You’re crying over a long flight? It’s eight hours, and you only ever fly first class.”

“Not true,” I say, straightening my shoulders. “I flew coach to Copenhagen.”

My tears crawl up my throat once more. But I catch them before they spill and shove them back down.

“What is going on?”

I tell him everything. “And then I fell in love with him,” I say, plastering on a fake grin. “Wasn’t that a fantastic idea?”

He laughs lightly and pats my hand. “It’s not as if falling in love is the worst idea in the world.”

“Ugh. It is. Love is euphoria and misery cooked into a stew. It’s the worst thing ever invented.”

He arches a brow over his glasses. “Is it?”

The waiter arrives and asks if we’ve had a chance to look at the menu. Ian shakes his head, but when I say I’ll have a house salad, he opts for a chicken sandwich.

Once the man leaves, Ian peers at my neck. “You found it.”

I touch the necklace. “I’m so glad to have it back. It’s my little piece of New York.”

“You can take the girl out of New York, but you can’t take New York out of the girl.”

“Do I seem very New York to you?”

“You’re tough as nails, so I’d say yes.”

“Oh, please. I’ve cried more times in the last twelve hours than I have in a year.”

He smirks. “That’s my point. You’re so tough, so strong. You’re working so hard to protect yourself from getting hurt again. But what if this guy wound up in the same boat as you?”

“What do you mean?”

Ian leans forward, a conspiratorial tone to his voice. “I mean that, at face value, everything you said to him and he said to you leads reasonably to the conclusions you’ve drawn. But do people really say what they mean?”

“Are you saying he meant something else?”

“If you didn’t spell out your feelings, why would you assume he had?”

“Because his brother⁠—”

Ian smiles and wiggles his eyebrows. “Bingo. His brother said something. Not Christian.”

“But his brother has to know how he feels!”

“I didn’t know everything till you told me.”

“You live across an ocean. They live together. Erik has been staying with Christian since his wife left him.”

Ian shrugs. “Doesn’t mean Christian told him how he felt.”

I stare at him and speak plainly. “Nor did he tell me, for that matter.”

He laughs. “You’re making my point exactly.”

“And what’s that?”

“You’re so tough, and you’re doing everything to erect skyscrapers around you so you don’t get blindsided again. Newsflash—it doesn’t hurt any less if you have walls. Once someone gets around them, it still hurts if they don’t feel the same as you.”

I roll my eyes. “That’s helpful.”

He smiles and reaches for my hand. “You’re already in deep.” He takes a beat then shrugs happily. “But it also feels pretty damn good when someone you love feels the same.”

“I don’t think he does.”

“Men don’t usually want to talk about us unless they feel something,” he says, sketching air quotes as he tosses Christian’s words back at me.

I’m not talking about paperwork. I’m talking about us.

My stomach roils, and the prospect of waiting till Friday or Saturday to find out what he wants to discuss sounds like an eternity.

Ian lets go of my hand. “Enough about boys. I have something for you.” He reaches into his pocket and removes a blue velvet bag, then slides it over to me. “Picked it up at a little shop.”

I open the bag to find a silver chain with a dangly Eiffel Tower. I laugh and put it on, letting the icon of France sit next to my taxicab. “It’s perfect.”

And it gives me strength. It reminds me that no matter what happens with Christian, I have my brother an ocean away. Back home in France, I have great friends, a wonderful life, and a fabulous business I’ve rebuilt.

That’s why my heels are touching the New York sidewalk later that afternoon. Because I made it through a dark time. I turned my agency around, and it’s thriving again, thanks to new deals with accounts like the Luxe.

Whatever happens with Christian, I’ll be fine, walls or no walls.

I’ve got this.
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CHRISTIAN


Erik walks a little taller, a little prouder. The sun is sinking in the sky as he reaches the banks of the river, where I stare into the water.

“Do you ever think this river was meant to be here?” I say, turning to Erik. He shields his eyes from the sun with his hand.

“I’ve never thought in those terms, but I suspect it probably was.”

“Maybe it’s supposed to be here because people would need to think and contemplate and wonder.”

He stands next to me, setting his elbows on the concrete barricade and gazing at the slate-gray ribbon that cuts across the city. “What’s on your mind?”

I heave a sigh. “A few things. First, I really enjoyed working with you at the firm.”

“You did?”

I nod. “I did. I liked rolling up my sleeves and tackling deals.”

He nudges me. “You angling for a job now?”

I laugh. “No. But it reminded me that I like striking deals and doing market analysis, and not to blow my own trumpet, but I’m also quite good at it.”

“You’re tops at what you do.”

“Thanks.” I scrub a hand across my chin. “I think I’m going to keep doing it.”

He squints in question. “So you do want a job?”

“No. I believe I’ve just made myself a consultant.”

“Ah, so this is what retirement looks like? Working your arse off?”

“I’d hardly say consulting is working my arse off. In fact, I think it’s the perfect balance. I don’t get too consumed by it, but it gives me the chance to keep my feet wet. I’ll do a little translation, and I’ll do a little high-level consulting, especially for companies looking to enter new markets.”

“I think that sounds brilliant.”

“And that brings me to my other point.”

He tenses. “What’s that?”

It’s not his fault that everything with Elise went tits up, but I need him to know the score. “First, I wish you’d have told me before you made your deal with Jandy.”

He frowns. “I’m sorry I didn’t. I thought you might talk me out of it because of how much money I’d lose by paying her off,” he says, a note of guilt in his voice. “And I was determined to go through with it.”

“I get it. I do. I still wish you’d have told me, because I wouldn’t have tried to talk you out of it. I wish you knew that.”

“You wouldn’t have?”

I laugh. “Of course I wouldn’t have. It’s your choice. I understand why you did it. Why you needed to. It’s your heart and your life. And I’m proud of you for finding a way to move on.”

He smiles. “Thanks. It’s been total shite, but this is the best I’ve felt in more than a month.”

We both stare at the river for a bit, then I turn to him again. “There is one little matter, though, that ticks me off a bit.”

“What’s that?”

“I really wish you hadn’t told Elise I didn’t love her.”

His eyes bug out. His jaw falls open. “What?”

“Because that’s actually the complete opposite of the truth. I’m pretty much madly in love with her, and now she thinks I don’t love her, and I have no clue if she might love me back. But seeing as I helped you sort out your love life, it’s time for you to help sort out mine.”

He frowns. “I’m so sorry my big mouth fucked things up.”

“It’s okay. I know you meant well.”

He shakes his head. “I’m a bit of a clueless jackass sometimes. But I can also be a determined bastard when it comes to fixing my mistakes.” Erik smiles. “I like Elise. I like her a lot. Let’s get your girl back.” He rubs his palms together. “What’s the plan?”

Laughing, I say, “I don’t know. That’s why I rang you. To devise one.”

He furrows his brow, but a minute later, he offers a fantastic idea.
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ELISE


“That was great. Thank you so much for making all this time,” Nate says the next day as he walks me to the elevator banks at his offices in Midtown.

“I’m so excited to get started. These meetings were invigorating. We’ll have materials to show you within a week.”

“Can’t wait.”

We say goodbye, and I shoot down to the ground floor, delighted the partnership is starting so well. Even when I leave, I hold my chin up high, determined to enjoy my time in New York. Two days of meetings have been exhausting but energizing.

As I walk up Fifth Avenue, I feel the pull of Central Park, but I’m going to heed another call. That of friends. Last night I fired off emails to some of my favorite women in the city, and I’m meeting them at a bar called Speakeasy.

I reach the establishment, push open the door, and find my redheaded friend Nicole waiting for me. She waves me over. “You’re back!” she shouts as she pulls me in for a hug.

“Not to stay, but for now.”

She punches my arm. “C’mon. New York is way better than Paris. Don’t you want to move here?”

I laugh. “And the campaign to have me relocate begins.”

“New York is awesome. We need you here.”

“Yes, we do.”

I turn in the direction of the new voice. It’s Abby, a tiny little blonde I adore. I hug her too. “My New York girls.”

After we order, I tell them I require chapter and verse on where they’re at with their husbands and children.

“My little angel is finally sleeping through the night. Only took eight months and three weeks to reach that glorious milestone,” Abby says, then bats her eyelids as if she’s falling asleep.

Nicole pats her knee. “Sleep is the new sex, isn’t it?”

Abby laughs. “Yes, but am I greedy to want both sleep and sex?”

I raise a glass. “I see no reason you shouldn’t have it all.”

Nicole weighs in. “My oldest is finally at nursery school, and he’s already an incorrigible flirt.”

“Well, he is adorably handsome,” I say, since her four-year-old son is the cutest creature on earth.

I dip my hand into my purse and grab two pretty pink bags wrapped with ribbon. “If sleep is the new sex, then candy is the new wine.”

I give them their gifts from Paris, a mix of Veronica’s favorite sweets from her shop. “But don’t share with the kiddos. Those are just for the moms.”

Nicole clutches her bag to her chest. “Mine, mine.”

It’s only when I say goodbye, with hugs that could go on for days if I let them, and promises to return again soon, that I feel that pang again. That ache that reminds me that I still want a little more.

Actually, I want a lot more.

I stroll up Fifth Avenue. Good thing I changed into flats after my meeting. When I turn into the park, my phone rings.

Quickly, I grab it, and answer the call from my brother.

“Hey there,” he says.

“Hey to you.”

“Do I get to see you again before you leave?”

“Of course,” I say with a smile. “I fly back tomorrow, but I’m free tonight. I’m heading to Central Park now.”

He laughs. “Let me guess. The Conservatory Garden?”

“However did you know?”

“Perks of being the big brother. You learn all the habits.” He clears his throat. “I need to finish something at work, but I can meet you there in an hour and a half. Does that work?”

“It’ll take me time to walk there, so that’s fine.”

When I reach the gardens, it feels like coming home. I breathe in deeply, inhaling the scents of the Japanese lilacs, the purple cornflowers, and the hydrangeas. I grab a spot on a bench by the fountain and savor the sights.

My heart squeezes tighter in my chest. It beats harder. It wishes for someone.

For one person.

Yes, I am happy without him. But I’d be happier with him.
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A Scentsual Woman

Blog Post

Today

Cliff-diving in a field of flowers

My lovelies . . .

Here I am in Central Park, inhaling the glory of the gardens. Summer is in full bloom, and all my favorite scents envelop me. I devour the royal purples, the gentle pinks, the blazing yellows, and I drink in the smells of the season wafting around me. This is a flower-lover’s paradise, and when I’m here, I’m convinced it is heaven for the senses.

For the sights, especially, and the smells.

And for the heart. I’ve always felt at home here, ever since I was young. When I visited these gardens, I felt as if I belonged to them. I didn’t feel that kind of belonging again until I moved elsewhere, to another city around the world.

And I felt it one other time too.

With a person—one particular person. It’s only with him that I feel as if my wild heart has come home.

Time to jump off the cliff.

Yours in noses,

A Scentsual Woman

I hit post, and then, with excitement zipping through me, I call Christian so I can tell him to read it. I’m jumpy and restless, but it’s not from nerves. It’s from possibility. Even if he doesn’t reciprocate, even if he doesn’t want the same things I do, I have to take this chance.

For me.

I wait for the phone to connect. It rings, and it rings, and it rings.

Like it’s getting closer.

Footsteps crunch across the stone path, and I snap my gaze their way and drop the phone.
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CHRISTIAN


Her phone hits the path with a clatter. Her eyes widen, zeroing in on me as I close the distance, bend to pick up her mobile, and hand it back to her.

I smile because I can’t not. She’s here. Her brother deserves a medal for telling me where to find her, and for keeping her in one place until I could arrive. She takes the phone, drops it in her purse, and blinks. “You’re here?”

“I’m here.”

“Why?”

I step closer, cup her cheek, and run my thumb along her jaw. “I came here to tell you something.”

“What is it?” Her voice is like a feather.

“My brother doesn’t have a clue how I feel. Well, now he does, since I set him straight.”

She nibbles on her lip. “What did you set him straight about?”

“I do like you. He was right about that,” I say, since a part of me can’t resist having fun with the woman I love. “But he was wrong about the rest of it.” I raise my other hand and hold her face in my palms, taking a moment to gaze into her beautiful brown eyes. They shine with a look that feels so familiar—because it matches my own heart. “I am in love with my wife.”

She gasps and shudders at the same time. “I’m in love with my husband.”

And this, right here, is why I flew across an ocean. Why I took this chance. Elise sneaked up on me. I thought we were only fun and games when we started, but then, unexpectedly, she took my heart. She can keep it. She’s the only one who gets to have it. “Then, I really should kiss my bride.”

She laughs and whispers, “Yes. Please. Now.”

I kiss her softly, brushing my lips over hers, savoring what feels like a first kiss. Taking my time, I breathe her in. I linger on her mouth. I want to remember this moment, when everything has finally been said. Our kisses, our touches have always felt real, but now we’ve sealed our kisses with words.

She kisses me back with such desire, such love that it erases any earlier concerns I had about whether this trip would be worth the risk. She is worth it. She is the risk and she is the reward—the reward I want every day of my life.

When we separate, I press my lips to her forehead. “I thought you were going to break my heart.”

Laughing, she wraps her arms around my waist and tilts her face to me. “Why would you think that?”

“Maybe because I wanted you so much from the start. You nearly did break me. I thought you wanted it to be over.”

“God, no,” she whispers, desperately.

“Yeah?”

“I thought you didn’t feel the same.”

“Because of my brother?”

She shrugs and nods. “Yes.”

“He meant well. But he didn’t know the truth. The truth is I’ve been falling in love with you since the day you agreed to marry me. In fact, I’m pretty sure the first time we slept together, I was already making love to you.”

She trembles, and a flush crawls up her neck. It’s so alluring, and I want to kiss her all over. “When you came back from London . . .”

The memory of that night blazes before me. “The club, you mean?”

She nods. “I knew it then. I felt it then. That night, our connection—it was the most intense thing I’ve ever felt.”

“Me too, and it wasn’t just the sex.”

She nods and dusts her lips across my jaw. “I know. It was so much more.”

“It can be more. It can be more forever, Elise.”

She pulls back and gives me a quizzical look, and that’s when I finish what I came here to do. I drop down to one knee and take the box from my pocket, flipping open the lid.

She shrieks and clasps both hands to her mouth.

“Will you stay married to me?”

Her answer comes swiftly. “Yes.”

She joins me, pushing me to sit as she climbs on my lap, wraps her arms around me, and smothers me in kisses. “I want to be Mrs. Elise Ellison for always.”

I laugh as I tug her close, pressing kisses along her neck. “You never took my name, sweetheart.”

“I will now.”

I pull back to meet her eyes. “You will?”

She nods. “I want to.”

“Do you want your ring?”

“Yes, please.” She holds out her hand, and I slide a diamond ring next to her wedding band.

She sighs, and it’s a beautiful sound. It sounds like happiness. It sounds like everything I never expected from this marriage of convenience that’s now like air to me. Her.

“I love it, and I love you, and I want you to read my blog,” she says.

“You wrote a blog post?”

She nods, grabs her phone, and shows me a post from fifteen minutes ago. As I read it, my smile can’t be contained. I point to the screen. “You posted that as I was walking over to you?”

She nods and grins like a fool. “I did.”

I give her a look. “Elise, admit it.”

“Admit what?”

I point from her to me. “This is fate. We’re fate.”

She laughs. “Yes. I believe in fate. But mostly I believe in you.” She plants a searing kiss to my lips that makes me want to do very dirty things to her.

I grip her hips, lift her off me. “Let’s go to your hotel.”

We leave the park and hail a taxi.

“By the way, how did you find me?”

“I tracked down your brother’s number and asked him to find out where you were. He seemed quite eager to make sure you’d be here to meet me.”

She laughs. “I’m so glad it was you instead of him.”

I run a finger over the hollow of her throat, touching her new Eiffel Tower charm. “We need to get you a necklace for the gardens now. You don’t have one. Do you need a flower charm?”

She shakes her head and holds up her hand. “I have a diamond instead.”
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We waste no time when we reach her room. Clothes come off at record speed, and our bodies become reacquainted with each other. It’s only been a few days since I’ve seen her, but it’s been too long since we’ve touched.

When I climb over her, and she raises her arms to loop them around my neck, I look into her eyes. “I want to make love to my wife.”

She doesn’t say yes. She doesn’t say, “Make love to me.” Instead, she says, “Consume me.”

And I do. That’s how I make love to her. Like there’s a fire inside me, and the only way to quench it is to have her. To take her. To bring her to the edge of pleasure again and again.

I lose track of time. I lose track of her orgasms. She twines around me, her skin hot, her eyes glossy. My hands tug on her hair, and my lips crush hers, my teeth nipping at her neck, her earlobe, her jaw. The sounds she makes send me into another realm. My mind is a blurry haze of desire and love and passion.

And at last, after we come together one final time, I pull her close and whisper in her ear, “I love you. I’ve wanted to say that for so long.”

She runs a hand down my chest. “I love you. And I feel like I belong to you, and you belong to me.”

“That sounds about right. There’s something pretty spectacular about falling in love with your wife.”
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A little later, after I rummage through the hotel fridge, I announce that we must go out to eat. “I’m starving, and I can’t subsist on peanuts.”

We dress and head outside on a summer night in Manhattan. “Show me around New York City, Mrs. Ellison.”

She does, and we extend our trip, staying for the weekend, enjoying the sights. I introduce her to Oliver since he’s back in the States again, where he lives. He takes us all to a fantastic bar in Chelsea. Gin Joint is jumping, and Oliver seems to have commandeered an entire corner with his friends, and one of his cousins on the other side of his family, a bloke named Jason who’s from London and works here now. It’s a veritable crew of Brits and Americans, but Oliver quickly loses interest in us when the pretty blonde walks in.

He waves her over. “Summer, I thought you were ghosting us.”

“Ghosting you? Never,” she says, then introduces herself before she sits next to him.

Pretty soon, he’s enrapt in some conversation with her about whether the fries from this place are, as he puts it, last meal worthy, and she’s laughing, and telling him he’s crazy.

I lean back in my chair, put an arm around my wife, and whisper, “He has no clue that he’s mad about her. But I bet he’ll figure it out so very soon.”

“I bet he will too,” she says.

Then, I kiss my bride.

The next day, I meet her brother and his wife and kids, as well as her parents, since they’re back in town after a holiday. We get along fantastically.

So well, in fact, that I make sure they know that when they’re in Paris next month, we want them at our wedding.


EPILOGUE


Elise

Twilight drapes over Montmartre. Strings of flickering lights hang from the iron posts that hug my courtyard.

That’s all I have for my wedding decorations, and that’s all I want. With the soft light fading above us in the sky, and the curving cobbled street beyond the front yard, this is the ideal setting.

Christian taps a spoon against a champagne glass, and all our guests quiet down. I stand next to him at the top of my steps, my arm around his waist. “Thank you so much for coming today and for joining us as we tie the knot again,” he says.

Our friends and family cheer, and the ceremony begins. There is no aisle to walk down, no flower girls tossing petals, no string quartet playing tunes. This is a simple ceremony, but already it’s my favorite one.

Because everyone who matters is here. Gathered in my small front yard, which blooms with August’s soft pink and pale-yellow snapdragons, are all the people who matter most to us. Joy holds hands with Griffin, Erik stands next to Veronica, Oliver is here too, my family is gathered close, and Christian’s mom is here as well as his father and his wife. Christian’s not close to his dad, but it still feels right that he’s present.

The officiant clears his throat and marries us once again. This ceremony is nearly as fast as our first one, but it’s better because we can finally say out loud how we feel.

“I promise to love you, cherish you, and adore you for as long as we both shall live,” I tell him, and Christian says the same words to me.

“Kiss the bride, finally, will ya?”

Christian laughs at his brother’s directive, then says to me, “I’ll keep doing that for the rest of my life.”

He kisses me under the twilight sky on our street, in front of my home, where we now live together.

I loop my hands around his neck, and I’m still holding a bouquet of flowers, tied together with a slim rope. It’s a true hodgepodge, with a few roses, some stargazer lilies, a couple of daisies, and some zinnias. This melting pot of petals is courtesy of my new blog readers, the ones who follow my occasional posts about flowers. They didn’t send me a perfume bottle, and I didn’t want one. Instead they chose the flowers for my bouquet. Lilies for beauty, daisies for innocence, roses for love, and zinnias for lasting affection. I love that it’s completely haphazard and completely meaningful in a whole new way.

Most of all, I love that the promise of the zinnias feels possible as I kiss my husband once more.
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Later that night, we all go out to dinner down the road, where we pretty much take over the five-table bistro, toasting with endless glasses of champagne and wine. At one point, Christian grabs me as I walk by and pulls me into his lap. He wraps his arms around me and nuzzles my neck. “At last. I can finally be a kept man.”

I laugh and drop a kiss to the end of his nose. “You know what that means, if you really want to be my trophy husband?”

“What does it mean?”

“It means you have to service my needs, any night, any time I request.”

He puffs out his chest. “I believe I do that already.”

“And I think you’re pretty damn good at it.”

Christian is anything but a kept man. He’s his own man, carving out the life he wants, picking up the jobs he wants, whether it’s talking all day for dignitaries or businessmen, or advising top companies on entering new markets. He makes his own choices, and most of all, he doesn’t let it demand all his attention, like he did in his twenties. He’s learned how to take in work at a pace that makes him happy.

As for me, I’m still working hard, and hope to for a long time, since I love my job and taking care of my employees. Most of all, I love having the kind of relationship that consumes me at night and brings me peace during the day.

I suppose it was fate that brought Christian into my life one fine summer day on a boat tour, but it’s not going to be fate that keeps him in it.

It’s going to be me, loving this man, and giving him my heart all the days of my life.


ANOTHER EPILOGUE


Christian

“I have one final question.”

“Hit me up with it,” I say as I walk along the avenue with today’s translation client. I expect the Swedish DJ to ask me the fastest route to a new underground club or how to find an out-of-the-way record store.

“Would you happen to know where the best sweet shop is in Paris?” He cups the side of his mouth as if what he’s sharing is oh-so-secret. “I want to pick up a little gift for the lovely lady.”

I laugh because do I ever know the answer to that. “Fortunately, I know exactly where to send you.”

I point him in the direction of Veronica’s nearby shop, and he thanks me, then nabs a taxi.

He was a fun client, an interesting guy with a toddler back home in Stockholm, and a wife he couldn’t stop talking about. As I shuffled him from meeting to meeting with French music execs, he showed me pictures of the little blond tyke and his equally blonde mum.

Weirdly, I didn’t mind looking at kid pictures, and that’s never been my thing, per se.

After I dart to Le Marais for a quick meeting, I’m finished for the day, but I can’t seem to stop thinking about sweets.

It’s not that I have a sweet tooth. But I do have a wife who loves to shower me with gifts, and thus I like to shower her with them too.

I head to our neighborhood then stroll through the winding streets of Montmartre as the sun dips low in the sky. I duck into Veronica’s candy shop, ready to nab a small bag of something sweet and tarty for my little mermaid, but I jerk my head back, startled to see someone I know.

Someone I know quite well.

My brother.

He’s tapping his fingers along the counter as he chats animatedly with Veronica, smiling as he tells her some sort of story about a funny incident down by the Seine involving a cyclist, a police officer, and a loaf of bread.

She laughs from her post at the counter, her eyes twinkling then widening when she spots me.

She covers her mouth and gives Erik a pointed look.

He turns to me, startled. “Oh, hiii.”

“Well, hello,” I say, with a wide grin. “Fancy meeting you here.” I’m curious if the glances exchanged between them at my wedding last month might have turned into a little something more. “Anything interesting happening here?”

Veronica smiles coyly. Erik shrugs sheepishly.

“So that’s a yes.” I turn to Veronica. “What do you want me to say when my wife asks how long this has been going on?”

Veronica pipes in. “We’ve just been talking. We’ve been having a lovely chat.”

Erik smiles. “I also asked her out to dinner and she said yes.”

“And I’m going to text Elise any second,” Veronica adds hastily.

“Good, because I’d be in a world of trouble if I knew and said nothing.”

“I promise I’ll save you from her inquisition, and even smooth the path with some candy,” Veronica offers with a smile.

“That’s exactly why I’m here. Can you put together a little bag for her?”

“Of course.” Moving her tongs across pink, lavender, and periwinkle candies, she assembles a quick gift bag for the woman I love.

I say good-bye, leaving the two of them behind to continue their flirting, presumably. As I head home, I fervently hope Veronica’s text arrives soon.
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Later that night, I hear the squeal from Elise that tells me I don’t need to keep this little nugget to myself anymore.

She rushes into the living room, arms flapping, smiling as wide as the sky. “Your brother asked Veronica out, she said yes, and now we can all get together.”

“Maybe we ought to let them go out on their own before we do a double date?”

She scoffs. “Please. Ever since our wedding I knew this would happen, and now I want a double date.”

“I know you do, little mermaid, but don’t you think we should see if this sticks first?”

“It will. They’re perfect for each other. Plus she’s not a stroppy cow.”

“She’s not a stroppy cow in the least.”
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One month later, we embark on the double date, since Veronica and Erik have been seeing each other for the last few weeks and it seems to be going well. So well in fact, we make our way to a nightclub in Oberkampf, the four of us laughing and chatting as we walk through the Parisian night.

Once inside the club though, I lose track of Veronica and Erik because the woman in front of me commands all my attention. My wife captivates me as much as she did when she was my part-time lover. We dance closer, and I slide my body against hers, feeling the heat from her skin. She leans her head back, exposing the gorgeous column of her throat, and I press my mouth to her soft skin then travel up to her ear, nipping the lobe.

A low moan tells me she’s already starting to let go, to surrender to how we are. This is how I want her. This is how I need her. And later, back at our home, that’s exactly how I have her.

When we’re finished and sated, I lazily run my fingers down her belly, then I stop. An image of her stomach growing bigger and rounder pops into my head.

Not sure where it came from.

Well, I am sure. We just fucked wildly.

But it’s not as if I spotted a toddler on the street as I walked home. It’s not as if I’ve been thinking about babies. Then again, maybe the idea has been lingering since my DJ client.

Either way, as I run my hand over her soft flesh I can’t get the idea out of my head. Nor do I want to. It’s not just that she’d look magnificent pregnant. It’s that I want to have a family with her. I want us to be more than two. “What would you say to stopping birth control?” I ask.

She props herself up on her elbows, fixing me with a serious gaze. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

I grin. “Yes, I’m saying I’d really like to knock you up and raise babies with you.”

Her lips quiver and her smile stretches. “I’d say let’s get working on this project straightaway.”
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Two months later, over a breakfast of eggs and toast, she hands me a stick with two pink lines. I’m overjoyed, and that feeling is magnified a million times over nine months later when our son is born.


AND ONE MORE EPILOGUE


Elise

A few years later

At last.

I have a moment alone to put up my feet and savor the quiet. The boys are outside in the backyard, and I’m away from the crazy day-to-day life of the agency back in Paris—the agency that Polly has been helping me run, now that I’ve become a little busier at home.

Busier baking.

Baking people.

I run a hand over my belly. It’s the second time it’s been this big, and there are a few people who are quite happy about that. Me, of course. My fabulous husband, who’s an even better father. And his mother. She is, quite simply, the perfect grandmother, and she’s convinced us to spend more time here in Copenhagen, so she can dote on her grandchildren.

I don’t mind being here at all. It’s no hardship to spend time at Christian’s home on the canal, especially during the glorious late summer days when the water gleams like a sapphire, mirroring the powder-blue canvas above us in the sky.

But right now, I simply need to sit.

I close my eyes, but the second I do, a little voice calls out to me.

“Mummy, come look!”

I sigh but heed the call of my three-year-old son, James. Rising slowly, I head to the sliding glass door and step into the yard.

The sun is glaring, and the reflection is so bright, I can’t quite make out what Christian and James are doing. But as I shield my eyes with my hand and squint, it becomes patently obvious.

“I can do handstands just like Daddy.”

I groan and march down the yard, shaking my head at my husband. “You’re not making him part of that club.”

Christian holds up his hands ever-so-innocently in a who, me? “Of course not. I’m fully clothed.”

“Do it with me, Daddy.”

Christian flips over on the dock, onto his hands like our son. At least this time, both are wearing shorts.

I smile and relent. After all, maybe the world needs more men who can do handstands, naked or not.

I run a hand over my belly. “Just don’t teach our daughter to join your club.”

Christian laughs, flips over, and stands up. He rushes to me and sets a hand on my gigantic basketball. “Good point. No daughter of mine will ever be flashing tourists naked.”

“She better not.”

“But you can flash me later.” He winks, and then James runs over and joins us, and I take his little hand. We walk to the dock, sit on the edge, and watch the boats go by.

Happily.

THE END

Don’t miss Oliver’s romance! Dear Sexy Ex-Boyfriend is a hilarious and sexy best-friends-to-lovers fake fiancé romance that you’ll devour! And it’s free in KU!

And if you enjoyed Christian and Elise’s delicious romance, you’ll fall head over heels for Daniel and Scarlett! Their sexy, emotionally-charged romance takes place across France as they pretend to be husband and wife in My One-Week Husband FREE IN KU!


BE A LOVELY


Want to be the first to know of sales, new releases, special deals and giveaways? Sign up for my newsletter today!

Want to be part of a fun, feel-good place to talk about books and romance, and get sneak peeks of covers and advance copies of my books? Be a Lovely!


DEAR SEXY EX-BOYFRIEND





ABOUT


Let me just say -- none of this was supposed to happen.

I didn't expect the letter to go viral. I didn't think anyone would figure out who Dear Sexy Ex was. And I especially never thought he would find out about it.

Yeah, bit of a miscalculation there.

But see, I need the money to fund my brand new venture. And Dear Sexy Ex, well, it turns out he needs me to save his business.

By becoming his fake fiancée.

Yup, that's the pickle I find myself in -- pretending to be madly in love with the charming, brilliant, and utterly infuriating man known as Dear Sexy Ex.

Only, it's not an act. And he can never know.


DEAR SEXY EX-BOYFRIEND


By Lauren Blakely

To be the first to find out when all of my upcoming books go live click here!

PRO TIP: Add lauren@laurenblakely.com to your contacts before signing up to make sure the emails go to your inbox!

Did you know this book is also available in audio and paperback on all major retailers? Go to my website for links!

Content Warnings For This Title on my web site.


PROLOGUE


Summer

Dear Past Me,

In about twenty-four hours, you’re going to have a spectacularly brilliant idea.

One that will make all the sense in the world at the time because it’ll solve a big, hairy problem. And you love ideas that solve big, hairy problems. Like in sixth grade when you decided to sell origami door-to-door to raise money for the soccer team’s travel. (Who knew there was such a big demand for folded frogs in suburban New York when you were in middle school? You did!)

Or in eighth grade when you ran for Chief Fun Officer on a platform of two junior proms, the second one including a carnival, because who doesn’t love a carnival?

But this idea? This outstanding, fantastic idea that’ll make your dreams come true?

Watch out, Summer.

You’re going to end up with a soaking wet bridesmaid’s dress, a swan boat incident you’ll never live down, the disappointment of your entire family, plus the crushing heartbreak you’ve sought to avoid for decades, and also . . . a pole.

Yes, that kind of pole. The kind of pole everybody whispers about when they see it in someone’s basement. A “Do they really do that with that?” pole.

I wish I could tell you it’ll all work out.

But, as I stand here now, clutching the wet remains of the dress while figuring out what to do with this pole, I don’t have an earthly clue how any of this will resolve.

Because of all the harebrained schemes you’ve whipped up, this one doesn’t just take the cake. It bakes it, frosts it, and serves it up in all its three-tiered, royal-icing glory.

You’ll look back on other cringeworthy moments in your life—like that time you boldly updated your Twitter feed after four martinis, or your shame over the wrong placement of the apostrophe in ladies’ night—and they will pale in comparison.

It’s worse, even, than when Mom found you practicing volleyball indoors when you were fourteen.

In the living room.

And you had to give up all your allowance to pay for the chandelier.

And the vase.

And the picture frames too.

Of all the things that seemed like good ideas at the time, this letter, this contest, this ruse wins the prize.

So it’s up to you, Past Me, to avoid this jam we’re in now. Because I don’t have a clue what to do from here.

Sincerely,

Future You
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SUMMER


Ten days ago

I am about to be busted.

Embarrassingly so. And—I hang my head in shame—deservedly so.

But, for the record, I don’t regularly check out guys’ packages.

That’s not my thing. I don’t really think that’s any woman’s thing. I’m pretty sure gawking at the goods doesn’t rank alongside knitting and candle-making in my female friends’ hobbies. Or, at least, not that they’d admit in public.

Except . . . I am doing it, and I can’t stop.

It’s just that . . . seriously? Tiny little bathing suits?

They’re impossible to look away from.

I literally have no idea how anyone is not supposed to notice a guy’s, ahem, outline when he gets out of a pool wearing only a Speedo.

How do Olympic diving judges focus on their job, or women across the beaches of Europe focus on anything else? Clearly, that’s why truly sophisticated European women always wear huge designer sunglasses.

Since you’re supposed to avert your gaze.

That’s what I’ve tried to do for the last minute.

I 100 percent averted my gaze as Oliver reached his sinewy arms for the metal ladder. As he rose out of the water. As he stepped away from the pool.

Because that’s the proper social protocol.

But it’s really hard to keep your gaze averted the entire time when you’re having a conversation with a guy while he’s wearing nothing but a Speedo.

And when he’s dripping wet.

I mean, all those droplets of water are taking their sweet time sliding down his tanned skin. Along his pecs, over the grooves of his abs, and just a little farther.

This is resist-tasting-the-cookie-batter hard. This is don’t-sing-along-to-“Bohemian Rhapsody” hard.

Just. Can’t. Do. It.

Also, there are extenuating circumstances here in the form of Oliver Harris. His form is an extenuating circumstance.

Six foot one. Built like the statue of David. Face carved by a sculptor too.

Did anyone look away when Daniel Craig got out of the water in his first James Bond film?

I rest my gaze.

I mean, I rest my case.

I snap my gaze up, meeting Oliver’s eyes. Those damn green eyes that are twinkling with mischief.

“So, does that work for you?” I ask, adopting the most casual tone I can. The kind of tone that says, I was so not looking at you as I totally focus on scheduling a get-together to discuss my new business venture.

His grin twitches.

Then, my longtime friend, in all his wet, toned, nearly naked glory, simply arches a brow, points to his irises, and dryly says, “You do know my eyes are up here?”

Dammit.

Caught red-handed.

I improvise, pointing to the pool behind him. “I was just looking in the shallow end. I was sure I saw Mrs. Wilson’s rose-gold bracelet at the bottom. She thought she lost it during the water aerobics class I just taught.”

So plausible. I could invent excuses for a living, surely.

He nods slowly, an I call bullshit nod. “Right. Did you want to go have a look? Pop into the water? Organize a search party?”

I tap my chin as if considering all three, then shake my head. “It was just wishful thinking. I looked pretty closely after class.” I sigh forlornly over the missing jewelry.

Magnanimously, he offers the goggles in his hand. “I insist. It’s Mrs. Wilson’s prized bracelet after all. Let’s have another go, shall we? I’ll help you. We’ll be like scuba divers searching for buried treasure.”

I’d give him points for holding his ground if he wasn’t holding it against me.

But I maintain the oh-so-innocent facade as I gesture to my jeans and sky-blue blouse. “No. I’m already dressed for work. Busy day at the residence. Thank you though. I’ll just let Lost and Found know to keep an eye out.”

He hooks his thumb toward the glistening water. A few solo swimmers power up and down the freestyle lanes. “Want me to jump in? Have a quick check?”

I wave him off. “No worries. I’ll find it later.”

“Are you sure? Might give you a better view of my arse. I’d appreciate an appraisal.”

And the sexy Brit wins the battle of wills.

I have no choice but to give him the all-the-way-to-Jupiter eye roll. “No need. I made my assessment that time you streaked naked across my backyard when we were sixteen. It’s a five, maybe a six on a good day.”

He peers over his shoulder at the backside in question, then parks his hands on his hips. “I beg your pardon. This is a top-notch arse here.”

I cross my arms and chuckle at the way he set up my victory shot. “Yes, indeed. I am definitely checking out a top-notch arse.”

Like a cartoon character muttering curses, he says under his breath, “Touché, woman. Touché.”

He steps toward me, shrugs a muscled shoulder, and gives me a smile from his cache of them—this one I’ve dubbed the disarming one. “Truth be told, I don’t mind if you gawk at the crown jewels. I wouldn’t tell you to look away from the works of art if you were at the Louvre.”

“Less like masterpieces and more like Velvet Elvises and paintings of dogs playing poker.”

The corner of his lips curves up. Why is it that infuriatingly good-looking men all have lopsided grins? Is it a standard feature when they’re assembled in the too-hot-for-words factory? Is it a custom order, or part of the Unfairly Handsome Package?

“Summer,” he chides gently. “You’ve been doing it since we were fourteen.”

Back then, I might have given in to the urge to swat him, but I don’t now. Instead, I grit my teeth, dig my heels in, and remind myself that even though he is the living, breathing embodiment of cocky male in the city, he is also the guy who has saved me many times.

And I’ve saved him more than once too.

But at the moment, I need to save face. I march to the nearby bench and grab one of the pieces of white cardboard they call gym towels here. Returning, I hand it to Oliver, raising my chin. “There. Now no one can admire the goods, such as they are.”

With an I’m about to give it right back to you chuckle, he takes the towel and pointedly refrains from wrapping it around his waist.

The cheeky fucker.

He drapes it over his shoulders then saunters to the side of the pool and leans against the wall, beckoning me. I follow, of course, because I need something from him.

Desperately.

“Tell me exactly what it is you need me to do this time,” he says. “Escort you to the wedding of a jackass you once dated? Train with you for a 10K to benefit Alzheimer’s? Or just look absolutely fantastic when I get out of the water?”

I huff. How can he be so endearing and such an ass at the same time? “Do you practice that, Oliver?”

He arches a brow. “You mean being the knight in shining armor? Or the way I always manage to get your goat?”

“Both,” I say with a laugh.

He scratches his jaw. “It’s a unique talent, I suppose. Being devilishly charming at all hours, no matter the circumstances.” Then he tugs me in close, roping an arm around me. A very wet arm, soaking my work shirt. “You know I’m just teasing you. You are literally the most delightful person to tease because I never know what you’ll do. Either you look like you want to clobber me, or you laugh and go along with it. Keeps me on my toes.”

I wriggle away from him, eyeing the wet splotches on my blouse. “Devil is indeed the appropriate word.”

“And you’re such an angel?” His green eyes flash me a pointed look.

“You know I’m not.” I shift gears and gesture toward the women’s locker room. “But I need to get to work. I have to complete some of the final paperwork for the new fitness center, and I’m hoping I might be able to borrow your brain tonight. Pretty please?”

He rolls with the topic change. That’s the thing about Oliver and me—we’ve worn so many hats with each other that we exchange them with ease. “My brain is always available for the borrowing. See you after work. Can we go to the Melt My Heart place?” He puts his palms together in a plea, adopting a doe-eyed look that makes me laugh.

“Since when do you like specialty shop franchises you’d normally mock?”

He affects a serious expression. “I’m considering it for my last-meal list.”

“You’re back to that?”

“I was off it for a while, but it amuses me, so I’ve returned to it. Don’t you have things you do that amuse you?”

I tap his nose. “Yes. Talking to you. See you later.”

As I head to the women’s locker room, he says my name. “Summer?”

I turn around.

He raises an arm, leans to the side, and stretches, his muscles glistening as he moves, his abs looking lickable, his torso gleaming, toned and smooth. “Let me know when you find that missing bracelet. I’m sure Mrs. Wilson is terribly worked up over it.”

I rein in a revealing smirk, holding tight to my lie. “Of course.”

He heads to the men’s locker room, and I do not stare at his butt until he leaves my line of sight.

I do not stare at his butt.

I do not . . . oh hell, the man just has a great ass.

Like, Louvre quality.

It’s only exceeded by his commitment to besting me, since he calls out, “Oh, hello there, Mrs. Wilson. Can I help you find your bracelet? What’s that? You left it in my locker? You naughty bird, you.”
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SUMMER


I’m about to leave work that evening when I hear the click of a pair of Mary Janes on the hardwood floors.

The clearing of the most aggrieved throat comes next.

Then the voice, brimming with consternation at all that she finds wrong in the world—in a nutshell, everything. Literally, everything.

Look, it’s not like I disagree. The planet has a lot of knocks against it these days. But, glass half full—a lot is right in the world too.

“Excuse me, Miss Life Enrichment Director.” Roxanne says my title precisely the way such a title should be said—dripping with mockery.

Because seriously?

Couldn’t I simply be the Activities Director? Or, if we need to be cutesy, perhaps Lifestyle Leader?

Nope.

Sunshine Living has gone over-the-top twenty-first-century workplace in dubbing me Life Enrichment Director. The title is almost as mockable as my friend Bethany’s—she’s the Chief Flavor Officer for a small-batch ice cream shop in the Village. I’m as ripe for ribbing as the guy in my building who is a Sales Ninja at an electronics store.

I turn around in the hallway of the assisted living home, flashing Roxanne an I’m ready to listen smile.

I swear the woman gets better with age. Every day she looks more glamorous. Her hair isn’t gray. It’s platinum.

Her face isn’t wrinkled. It’s wise.

And I swear her spine is straighter than her gold-tipped cane with the puma head top.

She stabs her cane against the floor, banging it petulantly. “Summer, I’m bored. Simply, utterly bored.”

I gesture to the activity room fifty feet away, pasting on my cheeriest grin. “Bingo!” I declare, like I’m announcing a room full of puppies to cuddle. “It starts in ten minutes. It’s going to be a rollicking good time,” I say, even as I wish I could strangle the game of bingo.

Bingo is an affront to the very idea of fun and games. I wish I could make a bonfire of every bingo card in existence as an atonement for ever offering it as a pastime.

But bingo is what the boss wants in the Sunshine Living facilities throughout the tristate region, including here on the Upper West Side. “Everyone loves bingo, and no one gets hurt doing it, Summer. Get it going around the clock. Safety first!” he barked when he hired me a year ago.

It’s hard to enrich the lifestyles of residents when you work for the Stickler in Chief, who refuses to implement anything close to fun. Not since a septuagenarian suffered a Siamese-inflicted injury during a field trip to a local cat shelter. In the cat’s defense, everyone knows petting cats is just asking for a scratch.

Roxanne fires laser beams from her eyes. “Let me ask you a question, Summer. Are you trying to kill me? No, I’m serious. Do you actually want me to die today? Because bingo is murder.”

I laugh. “No. Of course not.” Then I glance around, and once I’m certain Travis is nowhere around, I step closer, dropping my voice to a whisper. “But you should know death by bingo sets in after twenty-four hours, so it’s good to avoid it.”

She chuckles the slightest bit, the sort of inviting laugh that says we’re on the same page. Sort of. “My point exactly. Who in their right mind actually likes bingo? Nobody here wants to play bingo. We only do it because we’re bored. In fact, I’ve already lined up cohorts to protest the never-ending bingo offerings in this place.”

“The bingo revolt is upon us?”

She narrows her eyes. “Consider yourself warned.”

I nod solemnly, then speak from the heart. “Roxanne, I’m trying. I swear, I’m trying.” I don’t add that there’s so much red tape at Sunshine Living that I need a machete to cut my way through the overgrown jungle of bureaucracy here. You don’t go around dumping your work woes on your customers. So I put on my best Happiness Hero hat, and say, “I submitted a number of proposals for new activities. I have some great ideas I want to implement, like Zumba classes, macaron tasting, and Riverside Park walks. I’ve put them in front of the board, and I’m really hoping they approve my plans.”

My plans rock. They are compelling and well-written, and they spell out all the bennies. Only a total fun-slayer like Travis would shoot them down. But I’m hopeful that the other board members put more stock in common sense and, oh, say, data and research.

A sliver of a smile seems to tug at Roxanne’s lips. “Zumba, you say?”

I execute a few zippy Zumba steps. I think my body must be programmed for motion, the way joy whips through me as I demonstrate. “Yes. Have you ever tried it? It’s great for mental and physical health. I outlined some of the key health benefits for the over-fifty set in my proposal. There are so many studies about how good it is for your core.”

One perfectly groomed silver eyebrow lifts, and mischief flares in Roxanne’s eyes. “And for the libido, I hear.”

I tuck a strand of blonde hair behind my ear, pausing to consider whether I’d be breaking the rules if I discussed libidos with the residents. Since I don’t know the answer, I respond in an offhand way. “That’s possible too.”

She raises a make-a-point finger. “Along those lines, you might consider a game of Would You Rather for the residents. Or a Would You Rather bar hop. This hood has some very hip drinking establishments, as you may know.”

A cough bursts from my chest, and I gesture for her to lower the volume, whispering, “I would be fired if I organized a bar hop.”

“Please, darling. I’ve been old enough to drink longer than you’ve been alive. Maybe double.”

She’s probably not wrong. But still. I’m not a drink alchemist or an alcohol tour guide for senior citizens, especially since Travis’s response to a bar hop suggestion would be But we don’t know about any contraindications of the prescription meds our residents are on; ergo, there is no room on the schedule.

“Would You Rather isn’t a bad idea for a game night in though,” I say diplomatically, doing my best to maintain the requisite chipper attitude.

I do have a chipper attitude.

Well, most of the time. When I can actually make a difference—the very thing I wanted to do in the first place when I took this job. My cover letter was bursting with enthusiasm and plans. Travis even said he’d never seen a job candidate with so many creative ideas.

And yet, here I am. Wizard of Bingo Scheduling.

Roxanne lifts her cane, curling her fingers around the puma head. “Or how about something more practical for an activity? I have a fabulous idea.”

I hold my hands out wide, letting her know I’m all ears. “I love suggestions. What do you have in mind?”

Her cool eyes glint. “A session on how to make a great dating profile. An Ins and Outs of Tinder class.”

Hmm. A class on Tinder isn’t a discussion on libidos, so I can entertain this topic. “Go on,” I say.

“Like, for instance, how do I know if I’m being hatfished?”

I smile helpfully. “You mean catfished?”

She shakes her head, her silver mane swishing. “No, hatfished. It’s quite common with my generation. That’s when a man wears hats all the time to hide his lack of hair.”

I stifle a laugh. “Oh, well. Dating truly is full of hazards.”

“Exactly. And don’t even get me started on the submarining. I refuse to be a victim of that foul trend.”

I pump a fist in solidarity. “The last guy I went out with did that to me—ghosted me then reappeared out of nowhere without so much as an explanation.”

“I hope you torpedoed him,” she says, and we’re sisters-in-arms suddenly.

“Of course.” I take a beat, studying the savvy woman in front of me. “Seems you already know the ins and outs of online dating, Roxanne.”

She shrugs coyly. “Fine, maybe I do. I have profiles on Tinder, Bumble, and POF. But there is always something to learn. Like, if I swipe right on the gentleman down the hall, is he going to expect me to have a conversation here first? Because sometimes I want conversation, and sometimes I simply have no patience for small talk. But how do I set expectations on the latter occasions, when I primarily want to get to the good stuff?” Her expression is dead serious. “These are important topics for the modern woman.”

“And they are things I have wondered myself,” I admit with a sigh.

“See? We should work together to spruce up the social life here.” She hooks her elbow through mine, coconspirators. “Dating, dancing, wine tasting, how-tos. Make that happen, Summer. I want a full life.”

Since my shift is over and I have an hour before I meet up with Oliver, I gesture toward the front door. Knowing Roxanne loves to stay active, I say, “Want to go for a walk and you can tell me what you want most?”

As we amble around the block, she rattles off her dream activities, from cheese tasting, to bar hops, to tips on how to make the most of a hookup. “But the ones I want most after the dating classes?” She leans in close to whisper, “Kickboxing and spin classes.”

“You do?” I can barely contain my rush of excitement at this unexpected and unwitting validation of a business idea I’ve been saving toward since I was twenty-two.

Over the last nine years, I’ve squirreled away nearly enough money to open a specialty gym that caters to the over-fifty-five crowd. Just a little more capital so I can pay instructors for the classes I want to offer, and I can do it. Top-notch classes are vital for the success of a gym, and hearing Roxanne’s enthusiasm—and for just the sort of classes I want to offer—is a big dose of encouragement.

“Absolutely. How else would I stay in shape for Tinder?”

And we’re back where we started. But hey, in my book, exercise is good, no matter the reason. “If it keeps the heart rate up . . .”

As we near the entrance to Sunshine Living, she says, “The best thing about being my age is I don’t have to worry about getting knocked up.” She eyes me up and down. “You, on the other hand . . .”

I hold up a stop-sign palm. If she only knew how dating and I have fared. “I’m not involved with anyone. Or dating, even.”

Her sharp gaze says she doesn’t believe me for a second. “Are you sure you don’t have a date tonight? You look different. You’re wearing black. You never wear black. And a little more mascara. Do you have a swipe-right lined up?”

I laugh, shaking my head. Dating is the opposite of what I do with Oliver. “Nope. I’m just meeting a friend after work.”

Skeptically, she regards my skinny jeans, my black boots, and my sweater that . . . Fine, this one is my favorite, and since my blue shirt was unwearable, I had to go home and change after that troublemaker put his arms around me.

“I don’t buy that he’s just a friend,” Roxanne says.

I picture Oliver’s square jaw. His flop of hair. His daring grin. The way he drives me absolutely crazy.

With complete honesty, I answer, “I’ve known him since I was wearing braces. Since I was all elbows and knees, and understanding boys was like learning how to survive on Mars.”

“And now you’re all legs and sass and energy,” she says in a flirty tone.

I shake my head, adamant. “And he’s always dating someone else. Besides, he’s helping me with the paperwork I need for my new venture.”

Her face says she still doubts me. “Is he a dragon?”

That’s a dating term I haven’t heard. “Does that mean he has bad breath?”

She shimmies her hips. “It means he brings the fire in the bedroom.”

A blush creeps across my cheeks and my skin heats as the briefest image of what Oliver might be like in the bedroom flashes before my eyes.

But I give her the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. “I will never know, because he’s just a friend. And he’s my brother’s best friend at that. Ergo, nothing will happen.”

For so many reasons.

“If you say so . . .” Roxanne lets those words trail off into the evening as I say goodbye, heading across town to meet the off-limits dragon.
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OLIVER


My job boils down to three things: Reassuring. Fighting. Finagling.

I happen to be tops at all three.

Perhaps that sounds cocky.

But as my cousin Jason says, “You can’t be cocky if what you say is true.”

Fine, fine. There are about a million flaws in his logic, as I point out every time, but it’s become our joke.

Today, I’m completely confident as I reassure my newest client. “I’ve got this, Geneva. I’m going to take care of you. This is going to be the partnership you’ve always wanted.”

Seated across from me in my Park Avenue office thirty floors up, the nervous client breathes an audible sigh of relief. “Thank you so much,” she says, her shoulders relaxing. “I had a feeling you would be the right one to call on this deal. And I’m not just saying that because we’re from the same side of the street.”

“Can’t beat Crystal Palace, even the dodgy end,” I say. I grew up in that London neighborhood, where I lived until I was thirteen, and my new client comes from there too.

I tap the top paper in the stack on my desk—a term sheet I’m working on for her. Her ad agency is partnering up with a smaller one for a number of media clients, and my firm is handling the legal issues of the new pairing. Untangling prior contracts, I’ve found a few particularly thorny ones with unfortunate terms. Her last attorney was a selfish prick, adding in layers of unnecessary loopholes that likely just padded his billables. He was also her ex. More proof that exes are douches. “We’ll get this all sorted out,” I tell her, keeping my opinion of her ex to myself.

“Thank you, Oliver.” She smooths a hand over her tight black bun. “It’s been a terrible year, and I want something to go well. I had a very public split recently.” She waves a hand to dismiss her words. “But you don’t need to hear about that.”

“I’m sorry you’ve had a rough go of it,” I say lightly. I did hear of her divorce. Or rather, my Aunt Jane did, and she told me before the appointment. Since I hired her a few months ago, Jane’s job has been not only to staff the reception desk and manage the office, but also to stay abreast of every iota of gossip.

“It’s better now. Or it will be soon,” Geneva says, stiff-upper-lipping it.

“It will be,” I reassure her. I don’t know all of her situation, but I do hope it improves.

“And on that cheery note, I’d better be off,” she says.

I rise, escorting her to the reception area, where Jane beams from her post at the desk. “You already look happier,” Jane tells Geneva. “Like I told you when you arrived, Ollie has a way of setting everyone at ease.”

“Oliver,” I say low, in a friendly warning.

Jane gives us an oops grin. “He’ll always be Ollie to me.”

“Ollie,” Geneva says, laughing. “It’s a very sweet name.”

Sweet.

An adjective no corporate attorney wants assigned to him.

“Would you like Jane to call you a Lyft?” I steer the conversation away from nicknames. “An UberX to whisk you home? Horse-drawn carriage, maybe? On the house.”

Geneva’s lips quirk at the over-the-top suggestion.

“I wasn’t sure ‘on the house’ was in an attorney’s vocabulary.”

“Shh. Don’t tell the bar he said them,” Jane whispers.

“I’ll keep it quiet.” She seems to be enjoying the banter—a good sign for business. “But I must know—does the carriage come with a footman?” she asks with a smile.

That smile is like a signature on the client roster. It tells me she has all the faith in the world in my firm, which is how I want her to feel.

That’s how I want all our clients to feel. Absolutely reassured.

“But of course,” I say, not sure where I’d find a footman but still playing along.

Geneva, though, gestures to the lift. “I like to walk in the spring. But thank you so much. I appreciate it.”

When she leaves, Jane gives me an approving nod. “Try to be a little less charming next time, dear.”

“That would be impossible.”

“I know,” she says with a wink.

“Also, you should try to call me Oliver.”

“I will, Ollie,” she says with a wave.

I return to my office, make a few initial calls to the other attorneys involved in Geneva’s business, then shoot her a quick email letting her know I’ve begun the work. I lean back in my office chair made of old tires. I had my doubts when Jane ordered it—finding recycled replacements is another passion of hers—but the chair is not only kinder to cows than leather, it turns out it’s also pleasant on the arse.

As I gaze out the window, I picture the deal coming together, imagining what it could do for this firm. How it could shoot us to another level, raise our profile, allow us to attract bigger clients and pay our staffers even more. It’s an enticing image, being able to provide for those in my employ while sticking it to her ex.

Well, not directly to her ex.

I simply have zero tolerance for bad legal advice.

And zero tolerance for lateness.

I grab my phone, lock up my office, and head out, chatting on the way with Jane about her weekend plans. No surprises—they involve snuggling cats, gardening, and reading the gossip blogs, much like they always do.

“Thank you again for the job, love.” She plants a kiss on my cheek. “If it wasn’t for you, I’d still be working for that wretched temp agency.”

“What? You didn’t like shuffling papers for bond traders who spent the day shouting into phones when not cursing and punching things?”

“Shockingly, I did not,” she says with a smile.

We say goodbye on the street, and I turn to walk uptown. As I reach the crosswalk, a text pops up.

Logan: Tomorrow night. Paintball. Be ready. I need you operating at 110%.

Oliver: Everything I do is at 110%.

Logan: That’s not what she said.

He rings. I pick up, faking an over-the-top laugh. “Haha. Never heard that from you before.”

“Listen, if you give me low-hanging fruit, I’m going to pluck it. But about paintball—” Logan wastes no time and minces no words. “I’ve got some new strategies to go over. We have to beat those fuckers at Lehman.”

His two speeds: intense and hyperintense. It’s my job to remind him of life’s niceties. “You do know the paintball league events are to raise money for charity, right? Not for obliterating other teams.”

“Yeah, sure, that’s awesome. That’s totally why I do it. But I also have to crush Lehman, and you know why.”

“Fair enough.” I do know he has his reasons. Perfectly valid ones. “But don’t worry. I’m brilliant at paintball, as you know.”

“Humble too.”

“Because humility is the trait you lead with as well?”

He scoffs. “Never. Anyway, I’ll email you and Fitz and the rest of the team the strategy guidelines later. I’m going to the boxing gym now. I’ve got to blow off some steam. Want to join me?”

As I walk up the avenue, I shake my head, though of course he can’t see me. “I know you can risk things like having an eye that looks like a meat pie or a nose that’s out of whack, being an ugly git already, but I can’t take those chances. What with this face and all.” I scrub a hand across my jaw as I stop at Sixtieth Street.

“Right,” he says, the word having about ten syllables. “You don’t want to risk your next appearance on Buzzfeed’s New York’s Most Eligible Bachelors.”

“Of course not. I’m hoping to make it five years in a row.”

“I cannot wait till the day you fall off that list,” he says, and I can hear that he’s practically salivating.

“They say all good things come to an end, but this one seems like it’ll last forever.”

“You’re telling me.”

“In any case, I’m almost at Melt My Heart to meet your sister.”

“Say hi to my twin for me. Also, why don’t you two just⁠—”

A bus rumbles to a stop, the sound drowning out Logan’s words. “Didn’t catch those last few words.”

“Marry her. It’ll be easier.”

“What would be easier? I don’t follow.” My brow furrows. What he said doesn’t compute. There are a million reasons why Summer and I shouldn’t get married. First and foremost, we’re great friends. Second, despite her being quite lovely to look at, I can’t think of her that way. Third, I like having her in my life, not out of it, and since relationships always go belly-up and exes always go rogue, it’s best to keep this one on the level.

“Kidding! I’m kidding,” Logan says. “Just like I was that time I told you to propose when you took her to that asshole’s wedding.” His other line beeps, and he groans.

There’s another reason too. “Let me remind you, your sister is well-known for having the worst taste in men. Just bloody awful, and well, I’m delightful.”

“I beg to differ on your levels of delight. But the devil is calling, so I have to go. It’s my night with Amelia after boxing.”

“Tell Amelia her favorite person will swing by this weekend. We have to catch up on Game of Thrones.”

“You are not showing Game of Thrones to my six-year-old.”

“Sex Education, then? It’s brilliant.”

“Goodbye. The devil waits for no one.” He hangs up to talk to his ex, who is evidence that exes GO wrong.

Tucking the phone away, I head into Melt My Heart to wait for Summer, a woman who fits into a highly specific category among the people in my life. And that is the most important reason we can never be a thing.

Because Summer is a dependable person.

She’s reliable in a world where far too many people aren’t.

And frankly, those are the people you don’t risk losing by messing with a proven formula.
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SUMMER


Things I love about New York City.

1. The people. New York thrives on a Las Vegas-style buffet of humankind. There’s no type of person you won’t find on the menu here, and it’s awesome. I love talking to strangers, talking to friends, talking to anyone.

2. Central Park, and everything else. You can literally never be bored in New York. If you are bored, you’re boring. There’s always something new, exciting, innovative, or even traditional to participate in. I’m all about participation, so this suits me. Museums, parks, sports—there is a league for everything, a class for anything, and a desire to move, move, move. Plus, there’s that huge oasis in the middle of the city, and I could spend all my days there.

3. Specialty shops. This city is the Land of the Niche, with shops for pickles, for mayonnaise, for pencils, for grilled cheese, and for cookies—like my friend Stella’s cookie shop.

As I head across town to meet Oliver, I make a detour at Stella’s Cookie Shack, since she messaged me earlier asking me to pop in.

With her hair in a messy bun, her purple glasses sliding down her nose, and an apron tied around her neck with an illustration of two cookies high-fiving each other on the front, Stella is a model of charm and efficiency. She slides a box of a dozen cookies to a curly-haired woman, then tells her it’ll be thirty-six dollars.

The customer doesn’t bat an eye. Stella bakes the best cookies on the eastern seaboard, and there’s no reason she shouldn’t charge two arms and two legs for them.

When the woman leaves, Stella shoots me a grin, her brown eyes twinkling from behind her glasses. “Can’t stay away, can you?”

“No one can,” I say, proud of my friend and her business.

Her store opened three months ago to rave reviews. This momentary lull in customers is just lucky for me. In a few minutes, throngs of Manhattanites will pour in here, grabbing cookies for dessert, for a snack, for a meal.

Hell, cookies for anything is my mantra.

“It was a busy day,” she says, then crosses her fingers. “May there be many more.” She gestures to the display case and its mouthwatering array of designer treats. “In the mood for the chef’s choice?”

Setting my reusable drink mug on the counter, I give a crisp nod. “I’ll live my life on the edge. Bring on the mystery cookie.”

She bends down, dips a gloved hand into the shelf, and brandishes a treat. “Try the habanero chocolate chip cookie. I’ve just perfected the recipe, and it has all the zing and all the sweetness.”

I let my tongue hang out, my show of adoration for her talent. “Sounds perfect. But I’ll eat it later. I don’t want to have cookie crumbs all over my face when I see Oliver in a little bit.”

She sets her palms on the counter and stares harshly at me. “One, there are napkins for that. Two, that’s a given. You have to look perfect for Mr. Perfect.”

I wave breezily, making light of her comment. I do like looking good for Oliver, but it’s a “when in Rome” thing. The man always looks good, sounds good, smells good, making a woman want to do the same. “That’s not why I don’t want to eat it now,” I say, defending myself. “I just don’t want to look like a piggy when I see him in”—I stop, check my watch—“about ten minutes.”

Her eyes twinkle with a gotcha. “And counting.” I’ll be hearing someday about how I know in exactly how many minutes I’ll see him. Stella darts out a hand, reaching for my to-go cup. “The usual?”

“Yes, please, Goddess of Cookies and London Fog Lattes,” I answer, grateful for the latte and for moving away from the subject of Oliver.

She fills the cup, sets it down, and adds an extra cookie into the bag. “One for you, one for Ollie. Then you can be piggies together with all your crumbs.”

Amused, I shake my head, dip a hand into my purse, and offer her a ten.

She sneers. “Your money is no good here. Save it for the gym.”

“And that’s exactly what I need it for. I’m meeting with the bank on Monday. Here’s hoping for approval on a loan.” I have my savings for the lease on the space and for equipment, but I need a loan for the finishing touches and some great classes I want to offer. “Roxanne has me thinking that kickboxing would be a terrific addition to the class list.” I can picture it now. A class full of senior citizens learning to punch, kick, and defend themselves. The image fires me up. “What do you think? Kickboxing for seniors? Is that a thumbs-up or a thumbs-down?”

“Big thumbs-up. I’d send my grandpa to that class,” she says. “And that’s why I have all the faith in the world that your loan will come through.”

I segue to a text she sent me earlier. “You said you had something to show me?”

A giddy smile takes over her freckled face. She ducks behind the counter, grabs something from a shelf, then slides a glossy sheet of paper to me.

I arch a brow. “What’s that?”

“It’s from a magazine.”

“Oh, those things that used to be paper, but now are digital?”

“Yes, Miss Sassy Pants. I saw it at the dentist’s office. It’s basically an ad for the magazine’s online sister pub—The Dating Pool. It’s having a really cool contest that you should look into.”

“A dating contest? I don’t think so.” I shake my head so fast my hair whips. “Dating and me—we’re not really simpatico these days. Do I need to remind you of the last guy who ghosted me?”

Stella stares down the bridge of her nose at me. “That’s because you like bad boys.”

“Yes, because they also don’t get in the way of little things like, ya know, goals,” I counter. Bad boys have their place on a modern gal’s dating résumé. She just has to remember the heart can hurt just the same when they show their douche colors. “So, considering I’m waist-deep in opening-a-gym goals, I think I’ll avoid dating contests.”

“It’s not a dating contest. It’s an essay contest—with prize money. And you’ve always been good at putting your crazy thoughts and wild ideas into writing. Remember the time you convinced the physical therapy company you worked for to institute Happy Heart Friday? You had that whole pitch for a midday walking break laid out beautifully, and they said yes. Boom—happy hearting at Home Health Solutions was born.”

I sigh contentedly at the memory. Too bad Home Health had to cut back last year, a decision that sent me to Sunshine Living. I don’t think Travis would approve stopping work for a walk, let alone see the benefits of disco bingo.

But that’s yet another reason why I’m trying to open the gym.

Hmm . . . That’s not a bad idea. I wiggle a brow at Stella. “What do you think about disco bingo?”

“For your essay?”

I shake my head. “No, for Sunshine Living.”

“Summer, focus. Just read.” Stella stabs the glossy sheet, and I scan it quickly. The theme is “Lessons Learned.” That does sound right up my alley. “Okay, that’s more interesting. I’m intrigued.”

The bell dings above the door, and a squadron of schoolkids rushes in.

“It’s the cookie lady,” the kids shout.

She warbles a songbird hello to the chattering throng, then in a low voice says to me, “You should definitely enter it.”

“Thank you, cookie lady.” I blow her a kiss, tucking the bag of cookies into my purse.

As I open the door, she waves goodbye, calling out, “Feel free to test Law Number Three of Stella’s Theory.”

I shoot her a sharp stare. She simply smiles and returns her focus to the kids, bug-eyed and gaping at the displays of yummy goodness.

I leave, hearing Stella’s voice in my head as I go.

Stella has a theory about men, and it’s based on her three so-called Immutable Laws.

Law Number One: funny men make great lovers.

Law Number Two: funny and smart men make even better lovers.

Law Number Three: good-looking guys make terrible lovers.

The way Stella explains it, being good in bed is work. It requires skills. It demands talent. It calls for an education in the ways of women.

“That’s why beautiful men are boring in the sack,” she explains when called upon. “I know because I conducted a comprehensive study before I married Henry. And my conclusion? The best-looking men waltz through life on their looks. They never have to work to get a woman in bed, so they don’t care about her pleasure. Therefore, you should never go above a five on the looks scale. And that’s Stella’s theory on how to have a happy vagina.”

As I drink my latte along the way to the grilled cheese shop, I wonder if Oliver’s ever had to work for it.

With those eyes, that face, and that accent, what are the chances? Women flock to him, especially since he’s on all those most-bangable-in-the-city lists. Several years ago, he went to a few galas and premieres with a TV actress, shooting him straight onto the seen-on-the-arm-of pages of the gossip rags. Since then, he’s been spotted with plenty of well-known women, and, come to think of it, he’s not even on the apps.

Hmm. Maybe he doesn’t have to work for it. I bet they line up at his door. Send him perfumed panties in the mail. Leave keys for their hotels at his reception desk.

My shoulders sag. I bet Oliver’s terrible in the sack.

Dreadful.

I bet he kisses like a bore, bangs like a jackhammer, and licks like he’s painting a house.

Then I berate myself for thinking about Oliver’s prowess or lack thereof. Who cares if Chantal the heiress, or Dardania the TV lawyer, or Angelique the model ring him up for dates? Who cares if he takes women to O-town or not? That has no bearing on our friendship.

And that’s what we are. I’ve known the man since we were fourteen, when my mom drove him, Logan, and me to school nearly every day.

I’ve known him since his sister and I helped the boys plan their prom-posals.

I’ve known him since that night a few years ago, when Logan, Stella, Henry, and Oliver took me out for a night on the town to celebrate my recent and nasty breakup. When Douchey Ex himself waltzed into the bar and sauntered over to me, and Oliver pretended to be my new boyfriend.

Draping an arm around me.

Dropping a kiss onto my cheek.

Playing with my hair.

Making me momentarily believe he was.

But that’s just what friends do—help each other out in a pinch.

I push those thoughts out of my mind as I reach Melt My Heart. When I open the door, Oliver stands and flashes me that familiar grin—one that sends an inappropriate tingle across my chest.

I’ve got my own theories, laws, and rules too, and mine start and end with—ignore that inappropriate tingle.

I’ve done it most of my life.


5


SUMMER


Somehow, Oliver doesn’t look piggy when he eats a grilled cheese sandwich.

Maybe it’s the charcoal suit—the complete opposite of what I saw him wearing this morning. Nearly every inch of his skin is covered up now, except for his neck and a bit of his throat where he’s slightly loosened his teal-blue tie.

And a hint of his forearms, since his sleeves are rolled up.

Also, his face. Since he’s not wearing a sack over it. But if he did, he’d probably wear it well.

Just like the silk suit.

And the swimsuit.

Damn him.

But wait. What’s that I see?

A string of cheddar decorates his lower lip as he chews.

If there is any justice in the universe, that cheese will stick to his lip all afternoon, unbeknownst to him.

A girl can hope.

“So, what do you think, Summer? Does this make it onto our list?” he asks as he sets the sandwich down on a mint-green ceramic plate. For some reason, the Fiestaware style makes me want to collect plates, even though I’m not generally a collector of anything.

“Your list,” I point out, as I root for the cheese to hang on. Go cheese. You can do it. “Your morbid list.”

“It’s not morbid. It’s important,” he says, licking his lips but still missing that bit of cheese.

Maybe I should tell him about it. But it’s too fun to watch the polished Mr. Harris, attorney at law, eligible bachelor, and connoisseur of women, outfitted in his tailor-made suit and wearing a sliver of Vermont cheddar on the corner of his lips.

I nod solemnly. “Then yes, I might consider this sinfully delicious grilled cheese sandwich as a last meal.”

He nods appreciatively. “I had a feeling this would make it. What do you say we put it in the top three?”

“Does it meet the key requirement though?”

As Oliver considers whether the grilled cheese says something about how he’s lived his life, I flash back to when we first played this game a few years ago, dining on buttered scallops. He’d groaned like a cooking show host after the first bite.

“About to go full Sally in the diner there, are you?” I’d asked.

“Yes. Because this is last-meal worthy,” he’d declared.

“Something you’re trying to tell me?” I asked, concerned that he was about to deliver Very Bad News.

Something he knew far too much about.

“No. It’s just that last meals say something about you. So it’s important to know what your last meal would be.”

“Brandon was obsessed with that. Well, with death row inmates’ last meal requests,” I offered.

“Is that Douchey Ex Number Two? Since that guy at the bar is Douchey Ex Number One.”

“Yes, and he also liked to read about serial killers. He had a stack of books about them on his nightstand.”

Oliver speared another butter-drenched scallop. “That’s why you broke up with him, right?”

Sheepishly, I answered, “He broke up with me, but that’s beside the point.”

Pointing his fork at me, Oliver had gotten emphatic. “No, that is the point. The man would have to be barking mad. It’s a damn good thing you’re not with him, and someday you’ll realize you have literally the worst taste in men.”

I arched a pot-calling-the-kettle-black brow. “And you have all the taste.” He had a solid three-and-out approach to dating.

But tonight I don’t want to linger on thoughts of Oliver and his appetite for the ladies, so I shift away from the memory, returning to the present. “Your renewed interest in last meals—is it because we’re nearing . . .?”

He shakes his head, a familiar flash of sadness in his eyes. He hides it well, and it disappears so quickly I can almost believe it was never there at all except that I’ve glimpsed it since we were eighteen.

“I just think it says something about you—your life, your passions, and such—if you know what you’d eat if it were your last day. Sort of like last words. Did you know Humphrey Bogart’s last words were ‘I should never have switched from scotch to martinis’?”

“Fitting,” I say. “But let’s make sure yours aren’t ‘Do I have cheese on my face?’”

An eyebrow lifts, and he swipes a hand across his cheek.

I laugh, shaking my head. “Try again.”

“Damn. I missed it.” He goes for the forehead.

“Still off.”

“Help a mate out, Summer,” he says, jutting his face forward.

His gorgeous face.

I’m tempted to lift a finger. To touch his lip. To feel my flesh on his.

So I do, leaning closer, raising my hand, about to touch.

And maybe for a fraction of a second, the look in his eyes says he wouldn’t mind if I did that. Wouldn’t mind my hand on him. Wouldn’t mind knowing how my fingers on his lips would feel.

But I shake those lunatic thoughts away, reach for a napkin, and wipe the cheese off his lip like the mate that I am.

And still, a tingle rushes through me.

Sometimes I wish I didn’t feel these bouts of inappropriate desire for my good friend. They’re like a side effect of the drug of friendship with a hot guy. Buddy-ira. Friend-ium. Mate-Zan.

Side effects can include temporary hallucinations, including, but not limited to, occasional inconvenient fantasies, inability to control dirty thoughts, and heightened desire to touch your friend’s lips.

Because it is inappropriate for a thousand reasons—and also just one.

I need him.

Even though he’s as infuriating as an alarm clock that won’t stop beeping, he’s also as wonderful as a sunrise. And sunrise is my favorite part of the day. Which I suppose means Oliver is one of my favorite parts of life.

“Thank you for looking out for the artwork,” he says with a teasing wink. “The Louvre appreciates your service.”

I roll my eyes, and we are back to normal. As normal as we ever are anyway.

He sets down the remains of his sandwich, taps the plate, and declares the grilled cheese “on the short list for last meals because it says he lived his life unafraid to indulge now and then.”

“It was indeed a tasty indulgence,” I second.

He dusts one hand against the other. “Let’s dive into the paperwork.”

We spend the next hour reviewing the final details of the gym and its lease, as well as my insurance obligations. I’ve been saving for this for years and planning for just as many, and I’m nearly ready to pull the trigger.

“Everything looks good. And I’m proud of you, Summer. You’ve wanted to do this for some time. And look at you, doing it,” he says, smiling. It’s his earnest smile, his honest one. The one, too, that says he admires me. It’s one of my favorite smiles of his.

“Almost doing it,” I correct. “But I’ll get there. I have a meeting with the bank on Monday.”

“Need any help?”

“Nah, I’m good.” I want to do this on my own. Nab the loan, secure the financing, fund my dream. “I can’t wait to tell Maggie later that it’s looking good.”

“Your grams will be so happy for you that she’ll go run a marathon.”

“Or get on Tinder,” I say with a laugh. “Lord knows she has better luck than I do.”

“Are you still on Tinder? Thought you declared yourself done.” He says it crisply, as if done is exactly where he wants me to be with dating.

“I might as well be done with it.”

“Are you though?” he presses, and it sounds vital that he know. Perhaps it’s just the lawyer in him, asking questions in that most lawyerly tone.

“Not entirely,” I admit. “But I haven’t used it in a while.”

He groans, dropping his head in his hand. “Woman, what am I going to do with you? Screen all your dates so you stop dating douches?”

“I’m fine with my relationship status. Why does it bother you?”

“Why?” His eyes widen as he repeats the question. “Why does it bother me?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because you’re you,” he says, and he seems flustered.

Totally discomposed.

It’s an odd look on him.

“And?” I prompt.

“Don’t make me say it.”

“Say what?”

“Something nice,” he grumbles.

I laugh. “Ah, so that’s it. You’re being protective of your nice friend.”

“It’s hardly protective, and you’re not really nice. More like saucy and vexing, and you wear sarcasm like a coat.”

I preen like a cat, taking the compliment. “Thank you for backpedaling on such a terrible adjective. ‘Saucy’ is way better than ‘nice.’”

“I just don’t want my mean, cruel, terrible friend dating douches, and you seem to be drawn to them.”

I shoot him a withering glare. Who is he to talk? “And you’re drawn to sweethearts? Angels? Mother Teresas?”

He stares at the ceiling as if in thought. “Hmm. I’m not sure about sweethearts, but I’m positive I’ve never dated Mother Teresa.”

I lean across the table to swat his shoulder. “You have definitely dated douches too. Oh, wait. You haven’t dated anyone long enough for them to measure on the douche-meter.”

He arches a brow. “I beg your pardon. I have absolutely hit the crazy-ex floor in the department store of love.”

I laugh as we clear our plates and head for the door. “Have you now?”

“Do I need to remind you of Hazel?”

No. He doesn’t.

I can picture perfectly the day I saved his ass.
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Two years ago

This was getting to be a problem—the morning ambush.

Warily, I walked to the window, pulled back the blinds, and peered down to the street. Cars, cabs, and buses rushed along the avenue, and I held onto the fervent hope that I might be able to leave my own building unscathed.

Then I caught a glimpse of red.

Fucking hell.

Hazel was there, lying in wait.

With tea.

I didn’t even like tea.

Who decided that all Englishmen liked tea and scones, lived in castles, and followed football?

Well, scones were delicious.

I pulled back from the window, grabbed my phone, and called in a favor.

“She’s here again,” I whispered, even though whispering was unnecessary. But it felt necessary. “Are you nearby? You’re probably on a run, right?”

On the other end of the call, Summer breathed out hard. “Just finished five miles. I’m on the east side of the park. I can be there in ten. Want me to pretend I’m your girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

“I’m on it,” she said, knowing the situation well and knowing the solution too.

“You’re a superhero.”

“I am. It’s true.”

I grabbed a tie and slipped it around my neck, knotted it, and pulled on my suit jacket. I had to get to work without my ex pouncing on me and asking me to get back together with her. Never mind that she was hardly an ex. She was a woman I’d dated for a mere two weeks. After I ended it on account of a massive lack of sparks—and not at all because she wanted to attend a cheese-making class, even though I hate trendy thing-making classes—she decided to try to woo me back by waiting outside my building with tea from my favorite coffee shop.

She’d done this four days in a row. Today was the fifth.

Returning to the window, I watched the street below. On the dot, Summer walked into view, holding a paper cup. She spotted Hazel and, with a smile, headed over to the redhead, exchanged a few words, then continued into the lobby.

Hazel cast a glance upward, but she’d never been inside my building, so she didn’t know which floor was mine.

Her shoulders sagged, and she walked away.

I punched the air as my doorbell rang.

Summer looked quite pleased with herself, and quite pleasant in her running shorts and purple sneakers, her blonde hair high in a ponytail. Her cheeks were red, her skin flushed from running. Would other activities bring that same pink glow to her face?

To the exposed flesh above her sports bra?

To . . .

Quickly, I dismissed the freight train of dirty thoughts, because I had to.

Also, because . . . coffee.

She thrust a cup into my hand. “Coffee. Just the way you like it.” She took a beat, pausing before delivering our oft-said punchline, “Without tea.”

“Superhero indeed,” I said, taking the drink then motioning with my free hand for her to tell me what went down.

Squaring her shoulders, she flicked an unseen piece of lint off her Lycra top. “Call me Super Friend. Able to deflect clingy exes in a single bound. As soon as I saw her, I walked over, said a cheery good morning, then eyed her two cups of tea with friendly concern.”

“And?”

“And then I said, ‘By the way, if that’s for Oliver, he doesn’t care for tea. Go figure. But that’s my boyfriend for you.’”

I beamed as she continued. “Then I trotted inside, said hi to the doorman, and left her to tuck her tail between her legs. She did tuck her tail, right?”

“Totally tucked. Saw it when I peeked out the window.”

Summer blew on her fingernails. “Yay, me.”

“Thank you for your excellent service,” I said.

“It was easy. No doubt you’ll need me again for the next crazy ex-girlfriend.”

We left my building a minute later, finding Hazel across the street waiting for the bus.

When she spotted me walking next to Summer, I immediately grabbed Summer’s hand, threaded our fingers tightly together, and dropped a quick kiss onto her cheek.

Her breath hitched, and she whispered a surprised oh. A sexy-sounding oh. One that had the freight train starting to chug out of the station again.

But there were exes to deflect.

“She’s across the street,” I said in her ear.

“Oh.” Summer straightened her shoulders and cleared her throat. “Well, in that case.” She tugged me closer, looping her arm possessively around my waist, let out a throaty laugh, then returned the kiss.

She dusted her lips across my jaw, sending an arrow of heat straight up my spine. Then she whispered in my ear, “Peas and carrots, peas and carrots, peas and carrots.”

Good thing she’d mentioned the veggies, because I’d been borderline aroused.

But I hated peas, so that took care of that.
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SUMMER


Present day

For a second, I remember that whisper of a kiss.

Tender, gentle. The slide of his lips against my cheek.

The soft whoosh in my belly.

So fleeting, and then it was gone, and Hazel boarded the bus.

“Never to be heard from again,” I say, finishing the story.

“Thanks to Super Friend,” Oliver says as we reach the crosswalk, slowing to a stop at the light.

I tap my chest, imagining my Super Friend insignia is stitched on top of my shirt. “I’m awesome at saving your ass.”

He squeezes my shoulder. “You are. Especially from exes who want to take macchiato-making classes.”

“I thought it was cheese-making that turned you off?”

“Oh, no doubt the macchiato was coming next.”

I nod sagely. “Good thing you cut it off. So, can you just admit you have douchey exes too?”

He shakes his head. “Get it right, woman. Men have crazy exes. Women have douchey exes.”

“But your rule of thumb is that all exes are awful?”

“That’s why they’re exes, right?”

“I’m not sure I agree. Yes, we joke about my number of douchey exes. But were they truly all jackwads? What if they’re only exes because they weren’t right at the time?”

He shakes his head, adamant, as the light changes and we cross the street walking down Madison. “That presupposes there is only one right person for everyone, and there is nothing sadder in the world than assuming there’s only one person for you.”

“Right,” I say with an exaggerated nod. “That’s the saddest thing in the whole world.”

He levels a chiding gaze at me. “Obviously, it’s not the saddest. I’m simply saying it’s damn sad when it comes to relationships.”

“And I’m simply saying that no matter how fun it is to refer to a parade of exes as Douchey Ex Number One, Two, and Three, perhaps none of them were the right person. And there’s nothing wrong with that. You have to kiss a lot of frogs. I think we can learn from every ex.” I snap my fingers. “I should write about that for that contest.”

“What contest?”

Grabbing the sheet of paper from my purse, I unfold it and show it to him as we walk. “The Dating Pool is hosting an essay contest. Lessons learned from the past. I could write about lessons learned from my exes.”

He smiles wryly, quickly scanning the page. “That’s so very you. You can find the positive in every negative experience.”

“Is that such a bad thing? To find the silver lining?” I tuck the paper back into my purse.

“No, it’s not a bad thing. It’s a Summer thing. And that does sound like a good idea for you to write about,” he concedes. “You’d probably make it hilarious.” He mimes typing a letter. “Dear Dating Pool, I learned how to cook an omelet from Timmy the Dickhead Cook, how to sing an aria from Rupert the Awful Opera Singer, and how to pilot a private jet from Kip the Cocky Playboy Captain I dated.”

Aghast, I swat him. “I never dated those men.”

“I know, but that’s the sort of thing you’d say. You can make a sweater out of any tangled skein of yarn. You’re an inherently positive person. That’s why you’re in the field you’re in.”

“And you? You’re a negative person?”

“I’m a realist,” he says. “And the realist in me says that if we were meant to get on so well with our exes, they wouldn’t become exes, and so if they are exes, they are crazy douches.” He raises his arm in the air, like an orator declaring victory. “Or frogs, and neither is terribly appealing. Both men and women can be douches or frogs.”

“That’s the difference between you and me. I played with frogs when I was a kid, and no, that’s not a euphemism.”

“You played with frogs?”

“Yes. And I put one in Logan’s bed too.”

His mouth twitches in a that’s too good grin. “Well done. How did he take it?”

“Screamed like a boy,” I say, proud of my frog fearlessness. “Also, it was a tiny frog. Like, maybe an inch big.”

“Things no one says about me,” Oliver whispers.

I shoot him the side-eye he deserves. “It’s a wonder any woman has lasted with you for any period of time.”

He wriggles his brows. “Oh, sweetheart, they last because I can last. All night long.”

“I take it back. You are a pig,” I say.

“Guilty as charged.”

As we stop at the next crosswalk, I reach into my purse and grab the bag of cookies. “All right, frog prince, this is my small way of saying thank you.”

He takes one. “Aww. This is a thanks for me letting you check out my package earlier?”

“You ass.”

“Ah, it’s for the time I let you check out my arse. I see,” he says, biting into the cookie.

“Double ass,” I say, but I’m laughing.

He chews and somehow looks sexy while eating, crumbs and all. “Admit it—I’m the sexiest of your ex-boyfriends.”

“You’re not a real ex,” I point out as we turn the corner then head into Central Park.

“I know. That’s what makes me the sexiest.”

“Cockiest maybe.”

“Like I said, the sexiest.” We wander along the mall, almost by instinct. He knows this promenade, with its towering elms and green canopy, is one of my favorite parts of the park, which is my favorite place in the city.

“More like most infuriating,” I say, as we slide back into our rhythm.

The rhythm that reminds me to squash any inappropriate tingles.

This rhythm is worth so much more than testing a theory would be.

We continue debating exes along the Literary Walk.

He hooks his thumb at a statue of Shakespeare. “He thinks exes are rubbish.”

“He killed most of his heroes and heroines,” I point out. “Hello, tragedy?”

“Like I said, rubbish.”

As we pass stone replicas of Sir Walter Scott and Robert Burns, the great debate rages on, until he walks me all the way home, where he gives me a hug outside my building and says goodbye.

Later that night, as I read in detail the magazine page Stella gave me, our debate gives me a brilliant idea.

A brilliant idea that might solve a big, hairy problem.
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I wave the magazine page at Maggie. “I should do this, right?”

“Darn straight you should do it.” My grandmother, also my roommate, affirms my decision as she slices off the top of another strawberry with precision, and slides the red fruit to the edge of the cutting board.

“I mean, this is tailor-made for me.”

Another slice, another cut. She drops a handful of berries into the blender. “It’s as if it was written for you.” She holds up the knife to make her point. “Just for you.”

I back away. “Mags, put the knife down.”

“I have excellent vision and dexterity, you know.”

“This isn’t about your vision or dexterity, you crazy old bat,” I say playfully. “It’s about you wielding a sharp knife.”

“Impudent whippersnapper,” she mutters under her breath, but I smile at her teasing. She sets down the knife, drops the rest of the strawberries into the blender, then hits the crush button.

As the machine pulverizes the fruit, she chatters above the noise. “In any case, you’ve always loved contests, and you’ve always excelled at them, so you should do it.”

She hits end with the panache of a former professional cheerleader.

Because that’s what she is. This seventy-five-year-old babe shook her pom-poms and backflipped her way from the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders to a forty-year career as a cheer coach and a trophy case full of well-deserved bling.

“But you could also let me fund your gym,” she adds like she’s trying to entice me into her car with candy.

“No way.” I shake my head and gesture to her rent-controlled two-bedroom Upper West Side palace. “You barely charge me rent. You’ve already made it possible for me to save a ton of money and live in one of the world’s most expensive cities on an activity manager’s salary. No way am I taking the cash from you.”

“But the offer stands.”

“And I appreciate it, but my answer is still no. I want to do this on my own.”

“Always digging your heels in.” She rubs my back gently. “I know you don’t like to accept help. And I know it’s because you think your mom should have kept working instead of quitting her job to help your dad.”

“Well,” I say, straightening my spine, “she gave up her own career managing a bookstore when his company took off. And she always reminds him.”

I love my parents madly. They have a great marriage, and they raised me with love. But every now and then when I was growing up, my mom made little comments about how proud she was of the success his consulting company was having, in part because she quit her job to support him.

I don’t ever want to be the person who quits.

The one who has to remind the other that she did.

Or the one who maybe wishes she hadn’t quit. Because I suspect that’s what’s behind her little asides.

Maggie tilts her head with a skeptical look. “Always reminds him?”

“It feels often to me,” I say, then I wave a hand breezily.

She pours her concoction into two glasses and slides one to me, then whispers, “I have an extra thousand under the mattress. C’mon. Take it.”

“Please tell me you don’t keep money under the mattress.”

“Mattress. Bank. Same thing.”

I shake my head. “Nope. You didn’t fund Logan’s business. You’re not funding mine. Besides, I’ll either win this contest or nab a loan.”

She takes a long swig of her smoothie, and I do the same. Then I nearly spit it out as my tongue rebels against the taste. “This is the worst one ever. What did you put in it?”

“Wheatgrass.”

“You do know grass is what dogs eat when they need to barf?”

She laughs. “Wheatgrass is very popular in healthy beverages.”

“No. Just no. Wheatgrass is wrong. It’s grass, Mags. Grass.”

She gives me a look like I deserve to be sent to my room for impudence. “It’s good for you. Keeps you healthy. And I need to replenish after my workout. By the way, I killed it at my bike-training session today. Mildred and Octavia had nothing on me. I left them in the dust in Central Park,” she says, then heads to the living room, where she grabs her phone and, judging from the beeping sounds, returns to her Words with Friends game.

From the stool at the kitchen counter, I review The Dating Pool contest rules one more time.

The theme is spot-on: letters to exes, with the proviso that you must have learned something from the past relationship. No slams, no digs, no skewering. Show us how you’re moving on.

Dating Pool, I’ve got this. I’ve so got this.

This is my jam. Learning. Takeaways. Putting a positive spin on nearly everything.

I can bang out this letter, easy peasy.

I have the perfect person to write about.

Grabbing my tablet, I flip it open.

Two hours later, my entry is polished and ready to go.
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One year ago

There are things a man just needs to know how to do by the time he goes out on his own.

How to tie a necktie, ideally without looking in the mirror. How to parallel park in one try. How to build a campfire—with and without matches. (Hint: magnifying glasses. Learn how to use them and you, too, can become Prometheus.)

And how to answer a Mayday call from your female best friend.

As it happened, Jason and I were hanging in his apartment one evening, working our way through the top ten skills any man must know.

I strummed a chord on his acoustic guitar, working my way through “Love Me Do,” the song we’d dubbed easiest to learn to play on a guitar. (On the list of things a modern man should know: how to play at least one song on the guitar.)

“Stop. Stop. It’s like a parrot mating with a trombone,” Jason said, clapping his hands over his ears.

Naturally, I played louder. “You’re just jealous that I’m ahead of you. I’ve tackled six items, and it’s your bloody list.”

An eye roll was his answer. “I would never be envious of someone who is total rubbish at item number four.”

“Building a campfire?” I scoffed. We’d worked on that skill last weekend while camping an hour outside of the city. “Please. I excelled. Yours was more like a bonfire, Smokey Bear. You do know the point isn’t to set the whole forest alight?”

“I made an elegant fire and cooked a burger on it. A burger you enjoyed,” he pointed out as he reached for the composition notebook with his list.

“Fine, I concede. The burger was tasty. But when you do your podcast on the top ten requisite skills, I want credit for excelling in outdoorsmanship, which is all the more impressive given my day job. Not only can I argue a case in court, but I can also survive a bear attack.” I eyed his notebook. “Check out item number seven. It’ll get any bloke past a grizzly or a black bear.”

He smacked the notebook on his thigh, looking skeptical. “I’m not questioning that you can research how to survive a bear attack, since you did it to put the item on here. Frankly, neither one of us ought to be putting that one to the test. Spoiler alert—the bear usually wins. But let’s go back to your other supposed skill.” His eyebrow rose to the ceiling. “‘Argue a case’? You’re a corporate attorney, inking contracts from your swank Park Avenue office. You’re hardly a prosecutor orating in court, Atticus.”

I stopped strumming, shooting him an oh no, you didn’t stare. “First, you enlist me as your comrade in tackling this Be a Man list for your podcast. Then you malign my ability to execute the tasks. Now you question my talent in the courtroom? I’m not sure you understand the meaning of the words help a fella out.”

“Fine, fine. You can fend off the next black bear we run into if-slash-when we answer the call of the wild,” he said, just as my phone bleated.

Jason peered at it on the coffee table, then arched a brow. “Ohhhhh. Summer’s calling. Your totally charming, utterly adorable bestie who you deny having a thing for,” he said in a high-pitched tone, sliding the phone across the coffee table like he’d caught me in the act of—what? Having a friend with breasts? “Go on. Answer it.”

“Men and women can be friends, as you well know.” I clicked answer on the call and said, “Oliver Harris, at your service.”

“Hi,” Summer said, biting out the word. Sensing the rage in that one little syllable, I sat up straighter. Then, like she was breathing fire, she scorched the next word from her mouth. “Drew.”

As she hissed, the light bulb went on in my brain, illuminating an image of someone she used to date. “Ah, Douchey Ex Number Three?”

“Yes. He took my work ideas and claimed they were his.”

“That is grounds for top prize in jackassery.”

“And obviously why I broke up with him, though he never saw it that way. He thought my ideas were just ‘part of the conversational fabric and, therefore, fair game, and why don’t we try to work this out, sweetie-pie lovey-bear?’”

“And the double pet names didn’t win you back? Such a shock.”

“I know, right?”

“Also, who the hell says ‘conversational fabric’ unless it’s an op-ed piece for a snooty newspaper?”

“Drew, that’s who. And guess what he did now?”

“Don’t keep me waiting. I’m on the edge of my seat.”

“He invited me to his wedding,” she said, irritation thick in her voice. Suddenly, I had one goal—erase that irritation as soon as possible.

“Say no,” I said, since that was the easiest method to wipe it away.

“I would, except . . . remember? We work together, and the whole department is going. There’s this office-vibe thing, and I look like the petulant jackass if I don’t attend. Like I’m holding a grudge.”

“‘Conversational fabric’ is reason enough to hold a grudge. It’s in the guidebook.”

“Along with claiming any idea of yours is ‘fair game.’ Also, inviting an ex to your wedding should be in the guidebook.”

“That’s in the How to Be a Total Arse handbook.”

“Ah, but of course. Why did I take a job at this company?”

“You’re a glutton for punishment, clearly.”

“I know, and now I have to go to this wedding, says the rule book for being the bigger person compared to my douchey ex. What am I supposed to do?”

The answer was so simple I barely thought about it. There was one way to survive a black bear attack—make yourself look gigantic. I could help her in that department.

“I’ll go with you,” I said.

“You will?” Her voice lightened immediately. Gone was the anger. In its place was something else . . . amusement perhaps.

“I’ll be your pretend boyfriend,” I offered. It seemed like the ideal solution.

My normally confident, outgoing friend was quiet for a beat. “Like we’ve done before?”

“Exactly. Unless you don’t want me to, in which case I will spend the time showing my hapless cousin how to fix a flat tire, because I’ll wager he can’t do that without my help.” I looked over to tell Jason, “You do know law school teaches students how to fix flat tires?”

“Exactly what law school did you go to?” he asked, rolling his eyes.

Summer laughed—a warm, happy sound that made me certain playing her beau for the night was the right choice. “So it’s between helping me and fixing a flat tire with Jason?”

“Yes, but you’re far more interesting than working on a car, I assure you.” I returned to the music, absently strumming The Beatles again.

“What is that sound? Is there a cockatoo strangling a trumpet near you?” she asked.

My shoulders sagged. “I’m playing the guitar. And I swear, you and my cousin are in cahoots. Did you go to the same school of insult metaphors? Now, would you like me to go with you, and we can show this asshat at the office that, one, it’s rude to invite an ex to a wedding, and, two, if you are such a twit that you do invite an ex, you are going to be shown up by a much sexier, much more handsome new beau?” I paused for dramatic effect. “Me.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you have a ginormous⁠—”

“Yes, of course. All the time.”

“Ego, Oliver. Ego.”

“If you mean ‘ego’ as a euphemism for the crown jewels, then also yes.”

“You’re incorrigible,” she said, but she was laughing again, happy again. And that was what I wanted from Summer. After all, she’d been one half of the reason I didn’t spiral into depression during high school. She’d done everything she could to keep my spirits up during the darkest days of my life. This was the least I could do for her.

“That’s better than being corrigible, isn’t it? Tell me when to pick you up.”

She gave me the details, and when I hung up, Jason stared at me, lips twitching, eyebrows arching. “So, it’s the old pretend-boyfriend ruse, is it?”

“Why, yes, it is.”

“You know what they say about that.”

I strummed another chord. “No, I don’t. Enlighten me.”

But he simply laughed rather than answering, and I didn’t give his comments a second thought.

After all, being Summer’s pretend boyfriend had always been easy.
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On a Sunday evening two weeks later, I knocked on the door to Summer’s apartment. As it opened, I said, “All right, sexy fake girlfriend, get on my arm and let’s show you off like the⁠—”

My jaw dropped.

Possibly literally.

Definitely figuratively.

Because holy fuck.

Summer was a fox.

She wore some kind of dress. Some kind of fabric. Who the hell knew what any of it was except light blue and delectable.

She looked nothing like the girl I’d known most of my life, yet everything like her too.

She was sex appeal and sweetness all wrapped up in one delicious package.

“Like the what?” she asked, curious. “Show me off like the what?”

My throat was dry, but I managed to speak through the desert. “Let’s show you off like you’re the thing he most regrets.”

Because jackass or not, how could Drew not regret his fuckup? Losing this woman had to be cause for going to the hospital to check for alarmingly high levels of relationship remorse.

She smiled, and it did something funny to my chest.

Something funny that I shoved into a dark corner of my mind, determined not to examine.

I hooked her arm through mine, then we left her building and slid into a waiting Uber.

In the car, I reminded myself of our roles, and that quick reset was all I needed to ignore that dark corner of my mind.

At the wedding, it was easy, so damn easy to pretend she was mine, but that wasn’t because she was all dolled up.

It was because we knew each other. We had an ease between us. A rhythm.

During the reception, her ex strode over and introduced himself. “Pleasure to meet you. Drew McAllister the third.”

Are you fucking kidding me?

I held out my hand. “Oliver Harris the twelfth,” I said, since two could play that game. “Congrats on the wedding.”

“Yes. I particularly love the favors. I’d been hoping for a pen with your photo on it,” Summer put in.

“Thanks. They’re great for signing things,” Drew said, completely missing the point.

“As pens are,” I added, affixing a most serious look to my face. “Do they also work for taking notes?”

“Yeah,” he said, giving me a confused look. Drew scrubbed a hand over his jaw and glanced from Summer to me and back. “Have you two been together long?”

I looped my arm around her waist. “No, but when something is right, it’s just right, isn’t it?”

And since I had no more interest in him than I did in his bride-and-groom photo pens, I took Summer to the dance floor and twirled her around.

“Did you know you can also use a pen as a whistle?”

“Did you know you can use a pen to poke your brother or your cousin?” she tossed back.

“Some pens double as back scratchers,” I said.

“And don’t forget—nearly all can be used to hit that hard-to-reach reset button on modems.”

I spun her around, and when she made a full circle, I added, “And this concludes our discussion of other uses for pens. By the way, Drew the third, dullest man in existence, is not only a douche but a total douche.”

Her blonde hair spilled behind her, and she smiled. “Was it the third or the personalized pens that sealed the deal?”

I shook my head, tugging her up. “No, it’s that he’s holding a wedding on a Sunday. Who does that?”

“What’s wrong with Sunday? Don’t tell me you hate Sundays.”

“It’s too close to Monday.”

“Aww, poor Oliver hates Monday,” she said, patting my chest as we danced. “Ollie and Garfield.”

“Don’t call me Ollie,” I growled.

“But comparing you to a cartoon cat is okay?”

“It’s better than being called Ollie.”

“You know why I call you Ollie,” she said, a hint of seriousness in her tone.

“I know,” I replied, partially serious too.

“And I think you like it, even though you pretend not to.”

“Try me, woman.”

Her lips curved into a fantastic grin as she taunted, “Ollie, Ollie, Ollie.”

Maybe, just maybe, I didn’t entirely mind it from her. Still, I wasn’t a man for diminutives, so I clasped her tighter.

“Now I must punish you.” I dipped her precariously far. But Summer was the girl who liked to cliff jump into the ocean. She was the daredevil who’d skateboarded down the hilly street we lived on as teens. She had a lion-tamer’s ferocity and a fearless heart.

“That’s your punishment for Ollie?” she fired back.

“Watch it, or spankings come next.”

“Ooh, is that included on the fake boyfriend menu?”

I brought her back up again, flush against my chest, and for a flash of a moment, I had an image of where dancing might lead.

A dangerous image that would require use of the dark corners of my mind, so I stepped away from talk of spanking.

Lest it lead to something just like that.

Instead, I cleared my throat and answered her earlier question. “Holding a wedding on a Sunday is throwing in the towel. It says you’re going to bed early. It says you’re waking up and heading to the gym the next morning. It says you aren’t committed to lasting all night long.”

“What’s wrong with going to the gym in the morning?”

“Nothing, as long as it’s not the morning after your wedding night.”

“How do you know they aren’t staying up all night long?”

“Because it’s Sunday.”

“So are you telling me that you’ve never stayed up all night long on a Sunday?”

“I have, but I doubt Drew the third has my stamina,” I said, as I made sure our bodies didn’t sway too closely. I didn’t need another brazen image of her lodging itself where it didn’t belong.

“You are so cocky.”

“But it’s not cocky if it’s true.”

She tapped my shoulder. “Just because you and your cousin have this saying doesn’t make it right.”

“But you know what is true and right?” I asked, spinning her and enjoying the way it made her laugh.

“What?”

“Me stepping in as the future Douchey Ex Number Four. Because now you’re not thinking about your Douchey Ex Number Three breaking the rules of common decency by inviting you to his wedding, are you?”

Her smile lit up the entire dance floor. It was all the twinkling lights in the reception hall. It was the stars in the night sky. “Not at all.” She took a beat, as if stripping away the sass and teasing that were the hallmarks of our friendship. “Thank you, Oliver.”

“It was my pleasure, Summer.” And it was. The night had been fantastic. “Just like it was with the guy from the bar. Remember that night at the Lucky Spot?”

“I do. You pulled me onto your lap and played with my hair, really selling it to the jury.”

“It worked. He sulked off,” I said, but I wasn’t thinking of the ex. I was thinking of her hair, grateful she wore it up tonight, so I wouldn’t be tempted.

Summer glanced around, as if surveying the success of the wedding ruse. “And on that note, has anyone told you you’re the best fake boyfriend around?”

“Why, yes. It’s going on my business card.”

“Oh, good. Now I feel special.”

“You should always feel special,” I said, conveying that in my tone. I wanted her to know that. Wanted her to feel it. Because her role in my life and the immeasurable levels of special she brought to it were the reasons I didn’t want to get any closer to her.

“I should?” Her question came out a little tentative, a little surprised.

I met her gaze, making sure she saw that I was being honest. “You are special, Summer.”

She’d been one of my closest friends since I was old enough to need someone to turn to.

She’d been there for me the entire time my sister was sick when I was in high school, and when Phoebe died, she’d been there for me too.

Always.

And I always wanted her in my life, and to be in hers, not on a list of mistakes.

That was why I laughed it off when Jason or Logan hinted about us becoming more than friends.

We were an us because we didn’t ever let us become anything else.
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Present day

Stella answers on the first ring. “Let me guess. You’re in jail, and you need me to bail you out.”

“As if I’d call you first,” I say indignantly.

“Who would you call?”

I consider this from bed, staring at the ceiling. “Logan probably. He can talk his way out of anything.”

“Sweetie, it’s money you need for bail. Not talk.”

“But maybe he could talk his way out of the bail,” I suggest.

Stella yawns so savagely you could drive a semitruck through it. “Anyway, why are you calling at ten at night if you’re not in jail?”

“How old are you? Ten is not late.”

“Two years older than you, which means I need my sleep.”

“Sorry,” I mutter. “Sort of. Anyway, I’m calling because I wrote the letter, and I’m about to hit submit. But want to hear it first?”

“Oooh! I am wide awake and ready.”

I clear my throat and read the letter out loud.

Dear Sexy Ex-Boyfriend,

I’ve said this before, and I’ll say it again.

Exes are exes for a reason.

But not always for a bad reason.

Usually, they’re in the past because you didn’t see eye to eye.

Or because you didn’t love each other enough.

Or maybe circumstances pulled you apart.

That happens, and it’s just part of life, part of learning.

Sometimes, though, an ex is history because one of you, or both of you, are absolute douches.

After all, exes can be jerks. They can wander into bars, saunter over to you when you’re with your friends, and act like nothing happened.

Or invite you to their wedding when you have zero interest in their nuptials and even less in their swaggy wedding favors. (Seriously. Commemorative pens? Pens with your face on them?)

But I’ve never believed that all the ex-boyfriends are the worst.

I don’t believe that about you.

You stepped in when I needed you the most, with your charm, and your wit, and your “I’ve got this” spirit.

You lifted me up when I needed you to. And you saved me when I needed saving. I saved you too.

And I know you—from the way you look when you get out of the pool to the way you like your English breakfast tea (not at all, thank you very much).

But in spite of this knowledge, you told me that someday I’d call you a douchey ex too.

And you’d deserve it, you said.

You’d deserve it because we don’t always see eye to eye. Because we don’t agree on everything. Because we see the world differently.

But you know what? I’ve learned something about who I am from you.

Just like our choice of a last meal is insight into the life we led, right? Exes say something about a person. When I look back on mine, they tell the story of my heart and my goals and my dreams. They say I’m not ready yet to give my all to a relationship. I’m not ready to move into that phase of my life.

There is a world out there and so much to see in it. I couldn’t travel the way I wanted to if my exes had been the kind to stick around.

The kind I wanted to stick around.

And especially if you’d been the kind of guy who wanted more.

That was never in the cards for us.

So I say, if you want to be Douchey Ex Number Four, I welcome that. I’ve got labels printed out. You can wear a sandwich board stating that you’re Douchey Ex Number Four—and proud of it.

We’d grab a pint someday and probably even laugh about it, except we both prefer martinis.

Because you and me? We know what we are to each other. We know that the world needs more sexy ex-boyfriends so we can achieve our dreams.

May we learn lessons from all kinds of exes—from the jerks, from the timid, from the crazy, from the ones we just didn’t love enough, and from the ones who didn’t love us enough.

They teach us about ourselves.

And I’m still trying to achieve all my dreams.

So I say thank you, Douchey Ex Number Four, for being the sexiest ex-boyfriend of all.

My best,

Summer

I finish, feeling naked, exposed, but hopeful that it says everything I want to say, and that Stella will like it.

Hopeful that The Dating Pool will love it, because winning this could tip me over the edge with my new venture.

“It’s . . .” Stella begins, but doesn’t finish.

“It’s terrible? That’s what you were going to say? Or it’s a brilliant scheme and a terrific chance to nab some extra money if I win. And if I win, I would use it to add a self-defense class to the roster, and that’s precisely what my gym needs.” My words are like froyo spilling out too fast and overflowing from the sample cup.

She laughs sweetly. “I was going to say I think it’s a brilliant scheme and a lovely letter. And I actually think I get it now.”

My brow knits. “Get what?”

“You and Oliver. Your connection. I think I understand it in a whole new way.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, I do. I kind of get why you’re not interested in testing my theory. I understand now why you always say nothing will happen.”

“Thank you,” I say, warmth and happiness bubbling up in me. “It’s so easy to think because we’re good friends that a romance is inevitable. But that’s not in the cards.”

“Yeah, I see that now,” she says, sounding introspective. “I guess it’s human nature to want to ship two pretty people who spend so much time together.”

“And now you understand why there is no Sumiver Ship or Olimer Ship.”

“More proof you’re right. Your names are horribly un-shippable.”

“There you go.” I smile, thanking her, then hit submit.

Even though, I suppose, a small part of me still wonders about the accuracy of her theories.

But just a small part, I swear.
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On Monday, I watch as Loan Officer Electra nods thoughtfully, takes a beat, then smiles. “You present a very compelling argument. And honestly, I’m counting the days till your gym opens.”

Must not crawl across the desk and tackle-hug the world’s coolest loan officer.

Instead, I sit ramrod straight on the edge of the leather seat, beaming. “I’m so glad you feel that way. I’ve lined up my final teachers too, to make the classes amazing. Seniors have different needs than other age groups and want a gym where they feel comfortable and welcome. Providing that can increase health in the golden years. I found a Zumba teacher who specializes in catering to seniors. I have a spin-class instructor who’s the best in the biz. I even found someone to teach kickboxing to older adults.”

I’m giddy, but professionally giddy. That’s a thing. “This is going to be so good for health and fitness and longevity. In time, we can reduce medical costs and reduce insurance needs. It’s going to be great,” I say, unable to stop giving my pitch to her on why fitness for life matters.

But the curly-haired woman with the hawklike nose seems to need little convincing. “I know! I can’t wait to sign up my dad. He is going to love it. He’s jonesing to do kickboxing.”

Just like Stella’s grandpa. Yes! This gym is filling an unserved need. And I am going to call my instructors the second the ink dries. They are going to flip.

“Thank you, Electra. I’m glad you feel that way. I can’t wait to let my instructors know it’s a go,” I say, nerves winging through my body as I adjust the pencil skirt that feels like a costume, since I don’t usually wear navy skirts and silk blouses.

Except when begging for money.

But that ends today.

Humming, Electra drums her fingers on her oak desk, flashing a cheery smile in my direction. “They are going to be ecstatic. And we simply can’t wait to hear how it goes.”

I blink. What? She can’t wait to hear how it goes? “What do you mean?”

“I mean, do keep in touch. And best of luck, Summer.”

Ohhhhhhhhhh.

My shoulders slide toward the floor in the slumpiest slump of all time. “You’re not granting the loan?” I ask in a dead tone.

She shakes her head, still grinning, which seems kind of cruel. “No, but you’re one of our most regular and valuable customers, and we so appreciate you saving all that money with us.”

“But I need more.” My voice cracks, and I swallow that awful splintering sound. Maybe I misunderstood. Maybe she’s just messing around. “I’ve been a good customer for ten years, and now I need a loan to make this gym the best it can be. To be competitive.”

Electra pumps a fist. “And we are fired up to see how it goes with all that you have saved here. You go get ’em, girl.”

Girl.

She just you go, girled me.

She hasn’t even uttered any of the warning words that come before crushing your hopes and dreams. Words like however, but, with that said, or unfortunately.

She’s turned me down with pep and vigor.

“Is there anything else I can do?”

“The risk is just too great.”

With a deep sigh, I gather my purse, say a wooden thanks, and leave.

A deep sadness cloaks me as I walk across the stone floor of the bank toward the ominous exit.

Maybe I didn’t present a compelling enough pitch. Maybe I asked for too much. Maybe I asked for too little. But I need that extra money. Need it to get me over the hump. Need it to show I can do this on my own.

All I’ve ever wanted is to do this on my own.

And now I don’t have enough to open the doors.

Now I’ll have to table my dreams for months while I save up the rest.

As I trudge to the street, my phone rings—my mom is calling. I answer it half-heartedly, wishing I could muster my normal pep.

“Hi, Mom,” I say, trying to sound cheery, trying to focus on her. “How’s everything going with you? Is it Book Club Monday? Do you have everyone hooked on the newest Nora Roberts?”

“Of course I do. I’m a master at picking books. I should be running book clubs all over town. But that’s not why I’m calling. How did it go?” She sounds like she’s been holding her breath with anticipation.

“Oh, you know. It went . . .” But I can’t even spin a tale. “They turned me down.” My throat catches.

“Sweetie, let us help you.”

I shake my head. “Nope. I’ll make this work.”

“Summer, I want to help. We want to help,” she says, her tone upbeat. “I’m very good at helping, as you know. I’ve done it for years.”

And that, right there, is why I don’t entirely want it.

What if I take it and feel indebted? Annoyed? Resentful? She says she likes helping, but why does she always bring it up? Because she wishes she were still running her bookstore, I suspect.

“I know, Mom. But this is just a little speed bump. I’ll figure it out.” I check my watch. I need to go to Sunshine Living in two hours, so I’ve got one-hundred-and-twenty minutes to process my disappointment. I refuse to bring it to work with me. “I have to go to work in a little bit. I’m going to go for a walk. But I’ll text you later.”

“Do that. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

I hang up, walking toward the park, trying to work through these obstacles before I clock in with Travis.

The moment I hit Fifth Avenue, my phone trills again—my brother this time. I’m tempted, so damn tempted to ask him for a loan. The words are on the tip of my tongue. He has the money.

He also has a six-year-old and the scars from a painful and expensive divorce.

And if I won’t take it from anyone else, I won’t take it from him.

I sigh so heavily it’ll send the Dow Jones plummeting. I’ll just wait a little longer, save a little more. It’s all I can do.

“Hey, Logan, what’s going on?”

My brother is cackling. “Sexy. Ex. Boyfriend. Dude, that is the funniest thing you’ve ever written.”

My brow pinches. “What are you talking about?”

But when I click on Twitter, I see I’ve made so much more than a grammatical error.
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I. Am. Trending.

Or rather, “America’s Worst Boyfriend” is.

It’s all over Twitter. The letter I wrote. The dissection of it. The whodunit. And there is little social media loves more than a good outing. How was it even published? But I don’t have time to figure that out because right now, I need to rubberneck at my own ten-car pileup.

I scroll through a river of comments hashtagged #AmericasWorstBoyfriend as I walk, head bent, face buried in a mess of my own making.

@NYer14: I bet he’s a celebrity.

@GossipLover1andOnly: A reality show star.

@SportsFan: An athlete.

@Anglophile2200: Hello? You twits. He sounds British. English breakfast tea and all.

@GossipLover1andOnly: No, she said he hated tea.

@Anglophile2200: No, she said it would be cliché if he loved it. Learn to read, dimwit.

@RoyalWatcher: Could it be one of the royals?

@BTSLover: I bet he’s in a boy band.

@HatesBoyBands: Yes, that has to be it. Guys in boy bands are royal douches.

@TheThird: Wait. I know this guy.

@SexyLady: No, I know him.

@SexierLady: No, I dated him.

I stomp like Rumpelstiltskin.

No!

My hair is on fire, my blood heats to a thousand degrees of fury. I can’t believe I did this. I can’t believe this happened. I can’t believe . . . oh shit.

I can’t believe the next comment.

@TheThird: I’m pretty sure it’s Oliver Harris the twelfth. He came with Summer to my wedding. I gave out very nice pens. I’m not surprised they split though. He seemed like a bit of a playboy, truth be told. Also, my pens were cool.

Screw one thousand degrees. I am an inferno, and I want to throw balls of fire at my very douchey ex Drew.

Because his comment is all it takes.

What started as the funniest thing I ever wrote speeds straight into an epic dumpster fire.

@ManCandyFan: Oliver! Oh, he’s hawt.

@LovesListsofMen: That British lawyer? The one who looks like Tom Ellis and Chris Hemsworth had a love child and Harry Styles donated his hair to their baby?

@GossipLover1andOnly: Yes, the one on New York’s Most Eligible Bachelors list.

@ManCandyFan: The one who dated that heiress? Chantal. And some TV actress. That dude gets around.

@CheetahNoah: I hope he gets around! I’m doing a corporate scavenger hunt, and one of the things we have to find is a picture of an internet celebrity in the wild! If I can find HIM, I’m golden.

@MenAreJerks: I bet you’ll find him being a douche.

@PeopleAreJerks: He does look like a douche too. And I mean that in the best way possible.

@ILoveJerks: Right? Jerks are sooo hot. Why are jerks so hot? I don’t even know. They just are.

@ILoveCockyJackholes: OMG, yes. So much yes. There is just something about a jackass that I love.

@DownwithDouches: And look at this picture of him. He’s posing like a freaking model, with his top button undone, his hand in his hair, like he thinks he’s the hottest thing ever.

@ILoveJerks: Well, he is. I mean, my God. That jawline. That’s, like, the kind of jawline you use to measure hottest jawlines ever.

@MenAreJerks: That’s not a thing—hottest jawline ever is so not a thing.

@ILoveCockyJackholes: Well, it should be.

@FanofNietzsche: Jerks always get the good genes. It’s the universe’s way of reminding us that nihilism is alive and well.

@QuestionEverything22: So now this is a philosophical movement?

@DownwithDouches: Let’s start a movement to stop assholes.

@HZRedhead: Yes, I concur. I dated him once. I went to his apartment to bring him tea. Wasn’t that sweet of me? And he didn’t even have the courtesy to come downstairs and break my heart in person. I was in love with him. IN LOVE. MAD, CRAZY, BEAUTIFUL LOVE. Instead, he sent his new girlfriend to tell me. This man is the patron saint of asshole exes, and he must be stopped.

My eyes bug out when I discover Hazel’s comment. She and Oliver dated for maybe two weeks. He ended it with her in person. And she stalked him. With tea.

“You got it all wrong, crazy pants,” I mutter at the screen.

Maybe I’m the crazy one, though, since I’m talking to my phone as I march uptown. Oh, wait. That just makes me a New Yorker. But the craziest thing of all is when I see the next email.

From an editor at The Dating Pool. And it answers a big question.

Congratulations, Summer! We loved your letter so much we published it this morning, as we planned to do with the top three finalists. If yours is selected as the winner, you’ll receive $5000 in prize money. Best of luck!
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This is not how my day was supposed to go. This is not how any day is supposed to go, ever.

Dragging my hand through my hair—which looks nothing like Harry Styles’s, thank you very much—I pace in my office. With my work phone pressed to my ear, I do my very best to practice one of the three skills I pride myself on.

Reassuring.

“That’s not me. I swear that’s not who I am,” I tell Geneva, who’s beside herself thanks to Twitter doing what Twitter does best.

Misinterpreting literally everything.

“But all the posts say it’s you,” Geneva insists, a brand-new worry in her voice. “All the comments, all the blogs. Hashtag ‘America’s Worst Boyfriend.’ And frankly, I don’t know if I’m comfortable doing business with someone like that.”

A knot of anxiety tightens in my chest, hard and unpleasant.

I hate unhappy clients. It means I didn’t try hard enough, fight well enough. That’s not okay. I didn’t go into this field to lose. I went to law school to help those who need a lion in their corner, who want the king of the jungle fighting their battles.

For all the lawyer jokes in the world, the reality is, when you need someone to go to battle for you—and everyone needs someone to go to battle for them at some point—that usually means you need an attorney who will be fierce for you.

My sister needed it when she was young. Geneva needs it now. And I want to be that person for her. “I think there’s simply been a misunderstanding. Allow me to explain,” I say calmly, preparing to improvise the hell out of this shitshow.

A shitshow that Summer started. Unwittingly, I’m sure. But one she started, nonetheless, with a funny, sweet, heartfelt insider’s joke of a letter that’s been twisted by the thing known as the internet. I bet in ten years, computers will come with a warning label. Caution: internet use may be hazardous to your sanity. Social media, in particular, has been known to cause stupidity and bad decisions, resulting in dumpster fires and absolute fuckery.

“You see . . .” I begin.

“No, allow me to explain,” Geneva says, sharper now, her voice like a knife. “I just went through a terrible divorce. Public and horrible. My ex was a Casanova who made an utter mockery of our marriage, and frankly . . . this reminds me of it.”

What she described, what Twitter is saying, couldn’t be further from the truth. I just need to convey that to her.

“Twitter has twisted this all around. The woman who wrote that—I’ve known her my whole life. It was all . . .” I say, and then I’m about to tell her the true reason for the letter—that the woman who wrote it is, like, my best mate, that we have a long-running joke about terrible exes, that it’s a thing we do for each other, playing pretend, and that it all started way back in high school when my sister was sick. But as those words take shape in my mind, they sound ridiculous.

They sound like a bald-faced lie.

Geneva picks up where I trailed off. “If you were America’s best boyfriend, it would be one thing. But this? These things they are saying about you . . .”

My cell buzzes on my desk with a text from Summer. I lunge for it as Geneva goes on about all the brilliant comments on Twitter, including how I am the biggest twat of the internet.

Summer: I am so sorry. You are not America’s worst boyfriend. You are America’s best ex-boyfriend. That was supposed to be fun, a tongue-in-cheek way to celebrate us, and I never thought anyone would figure out it was you. I didn’t even know my essay was going to be posted online—at least not right away, not to mention go viral—and I feel like such an utter idiot. The absolute worst friend ever. You probably hate me, and if you do, I deserve it, but I will do anything to make this right for you. What can I do?

Immediately, I know the answer.

I won’t lose this client for my firm. I won’t lose this deal. And I will fight this battle for her. It’ll take me three weeks to ink the new partnership for her agency, and in the meantime, there’s only one choice.

I flash back to a few years ago when my cousin Christian faced a somewhat similar predicament. To save his company in Paris, he had to marry straightaway.

A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do.

Sliding in when Geneva pauses, I go for it. Leave it all on the field. Well, not exactly marriage. But the same idea. “Here’s the thing. Summer didn’t mean the letter that way. The truth is, I am America’s best boyfriend. Because . . .” I draw on my best store of humility, such as it is. “Summer and I . . . well, we’re engaged. It happened quite recently. So, you see, what she meant with the letter is that she’s saying goodbye to me as her ex-boyfriend because now I’m going to be her forever one.”

And the response from my client is all I could ever want.

It’s one word.

Oh.

Her tone is surprise mixed with delight, and then it finishes on a happy squeal.

“That’s so lovely, Ollie.” She laughs, sounding almost embarrassed, and I don’t even care that she called me Ollie. “I got it all wrong. I am so sorry I got it so completely inside out.”

“Everyone did, obviously.” I push out a chuckle. “We weren’t going to announce it yet, but Summer? Well, she’s Summer. She likes to present things in unconventional ways, which is one of the things I love about her. You’ll see when you meet her. We should all have dinner this Saturday.”

“Perhaps Jane can come along too. I wanted to invite her to my wine tasting tomorrow night. Why don’t we all go to that, and then we can have dinner with some of the other partners in the firm this weekend? It’s important to me to fully know and trust the people I work with.”

“I’m sure she’d love that—the wine and the dinner.” I breathe a lifetime’s worth of sighs of relief, even though Summer hates wine.

But I bet she can fake it for me.

Geneva seems relieved too. “I can’t wait to meet her, and of course, I won’t back out of our deal. I’m so glad that it was a misunderstanding. Thank you for setting things straight.”

I wave a hand airily. “Everything gets out of hand on the internet, doesn’t it?”

“Indeed it does. I should have known better,” she says with so much contrition that I almost feel bad for my fib.

Almost.

When I hang up, I call Summer and tell her to meet me straightaway. Then I leave, telling Jane I’ll be back soon.

“Don’t forget you have a one o’clock with Hanover Media,” she tells me. “Prospective new client. Helen Williams Designs referred them, since she loved your work so much on the last deal.”

“And I love word of mouth.” Word of mouth is exactly why I need to stop this shitshow from snowballing.

Loosening my tie as I go, I head to Fifth Avenue, walk up a few blocks, texting my cousin in Paris as I go.

Oliver: Remember that time you engineered a marriage of convenience to save your company?

Christian: Hmm. Sounds a bit familiar. Care to elaborate?

Oliver: It worked brilliantly, right?

Christian: What sort of hot water have you gotten yourself into, cuz?

I stare at the text thread. Yeah, this might not be helpful right now.

Oliver: I’ll update you later.

Christian: Spare no details. I need a good laugh.

Yes, a laugh. This is funny. This is something we’ll all look back on and laugh. Putting my phone away, I find Summer outside the entrance to the park, waiting at a bench and wringing her hands.

She looks devastated, her big brown eyes brimming with worry. “I am so sorry. I am the worst friend ever. I never thought that would happen. Those people are dickheads.”

“Yes, and Twitter is the biggest dickhead of all.” I’m not in the business of holding grudges or staying pissed. There’s no point. Besides, I’m about to call in a big favor now. “But I knew what you meant. I know what you were trying to say.”

“You do?” she asks, and her voice is small, fearful. “You’re not pissed at me?”

I hold up my thumb and forefinger, showing a sliver of space. “Maybe a little at first. But not for long.”

“Oh, Oliver. I feel terrible,” she says, her brow knit with worry. “I thought it was a nice little way of saying thank you, but in a way where only you would know it was you.” She presses her palms together as if in prayer. “Tell me how I can help. I meant it when I said I’d do anything.”

I shoot her a wry grin, take a beat, then call in a your-turn-to-scratch-my-back. “Here’s what I need for the next three weeks.”

“Anything. Please. I’m dying to make this right.” The look in those puppy-dog eyes is a desperate plea. I sort of hate that she feels that way, but sort of not.

Because it’s going to make my outlandish request much easier.

“Good,” I say, with what I’m sure is a slightly evil grin. “Because I’m cashing in on the prom promise. Your sexy ex-boyfriend is about to become your fake fiancé.”
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SUMMER


Thirteen years ago

We huddled in the teen cave, the sprawling basement of Oliver’s home, music blasting, hands dipping into the popcorn bowl as the four of us plotted—Logan, Oliver, Phoebe, and me.

The mission? Prom-posals for my twin brother and the guy next door.

We’d already mapped out a plan for Logan to ask the foreign exchange student in his history class.

Now it was time to assist Oliver in asking Emily.

As for me? I planned to go with my friends, a big group of girls in pretty dresses and sparkly shoes, dancing with each other.

“How about I ask Emily when she goes for her run in the morning?” Oliver suggested, grabbing a handful of popcorn and munching.

Logan pointed his finger approvingly as he grabbed some kernels then headed to the Ping-Pong table. “Dude. Yes. You just get some Sharpies, write it on a sign, and boom. In like Flynn.”

I scoff-laughed. “I don’t think it’s that easy.”

From her spot in the corner of the couch, Phoebe shot her younger brother a look that said he was a dolt. It was a look she’d perfected with him. “Promise me you’re not going to do that, Ollie. Just promise me.”

Oliver turned to his sister, now nineteen. It was one of her good days. They were fewer and farther between, but she tried to embrace them when they came.

We all did. She’d been fighting cancer since the family moved from England a few years ago so she could undergo an experimental treatment at a nearby hospital. It had worked . . .

For a while.

“Why not? Emily likes to run. She’s captain of the cross-country team. It seems perfect for a prom-posal,” Oliver said, being all boy-logical as he rose to join Logan at the table.

But boy logic didn’t always sway teenage girls.

Phoebe turned to me. The look in her crystal blue eyes said, Boys. You can’t train them to do anything. “What are we supposed to do with him, Summer? He’s hopeless. Utterly hopeless.”

“It’s a condition of being male,” I agreed dryly.

Oliver lifted his chin, standing his ground. “I think it’s brilliant.”

“You would,” Phoebe said, reaching for some popcorn and tossing it at her brother. The kernels landed a few feet from Oliver. Her strength was waning.

He bent to pick them up, but their corgi mix, Gloria, raised her snout from the floor and gamely trotted over to hoover up the spill as Logan served the white ball across the table.

Oliver darted up in time to smack it back, and the rhythmic sound of the plastic ball hitting the table punctuated our romantic war room machinations.

“Anyway,” Phoebe added in her best arch I’m your older sister and I know better voice, “I would strongly suggest something a bit more creative. Right, Summer?”

“Perhaps balloons spelling out PROM,” I offered. “Or get a T-shirt for Gloria to wear with Will you go to prom with my person? written on it.”

“Excellent idea. Dogs are perfect wingmen. Or wingwomen, in Gloria’s case. Another option is to rent the marquee at the local cinema and put a sign up there asking her.”

Logan slammed a ball across the table. “No way. That’s megabucks. We don’t even know if Emily likes him.”

Phoebe stroked her chin, brow furrowed. “Fair point. It’s hard to imagine anyone would, truly.”

I held up a hand to high-five her.

“You’re a little stinker,” Oliver said to her as he backhanded a ball. “But I’ve no doubt she’s into me. She has excellent taste.”

“Then I bet she’ll go for that bloke who looks like Jude Law,” Phoebe offered.

My gaze snapped in her direction. “You mean Colton Davis? The guy who plays guitar? Senior? He’s yummy.”

“So yummy,” Phoebe said dreamily. It was the first thing that had come out of her mouth that afternoon that wasn’t laced with sarcasm or sass.

Logan missed the shot, Oliver lowered his paddle, and I simply stared at her. Phoebe rarely talked about boys. With a determined look, Oliver walked over to his sister, sat next to her, and took her hand. “Do you want to go with him? We could ask him to go with you.”

The sound that emanated from Phoebe was the most derisive snort to emanate from any person ever.

“No!”

Instinctively, I turned to the door, looking for Oliver’s parents to come running to see if she’d fallen, to see if she was okay. But she was more than fine, and they were out, their dad at work, their mom running to the pharmacy to pick up meds for Phoebe.

She jerked her hand away from Oliver and pointed a stern finger at him. “Do not ever do that. Do not do something because you feel sorry for me. I mean it. I don’t want to get dressed up. I don’t want to wear stupid makeup, and I definitely don’t want to wear a hideous fucking wig. No, thank you. I’d rather stay home with Gloria than have everyone stare at me because I finally got to go to prom.” For a second, her voice trembled, but she swallowed and raised her chin. “Besides,” she said, collecting herself, a twinkle in her eyes, “I’d rather help Summer get ready, do her hair, and snap the photos when she has to take you as a pity date after Emily turns you down.”

Her smile was slow to spread, mischievous and thoroughly Machiavellian.

Logan mimed shooting a slam dunk. “Ohhh! You’ve just been burned.”

We all laughed. Phoebe was still Phoebe—always finding ways to poke fun at her little brother.

I joined in the laughter, knowing full well Phoebe’s prediction would never come true.

Emily would say yes, Oliver would take her to prom, and I’d go with . . . well, a group of friends.

Which would be fine.

I liked my girlfriends.

I didn’t have a crush on the handsome British boy next door.

I didn’t long for my brother’s best friend.

For my good friend.

Not at all.

At least, not very much most of the time.
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But enough, apparently, that butterflies flickered through my chest two days later when Oliver pulled me aside after fifth-period calculus, scratched his jaw, and said, “Listen. Turns out Emily’s involved. Dating some wanker in community college who’s taking her to prom.”

“He’s definitely a wanker if he’s dating a high school student,” I said, quickly concurring. “What kind of college student dates a high schooler?”

“The wanker kind.” His grin faded, his expression turning serious. “But I was thinking about what Phoebe said.”

“Which part?” I asked, ever so casually, as if the details of the prom planning weren’t seared into my brain.

“The part where she mentioned you getting ready. I think she really wants to help you get ready. Do the whole girly thing. And look, I know it’s not your thing. I know you’re more into sports and Phoebe was always more of the frilly one, but would you want to?”

My heart sped up, beating a wildly fast rhythm. That was weird. Why would my heart trip over itself? I didn’t like Oliver like that. I truly didn’t. Fine, now and then I’d entertain little crush-like thoughts, but that was it, that was all.

But I wanted to be sure I understood. “Would I want to go to prom?”

“Would you be my pity date?” His lips curved into a grin as he repeated Phoebe’s words.

“You make it sound so appealing,” I teased, but we both knew what the date was about.

It wasn’t about us. It wasn’t about this skip in my heart.

It was about Oliver giving something to his sister that she’d never ask him to give. Something small that he could do if I said yes.

Of course I said yes. I didn’t say it for me, though, in spite of those butterflies.

I said it for him and, most of all, for her.
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A few weeks later, Phoebe did her best to help me with my hair, flat ironing it until she was too tired to hold the iron.

She applied my blush, then regarded me with the intense stare of a reality show judge. “You look smashing,” she declared, appraising my simple blue dress. No frills, no satin, no lace.

“She does,” Oliver seconded, shooting me a smile that warmed me all over.

Was the smile for her? Or was the smile for me?

I didn’t know, and it didn’t matter. Phoebe mattered.

Oliver gave his sister a hug at the door, and Phoebe said, “That Emily doesn’t know what she’s missing, Ollie.”

He simply laughed, soft and light. “I told you not to call me that.”

“Oh, you love it,” she said, waving a hand dismissively.

“No. I don’t at all,” he said, but his grin gave him away.

“Then grumble every time someone calls you that, just like you do with me. It’ll be your way of remembering me when I’m gone.”

His smile disappeared. His eyes narrowed. “Oh, shut up now.”

“Just do it,” she said, and she wasn’t mad. She was simply . . . Phoebe.

Especially when she turned to me and said, “Summer, call him Ollie now and then to get a rise out of him. Do that for me, okay?”

Laughing, I gave her my oath. “I solemnly swear to call him Ollie every now and then.”

“You’re a gem,” she told me.

“And you’re a little stinker,” Oliver told her.

She preened. “I know.”

“So stop talking about when you’ll be gone,” he said, a hitch in his voice.

“It’s the truth. I’m used to it. I’m fine with it.”

“I’m not,” he said fiercely, then dropped a kiss onto her forehead and wished her a good night.

As we left, he seemed to collect himself, to shift away from that tug I was sure he felt in his heart, that wish that things were different.

“I love Phoebe,” I blurted when we slid into the limo, just the two of us.

He offered a sad smile. “Join the club.”

“It is not fair,” I said, my lip quivering, but I swallowed the threatening tears. It was his hurt, his pending loss. I didn’t want to co-opt it.

“I know. Some days that’s all I think about.”

“I wish everything were different,” I said, my voice catching once more.

“You have no idea how much I want that. How much I hope for . . .”

“For a miracle.”

Glancing out the window, he nodded, swallowing tightly and swiping a finger across his face before looking back at me with a helpless shrug. “I’ll miss her so much,” he whispered.

I set my hand on his, squeezing. “I’ll be here for you.”

He pressed his shoulder against mine. “I know.”

“Always. I promise.”

“I know that too, Summer.”

He squeezed my hand in return, and that contact was like a seal on our friendship. A promise that we’d look out for each other. That we’d have each other’s backs.

We had a blast at prom, dancing, drinking punch, laughing, and hanging out with friends.

Later, we lounged in our chairs at our table, watching the disco ball swirl its squares of light on the floor as others swayed and we talked.

He lifted a brow in a question. “So, tell me, Summer. How was your first pity date?”

“You’re assuming it’s my first,” I teased.

“Oh, is this a service you offer other sorry boys?”

“Only the sorriest.”

“How lucky am I?”

“Very lucky,” I said.

“In that case, let me know if I can return the favor. Down the road, when you’re twenty-five or thirty, if you ever need a pity date, you call on me, okay?”

I patted his knee. “You’ll be the first one I call. I promise. And same goes for you if you need my services again.”

“It’ll be our prom promise,” he said.

“A solemn vow,” I said, wiggling my brow and pursing my lips before I added with a smirk, “Ollie.”

He narrowed his eyes, growling at me. “You’re evil. But even so, I doubt you’ll need to cash it in. You’ll have no problem getting dates . . .” He trailed off like he was waiting for me to say something more.

Was I supposed to say something? Something clever or romantic?

I didn’t know, wasn’t sure what he was getting at. Teasing him was easy. Understanding him was hard in moments like these.

And deciphering my own tangled knot of emotions—friendship, a dash of attraction, a close family connection, and that terrible kernel of pending grief, cresting like a wave not far from the shore—was impossible. Best to not even try.

So I simply laughed and said, “You’ll have no problem either, Emilys of the world aside.”

The odd thing was that Emily didn’t go to the dance. She wasn’t there with her wanker boyfriend.

The next week, I overheard her in the cafeteria line talking to a friend as she scooped salad onto her tray. “It’s strange,” she said. “I was so sure Oliver Harris was going to ask me to prom. He never did.”

I blinked, my face flushing as she unwittingly revealed his secret to me.

He’d never asked her.

I never let on that I knew he hadn’t.

It didn’t really matter anyway.

I was his pity date, and Phoebe was the happiest we’d seen her in a long time.
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SUMMER


Present day

All day long, all the time, all across the world people say, “I’ll do anything.”

But it’s just a saying, like “I’m dying to see your dress” or “This song is the worst.”

So when Oliver takes me up on my offer to do anything, my jaw comes unhinged. My brain buzzes with static, a radio stuck between stations.

Did he just say “become your fake fiancé”?

That’s the anything?

Cashing in on our prom promise? Isn’t that what we’ve always done? First with Emily, and later with Drew the third and his pens, with Hazel and her tea, and with all the other douche exes we’ve both had.

But not for three weeks.

More like for a few minutes, an hour, a night.

And now we’re making believe for twenty-one long days. I should be dreading it, like a twenty-one-day paprika-infused juice cleanse.

When someone cashes in a voucher for a debt you owe, it’s not supposed to be enjoyable.

But being Oliver’s pretend fiancée doesn’t sound that bad.

It sounds weirdly sort of fun, when he explains why he needs one.

Like being immersed in a great romance novel.

Hell, maybe, just maybe, a touch of pretend will eradicate those occasionally pesky tingles from my body. Satisfy a craving or my curiosity perhaps.

I confirm I heard him right. “So, let me get this straight. I wrote a letter for a contest extolling your virtues as an ex, the internet misinterpreted it, your client freaked out, and your solution is for us to pretend we’re engaged?”

He quirks up an I’m so clever brow. “Brilliant, right?”

I laugh. “That’s one word for it.” I shake my head, but I’m already in, and we know it. “A deal is a deal, and no prom promise shall be reneged on. So we better lay out the rules.”

His eyes twinkle with delight, and maybe relief too. “We should. Rules are good, right?”

“Rules are vital for any game people play.”

As if we’d planned it, we both gesture to the park as if to say, Let’s walk and talk. There’s no need to say it. It’s one of the things we do, and the park is my favorite place in the city.

We used to hop the train in from Connecticut and do teen things, and we usually ended up in the park eventually.

Heading into the park, we roll up our fake fiancée planning sleeves. “So, how did this happen? Well, besides the obvious. My letter. I’m sorry for it,” I say, and I feel like I’ll be apologizing for this for the rest of my life.

“Don’t. It was quite sweet.” His tone is neutral, though, and I can’t tell what he means. “Even if it was nearly deadly to my business.”

I cringe. “So what happened?”

“I didn’t see it at first, so I was a tad surprised when Jane alerted me to the things people were saying.”

“Ah, Jane. Looks innocent on the outside, loves gossip on the inside,” I say.

“That describes her to a T. Though it’s a useful trait in an aunt who runs the reception desk. In any case, she tipped me off, showed me the comments, then Geneva rang.” As we wander through the park, he goes into how his key new client reacted.

“And that’s when I realized, I had to cash in on the prom promise,” he continues. “But we should probably get our story straight. Like, how this happened, and so on.”

I tap my chest. “I’ve got this. You’ve come to the Queen of Brilliant Schemes. I’m thinking we keep it easy—we say we’ve known each other for ages, and⁠—”

He snaps his fingers. “You fell for me when you saw me get out of the pool. Couldn’t keep your hands off me, and we’ve been shagging like bunnies every night since.”

I blink. “Whoa.”

My mind is a carousel now. The merry-go-round of my brain whirls past an arousing array of images of Oliver unable to keep his hands off me.

Because, hey, this is my inconvenient fantasy, and in it, he can’t get enough of me.

But there is one little issue nagging at me, back where I can hear Stella’s voice in my head. “So, that’s how it happened? Your fake fiancée backstory starts with shagging?”

He scratches his head. “Yeah. I mean, how else would it start?” The corner of his lips curves up into the cheekiest of grins as we near the carousel.

Carnival music floats out from the ride, a nostalgic sound that reminds me of our times traipsing through the park on weekend escapes into the city. I told Oliver once that I planned to have my first real kiss in front of the carousel. And now we’re talking about banging.

“Right. Naturally, it started with sex,” I say, deadpan, and I’m thinking Stella is right. Good-looking men have no clue.

Women fall at their feet.

“Precisely. A very stellar shag,” he adds.

Naturally, Oliver would assume I caught one look at his banana hammock at the pool and had to get his man meat between my thighs.

God damn it.

Why does Stella have to be a soothsayer?

Oliver is surely awful in bed.

I raise a palm as we near the pretty ponies. “Or, hear me out, we could keep the bedroom part private and maybe just say something generic, like After years of friendship, we realized the one we wanted was right in front of us.”

He snorts. “Boring.”

“Seriously? That’s boring? It’s kind of sweet.”

“Nope. It’s dull. After years of friendship, we can’t just have a light bulb moment. We need fireworks.” He mimes an explosion with both arms. “A parade. A twenty-one-gun salute in honor of our hormones finally getting on the same page,” he says.

“Fine, yes. That could work. Or maybe,” I say, as if offering an outlandish idea, “how would you feel if it wasn’t about hormones? If maybe it was about—gasp— feelings?”

He sighs dramatically. “Only if we can still have fireworks. Don’t you get me, Summer?” He grabs my shoulders, gripping me. “We need the story of our fireworks.”

Fireworks. The thing we will never have because the Law of Good-Looking equals bad in bed is as inescapable as E equals MC squared.

This entire conversation is pretty much confirmation.

“Fine.” I wave a hand airily, searching for a tale that’ll satisfy him. “Let’s say one night while you were helping me plan the gym, I went over to review paperwork, we got stuck in the elevator, and all our pent-up truths came out.”

“Elevator, you say? Can we have shagged in it?”

I slug him. “Yes, you sex-obsessed pervert. You are America’s Worst Boyfriend.” I laugh, and he grabs me, putting me in a chokehold.

“Say you don’t mean it. Say I’m the best. Say no one is better than me.”

It’s like being tickled, and I’m laughing and snorting at the same damn time when a throat clears.

And a voice I don’t recognize cuts in—fast, excited. “Excuse me. This may be crazy, but it’s probably not, because I’m pretty sure I’m right. Aren’t you America’s Worst Boyfriend?”

Oliver groans.

We both turn to face some random person, a guy a few years younger than us with dark hair and a trim frame. He’s waggling his phone at us, showing his Twitter feed. A satisfied grin lights his face. “Yes! I thought it was you. I was so sure, and now I know it is. I’m Noah. I’m doing this crazy scavenger hunt for my company, and we have to get ten items. One is a pic of a real-life internet celebrity. We hashtag the pic, and everyone shares it. Can I take your pic? It would probably get my team into first, and if we win, our company will donate to the charity we chose, and I picked pediatric cancer research.”

While the guy catches his breath, a flash of sadness crosses Oliver’s eyes, and that’s when an idea sticks in my mind.

The next brilliant scheme.

This will solve the hairiest, thorniest issue of all. And it’ll even do some good, it seems.

I drape an arm around my best friend, then meet Noah’s gaze. “You can take his picture, but his nickname isn’t America’s Worst Boyfriend. It’s America’s Best Boyfriend.” I squeeze Oliver’s shoulder like a girlfriend would do, then shoot him a hearts are aflutter in my eyes look. “And I know that because I wrote the essay and this man is my fiancé.”

“Sweet! Even better. It’s like I can break the story. I always wanted to be a journalist. Well, after being an Olympic superstar. That was my first goal. But this—this’ll work.”

“Excellent. Glad to hear it,” I say. Oliver turns his face to me, mouthing, You’re brilliant.

“Smile for the camera,” Noah says, and holds up his phone. “New hashtag. ‘America’s Best Boyfriend.’”

And America’s Best Boyfriend deserves a kiss. I lean in and press my lips chastely to his cheek when Oliver says, “Let’s give them something to hashtag about.”
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SUMMER


I’ve thought about kissing Oliver before. My mind has gone there every now and then.

It’s not like I’ve mooned over him.

Please. I’m a grown woman. I don’t moon.

It’s been more of a . . . consideration. A visit to another town, just to peek around, see the shops, check out the scenery.

That’s all it is, because I’ve had enough experience with this inconvenient crush that it’s no longer inconvenient. I can turn it off anytime. Hell, I turn it off most of the time. I guess that makes it a convenient crush.

But when I have let my mind skip over the border to Kissingville, there’s a buildup. I picture us at a bar, on the beach, along the boardwalk.

There is always a moment. A movie moment that I see coming.

But now I’m completely blindsided, and I have no time to brace for the most unexpected kiss of my life.

I close my eyes the second his lips touch mine.

No, the world doesn’t stop.

No, I don’t melt.

And no, I don’t stop breathing when Oliver brushes his mouth against mine.

What happens is far more wondrous.

I feel good everywhere.

There’s not a corner forgotten or untouched.

I’ve taken a happiness drug, and it’s flooding my veins with a dreamy, dizzying sensation, and every molecule is tingling.

It’s sunshine and music, this feeling of his lips dusting mine with a soft, tender ghost of a kiss.

A gentle slide.

A delicious sigh.

His lips trace mine for the very first time and the kiss sweeps through me, lights flickering on like fireflies in June.

I’m illuminated by a kiss that feels like floating.

His lips are soft, full, and confident.

They brush against me, making me tremble, making my skin shimmer.

It’s possible I’m glowing.

Because holy hell.

Oliver Harris is proving Stella’s theory wrong.

This man can kiss.

Oh my, he can kiss so damn well.

My knees wobble, my stomach flips, and shivers rush down my arms, skating across my skin.

One touch of his lips, one flick of his tongue, and I am tumbling out of this-is-so-easy zone and into what-the-hell-was-I-thinking land.

Pretending to be his fiancée is no longer the simplest thing, not when I know now exactly what I’m missing.

I’m missing him.

I’m missing a kiss that makes me want to sing.

I’m missing this possibility beyond my reach.

Then, that possibility turns hotter, burns brighter. Oliver’s hand cups my cheek, grazing my skin, making me shudder. His fingertips trail down my face.

And he lingers, his thumb sliding along my jaw. It’s almost like he doesn’t want this to end either. His lips luxuriate on mine for one last second, and right when I swear he’s about to pull away, his tongue flicks out across my bottom lip.

I gasp.

He breaks the kiss.

I’m not a fainter. But I’m about to tumble to the ground in a puddle of turned-on woman. He clasps my elbow, and I steady myself.

Oliver’s gaze stays on me, his green eyes growing darker, glittering with something new, something that looks distinctly like the start of a fire.

Like desire.

Like want.

And that—that look—sends a whole new rush of sensations through me.

Hot, wild, electric ones that threaten to consume my common sense, tenuous as it is right now.

The man behind the phone camera emits a low wolf whistle. “Hot damn. I think I’m going to enter that on a Tumblr feed of hottest kisses spotted in the wild. Or really, I bet my friend Ginny will. She’s into that sort of thing. She’ll dig it.”

“Glad to be of help,” Oliver says, his voice smoky.

I’ve never heard it like that before.

But I want to hear it like that again.

And that’s a problem.

The man leaves, and I turn to Oliver, trying to wrestle some semblance of control over my thoughts, when I remember—I’m due at work.

“I need to go.” I point in the general direction of Sunshine Living as explanation.

He drags a hand through his hair, taking a deep breath, like he’s centering himself.

“I’ll . . .” he stops, like he isn’t sure what to say, “see you later,” he says distractedly, and when he leaves too, I try not to glance back.

I swear I do.

But when I sneak one last peek, I see Oliver doing the same at me.

And when I reach the other side of the park, I’m still replaying that kiss.
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OLIVER


Evidently, one kiss does the trick.

Geneva sends me an email that night.

I’m so sorry again about earlier and my mistaken assumptions. I just stumbled across the photo of you and your fiancée in the park. How utterly delightful! You’re the toast of the town. See you tomorrow at wine o’clock!

I fire off a quick reply, thanking her, then segue to business, updating her on the deal and confirming we’ll be at the tasting.

Jane is next, sending me a text.

Jane: How dare you not tell me you’re betrothed? You naughty boy. Also, I expect all the salacious details tomorrow. :)

Jane: Wait. Not the salacious ones. Just the juicy little nuggets of how you found yourself in this pickle.

Jane: P.S. How long must we keep this ruse up? It is a ruse, no?

Oliver: Yes. Ruse. But you didn’t hear that from me.

Jane: I’ll be in early tomorrow for a full and proper download.

I sink down on my couch with my Chinese takeaway for dinner, put on my online hazmat suit—aka my I don’t give a fuck armor—and dive into the deep end.

I click on the hashtag “America’s Best Boyfriend” as I eat.

Well, well, well, look at that. That turnaround didn’t take long.

Apparently, I’m not such a knob after all. The internet loves me again.

@LovesListsofMen: SAD!!! All the good ones are taken! Do you think she runs her hands through his Harry Styles hair?

@ManCandyFan: If she doesn’t, I volunteer as tribute. But she totally does.

@GossipLover1andOnly: Among other places where she runs her hands.

@ManCandyFan: Arms. I bet he has good arms. Sigh. I love good arm candy.

I check out the guns. Not too shabby. Why, yes, ManCandyFan, feel free to enjoy the arms.

@RoyalWatcher: Did we ever figure out if he’s royal? He looks like a duke. Or an earl. That lady is lucky to snag an earl.

@Anglophile2200: I’d take a viscount.

@BritsDoItBest: I’d take the valet of a viscount if he could speak British to me.

@Anglophile2200: British is not a language, you twit.

@BritsDoItBest: Gee, thanks for horning in on my fantasy life.

@Anglophile2200: Maybe keep it off Twitter?

@BritsDoItBest: Maybe you should keep off Twitter. Maybe you’re America’s Worst Boyfriend.

@RomanceFanForLife: Can we please focus on the most important thing? How cute they are? That letter was like a love letter to him. It was her way of telling him how much she loves him.

I scoff at that last one. Oh, you are so very wrong, RomanceFanForLife. But who cares, because I righted this ship, and that’s all that matters.

That kiss barely matters.

That was simply a smooch for the camera.

I’m not thinking about how it turned me on wildly. Definitely not contemplating how I touched her face, dragged her close, and brought her in for a hot, searing moment of passion.

If not for the guy on the scavenger hunt, I would have pushed her up against a carousel horse and continued for hours rather than seconds, kissing the breath out of her to the calliope music soundtrack until we were panting, groaning, putting on a show.

And see? That didn’t happen.

So it’s all good.

The plan is working, and Geneva doesn’t think I’m a callous arse.

I take another bite of the pepper steak, then fire off a text to Summer, sending her a link to the new hashtag.

Oliver: It worked. We are tops at faking it.

Summer: Well, I’ve been pretending to tolerate you for seventeen years, so this is easy enough.

Oliver: Absolutely. It’s been the same for me. It’s not easy, since you’re a terrible bore.

Summer: And you’re a humorless nitwit. :)

Oliver: And we have zero to say to each other.

Summer: Nothing but dead air when we’re together.

Oliver: Amazing that we’ve pulled off this friendship for so long when we can’t stand each other.

Summer: And no one can tell. They actually think we like each other. As if.

I laugh as I take another bite of my dinner. This is an excellent way to handle a kiss that didn’t feel like we hated each other whatsoever. That felt a little pent-up. Fine, a lot pent-up.

But whatever.

It was just a kiss for the hashtag.

The sighs, the gasps, the little murmurs were just by-products. If there was more to the kiss than damage control, we wouldn’t be joking so well, getting on like we’ve always done.

Summer: Little do they know we are experts at this ruse. Heck, we could enter a contest for most believable fake fiancée kissing. Oh, speaking of contests, I have news!

Oliver: I’m all ears. Digital ears. But ears nonetheless.

I reread my last note. I might sound like I’m trying too hard at friendship. But hell, we are friends. It’s not trying. It just . . . is.

I truly want to know her news.

Summer: The magazine just informed me I won the prize for the essay!

I pump a fist, thrilled for her.

Oliver: That’s brilliant!!! You deserve it! Everything is coming up aces.

Summer: Crazy, right? It’s $5000!

Oliver: Is it enough for the final funding for your gym, with the classes and whatnot?

Summer: Not quite, but it sure does make the shortfall a little easier to manage.

As I’m typing out a reply, a new post from Twitter pops up under the hashtag thread, with a series of replies too.

@MenAreJerks: I bet he’s still a douche.

@PeopleAreJerks: He looks like he’s a good kisser. Therefore, a douche.

@ILoveJerks: Jerks are the best kissers.

I take a screenshot and send it to Summer.

Oliver: Ah, Twitter still thinks I’m a jackass. C’est la vie.

She seems to take her time answering. The dots pop up, indicating she’s typing, but they stop every few seconds, making me curious.

What are you trying to say, Summer?

Hell, I’m dying to know.

And then, finally, she sends something, but not to me.

There’s a new post on the social media feed, in a reply to ILoveJerks.

@SummerTime: I don’t know if jerks are the best kissers. I do know that Oliver is.

And there goes my fucking resolve not to think about kissing her.

My brain can go fuck itself.
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OLIVER


“This tastes like blackberries and a fireplace on a cold winter’s night.”

The declaration comes from Geneva the next night at the wine tasting in Soho.

She holds the glass of merlot up high, sniffs it again, then takes another sip. “With a hint of . . . leather.”

“The finest leather,” Jane seconds from her post next to Geneva.

My client turns to Summer, who’s by my side looking elegant in a black dress that, if it were up to me, would plunge lower. But the V-thing it’s got going on works its powers of distraction nevertheless.

Geneva reaches for a fresh glass from a nearby table and thrusts it at my date. “What do you think, Summer? I’d love your opinion.”

Summer shakes her head. “I’m honestly not a wine person.”

Geneva frowns. “Oh? I thought Oliver said you liked wine?”

Summer jerks her gaze to me. “You did?”

And shit, fuck, bugger. I forgot to debrief Summer properly on the way over, forgot to tell her I told Geneva that she enjoyed wine. Because of that damn dress. It’s like Lex Luthor designed a dress with my personal kryptonite. Or maybe that kiss fried too many brain cells going into tonight.

Jane widens her Mayday eyes, trying to signal that I need to get my act together.

“My apologies, Geneva. Summer’s never been a wine fan,” I say, dropping an arm across my date’s shoulder. “But I wanted to come, and I knew she’d be a good sport about it, because she is a great sport.”

Summer gives an aren’t we cute grin. “That’s me. Sometimes he even calls me sport.”

What?

I would really like to roll my eyes now. I’d never call her “sport.” Maybe “strawberry.” Or “petal.” Or “cupcake.” She does look a bit like one right now . . . as in, good enough to eat.

I push out a laugh as I shift my gaze to the woman by my side. “But most of the time, I call you cupcake.”

“Yes, it is so dear when he calls her ‘cupcake,’” Jane chimes in.

I press a kiss to Summer’s cheek. And the kiss seems to do the trick.

“For a moment there, you had me thinking you don’t really know your fiancée. With the wine and whatnot.” Geneva wags a finger at me. She’s grinning, but her grin says, You damn well better know your fiancée.

I toss my head back and laugh at that ridiculous suggestion. “I know her incredibly well. Have for years.”

“They were practically inseparable in high school, from what I heard,” Jane adds.

“We were. And we never drank wine together then either,” Summer says.

“Such well-behaved teens,” Jane says.

“And I can at least sniff it now,” Summer chimes in, grabbing the glass and lifting it to her nose. “Yes, it does indeed smell like bacon.”

Geneva frowns.

“I meant leather.” Summer quickly corrects herself. “I meant it smells like fine leather. The finest.”

Jane grins.

I squeeze Summer’s arm tighter, then drop a kiss onto her cheek. “Leather. Bacon. Sometimes it’s one and the same.”

“I love bacon,” Summer blurts out. “That was a compliment. Bacon is awesome. They should make bacon wine.”

Geneva tilts her head, considering us for a beat. The woman is more skeptical than I’d like her to be, and it’s much harder to play pretend than I anticipated.

Time to prove it’s real. I draw Summer close and plant a quick kiss on her lips that’s not so quick after all. Because she’s delicious and the taste of her lips goes to my head, making me want more of them. So I linger just a little bit longer. “Your lips taste like cupcakes,” I murmur.

And Summer breathes out hard.

That makes Geneva smile bigger.

“Such an affectionate couple. I swear, some days you can’t pry them apart. Now, let’s go try that Syrah,” Jane says, steering Geneva away while shooting me a get it together look.

I turn to Summer. “‘Sport’? I would never call you ‘sport.’”

She swats my arm and chides in a whisper, “And I never would have said I didn’t like wine if I’d known I’m supposed to love it. Maybe if you had told me that instead of spending all that time on the fictional first time we shagged.”

“Fair point. But also, bacon wine?”

“Someone should make it.”

“No. No one should make it.”

“If someone made bacon wine, I might like wine.”

“Stop. Just stop. Bacon wine sounds horrid.”

“Bacon wine, bacon wine, bacon wine,” she whispers, taunting me, and I can’t help but laugh.

“Woman, you need to get a grip.”

She bonks my shoulder. “And you need to brief me properly.”

“Fine. On the way home, we’ll work on our cover story for next time. But for now, I have a solution.”

“What’s that?”

I waggle my hands. “Did you know I’m incredibly affectionate?”

“Is that so?”

She raises her eyebrows flirtatiously, and I tempt fate. I run my fingers over her leg.

Her breath catches the tiniest bit, and if she wasn’t my fake girlfriend, my fake fiancée, I’d think it was sexy.

But this is all pretend.

It’s a lucky thing I’ve always been so good at make-believe. For instance, I know that if your pretend love affair comes into doubt, you should touch your fake fiancée as much as possible.

At least, that’s my rule and I’m sticking to it.
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OLIVER


This is weird.

It shouldn’t be, and yet it is.

I take a drink of my IPA, set the glass down, and try to focus on whatever Logan is going on about—something vitally important, judging by the sound of his voice.

“So it lets you take down the enemy faster,” he says, staring intently at us. “Make sense?”

“Right,” I say, but I’ve missed how we’re taking down the enemy or even why we want to. I don’t even remember who that is exactly.

At this moment, my libido is my most obvious foe, taking over a larger portion of my brain than it normally controls, say, 99 percent instead of the usual 95 percent.

Thank fuck our mates are here with us at Gin Joint on Wednesday night, because I need the buffer with Logan.

Which is another thing that’s unusual—I’ve never needed a buffer with Logan when it comes to his sister because we’re all friends.

But this is the first time I’ve seen him since I kissed Summer. Since I had my hands all over her. Buffers are absolutely necessary because I’m thinking about his sister naked.

“So, that’s the plan, guys. Can you do it?” Logan asks, looking at me, then at Jason, then at Fitz, who rolls his eyes as he downs the rest of his drink.

“Dude. I knocked out Blake MacAvoy from Ottawa the other night. Yes, I think I can take out this fucker from Lehman.”

Yes! Paintball. Sneak attack strategies. That’s what we’re talking about. I can focus on that, not on how insanely strange it is to be sitting across from Logan after thinking about the huge boner his sister gave me last night.

But there is no brain space for boners now.

None.

Zero.

Not even if I think about her lips.

Her smell.

The way she curved her body against mine.

Nope.

I’m not getting aroused again.

Especially while I’m sitting here with my mates. Three great big, hairy male mates. There are no better boner killers than that.

Maybe I should just stare at them to erase the image of Logan’s sister melting in my arms by the carousel, sighing against my lips as that guy snapped our pic, and emitting that sexy little gasp when I kissed her for the hashtag.

When I touched her face, her cheek, her jaw.

And when I kissed her a second time last night.

I definitely need to focus on something the opposite of enticing, and these fellas will do.

Logan with his dark hair, who looks nothing like his twin sister.

Jason and his familial relationship to me.

Fitz and his beard and his ink, the familiar face of one of the NHL’s top D-men. Who’s our paintball ace.

Done. Summer is no longer in my head. Ejected.

“Perfect. You’re our secret weapon,” Logan says.

“It’s good to have a ringer on our team, isn’t it?” Jason gestures to Fitz, who winks.

“I got your backs, boys.”

“If we didn’t have Fitz,” Logan says, always planning for contingencies, “I’d invite my sister because she is the most competitive bastard I know⁠—”

Dammit to fucking hell. Why did he mention Summer? Why not show me a picture of her in that dress again and just kneecap me now? Though, admittedly, I wouldn’t look away.

“Wait. More than me?” Fitz asks, mortally offended. His million-dollar-a-year job depends on him being ruthlessly competitive.

Logan arches a brow, considering Fitz’s question. “Maybe not more than you. But close. Only, she won’t play paintball with us. She says it’s”—he stops to sketch air quotes—“‘Neanderthal.’”

“Smart woman,” Jason remarks, then gestures to the bar where his wife is mixing drinks. “And speaking of smart women, I’m going to see my bride and nab a refill.”

I raise my empty glass. “Same here. On the refill, that is.”

We head to the bar, where a couple of hipster guys are checking out Fitz. The taller of the pair says, “This is my chance. I should go talk to him. I’ve had a crush on him forever. But do you think he’s involved with one of those guys?”

“Probably, because who wouldn’t want him? It could be your shot though. You have to take it, Gavin. Do it,” the other one urges.

Jason shoots me a smirk and quietly says, “Should I tell them the good news that he’s not with one of us? Or do you want to pretend you’re engaged to Fitz as well as Summer?”

I lean back, catching the eye of the taller of the guys at the bar. “Sorry, mate. Fitz is with this guy,” I say, clapping my cousin on the back.

Jason mutters under his breath, “Fucking hell. You beat me to it. Also, what if Fitz was into him?”

“Fitz is a big boy. He can make his own moves.”

“You’re a terrible wingman.”

“That may be true.”

After we refill our drinks, Jason says he’s going to spend time with his bride, so I return to the boner-killers, settling into my chair and turning to Fitz. “By the way, those guys at the bar are devising a strategy to come talk to you.”

This gets his attention. He raises a curious brow. “Are they hot?”

I give him a Seriously? look. “How am I supposed to answer that?”

“Do you have eyes?”

“I do.”

“Can you not tell if a dude is good-looking?”

“Are we talking about George Clooney?” Logan asks. “Because I can tell, empirically, that George Clooney is good-looking. Beyond that, no one.”

Fitz huffs. “So you’re saying you can tell if someone is good-looking only if they’re the gender you want to sleep with? Unless it’s George Clooney? That’s the line you draw?”

“It’s called the Clooney Line,” I supply. “He’s the only guy a straight guy can tell is empirically good-looking.”

Fitz smiles, wagging an I’ve caught you finger at Logan. “You want to sleep with Clooney—admit it.”

Logan laughs, nearly spitting out his beer. “No. I don’t.”

Then to me, Fitz says, “But if you had to sleep with a dude, it’d be Clooney.”

I shake my head. “I don’t want to sleep with Clooney.”

“If not Clooney, who would it be?”

I shoot him a look like he’s nuts. “Are you barking mad? I’m not going to answer that. Can you say which movie starlet you’d shag?”

He shudders. “Fair point. But I’d do Clooney for sure. I don’t mind the gray hair.”

“How open-minded of you,” I say.

“But for the record, I can tell if a woman is pretty, unlike you dickheads.” Fitz gestures to Logan. “His twin sister. Very pretty.”

And here we go again. Back to Summer. Back to picturing her blonde hair, her brown eyes, her glossy pink lips.

I. Can’t. Win.

“Thanks. She takes after me,” Logan says, then swings his gaze to me. “Speaking of my sister, dude, what the hell? Why are you two engaged?”

I shake my head. “We’re not a real thing. Also, use your library voices, arseholes. It’s a bloody fake engagement. I don’t need the whole bar knowing.”

“Whatever. It’s funny,” Logan says, swiping his screen, then swiveling it around to show us Twitter, of all things. “So, now you’re America’s Best Boyfriend. You turned that shit around in two days. Well done, my man. Well done.”

I take a small bow. “Thank you.”

Fitz taps on the picture of Summer and me. “So, tell us more about this kiss, Ollie.”

My skin goes hot. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and every detail of kissing Summer flashes before me, image after delicious image. The moment should be no different than any other moment in my life, but it keeps flipping before my eyes.

Taunting me.

Teasing me.

I drag a hand through my hair. I should not be this affected by one little fucking kiss.

One kiss.

Hell, there wasn’t even any tongue. There were no fingers in hair, no bodies aligned together, grinding and pressing . . .

Well, maybe there was a little tongue.

And maybe that little bit of tongue is what’s unleashed this dragon of lust in me.

A dragon that did not return to its lair last night.

Nope, the wine-tasting handsy action only intensified the fire.

“Excuse me,” I say, pushing back in the chair and walking away from the table, heading straight for the men’s room.

Men’s rooms are reliable erection banishers too, especially if they are shitholes.

This one is mostly tidy. I’d give it a seven on a scale of one to not-a-shithole, so that’s a small miracle, but it still helps with deflation.

Because it’s still a toilet.

I set my hands on the counter, stare in the mirror, and do something I haven’t done in ages. I listen for my sister’s advice. I try so damn hard to conjure what Phoebe would say. Ever the older sister, she loved to tell me what to do. Sometimes it’d be a scathing wardrobe indictment, like That blue shirt looks wretched with those jeans. Please go change before all the girls never date you again, and other times it’d be a backhanded compliment, like Just ask the debate teacher if you can level up, since clearly you’ve never met an issue you won’t argue.

If she were here, I’d ask her how to put a kiss or two with Summer behind me.

But when I try to guess at what she’d say, I come up empty, so I’m left to answer myself. “One kiss with your best mate. Get over it, you twat.”

A toilet flushes, and I groan. Grand, just grand. Someone’s in here. I turn on the tap to wash my hands and don’t look at the guy who comes out of the stall and heads to the sink next to mine.

After a moment he asks, “But was it a good kiss?”

It’s the guy who was crushing on Fitz. I grumble my answer into the water. “Yes.”

“Then maybe you don’t want to get over it,” he says, turns off the water, dries his hands, and walks out.

I flip him the bird as the door closes. “Thanks for that profound unsolicited advice.”

Then I stare at my reflection.

This time I don’t say a word out loud. But in my head, I repeat my new mantra.

Don’t touch her again.

Don’t touch her again.

Don’t touch her again.

I’m sure Phoebe would agree that’s the right approach.

When I return to the table, I slap my palm on it. “Let’s review paintball strategy. We need to crush the opposition.”

That reroutes the conversation with the two most competitive friends I have, and for the next thirty minutes, I am laser-focused on paintball strategy and only paintball strategy.

Logan is determined to win the league, even more so because his ex-wife’s lover works at Lehman, an investment bank his firm worked with.

“So that’s the plan of attack for this weekend,” Logan says, then turns to Fitz. “We will see you after you destroy Montreal Friday night.”

“Annihilation is indeed the game plan,” Fitz says. “I have extra tix. Want ’em?”

Logan shakes his head. “I’m with Amelia that night.”

“Dude, she loves hockey.”

“Afternoon games. I can’t take her to a night one,” he says. “Past her bedtime.”

Fitz tips his chin at me. “Why don’t you take Summer? It’ll help with your public image, lover boy.”

“Good plan,” Logan seconds. “Sell it to the jury, man.”

And the funny thing is, in some other bar, some other guy is cursing himself for crushing on his best friend’s little sister because his friend would hate it.

But that’s not the case here.

Logan isn’t the issue. Hell, he’s given the idea of us his approval already.

The issue is I know exactly how it feels to lose the people you care for, the people who make your world go round.

I know, too, how it feels when your life falls to pieces.

I became a lawyer in the first place because of the battles my parents fought with insurance companies over my sister’s treatments. Because of the marathon phone calls they endured trying to get coverage, to get treatment, to get meds.

I saw what it did to them. How it nearly broke them. How they nearly withered. How we all nearly fell apart.

And how much I needed Logan and his sister at that time. They both became my family. Hell, their parents did too. It’s why I’ve never crossed a line before with Summer.

Because what if it all went to hell?

That could happen.

I don’t want to lose someone I love.

And I’m pretty sure I love Logan and Summer—as friends—and I want them in my life always.

Best way to keep Summer in it? Lock her in the friend zone.

I send her a quick text to see if she wants to go to the game, and she replies immediately with a yes. Perfect. The hockey game will be the ideal opportunity to refocus on our friendship.

“Sure, Summer and I will take the tickets,” I say.
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I leave later with the perfect trick to rid my mind of dirty thoughts of my good friend, until Friday morning when I see her march into the pool area at the gym as I’m finishing my swim.

Out of the corner of my goggles, I notice her sundress, how it’s swishing around her legs, showing them off, accentuating her curves and muscles.

And now I won’t be able to get out of the pool.

Time to turn up the friendship charm.
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SUMMER


I crouch at the edge of the pool, waiting for Oliver to finish his lap.

When his head pops up, he gives me a grin. “Good morning, fake fiancée,” he whispers, wiggling his brows.

“Shh. We don’t want anyone to know,” I say, pressing a finger to my lips.

But the pool is quiet. It’s only us.

He parks his elbows on the edge of the deck, water droplets sliding down his face, one hitting his lip.

My finger itches to touch it, to swipe it off.

I ignore that desire, zeroing in on everyday us. “Just wondering if you wanted to grab a quick breakfast when you get finished. I would love to go over my plans for how to use the money from the essay. That is, if you have time.”

“I have a meeting at nine, but I always have time for the future Mrs. Harris.” He’s laying on the charm, flashing a slightly strange smile, but he doesn’t move to get out of the pool.

“Breakfast is on me,” I add.

“Sounds great,” he says, still not budging.

“Do you have more laps to do?” I glance at the wall clock. He’s usually done at seven on the dot, and it’s ticking past the hour.

His eyes light up. “Yes, I nearly forgot. I have ten more to do. Can’t fall behind.”

“Cool. I’ll wait for you on the bench.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I don’t mind. I can answer some emails.”

His eyes stray longingly to the clock. “Maybe twenty more laps. You’d better wait in the lobby. You know, for your health. Nasal health.” He taps me on the nose, an overly cute gesture. Made all the overly cuter when he crinkles his own nose.

“For my nasal health?”

“Well, all the chlorine in the air,” he says apologetically, like it’s somehow his fault. “It isn’t great to breathe.”

“I already taught a water aerobics class, so I’ve been inhaling it all morning.” The whole exchange makes me wonder what he’s been inhaling, but I just point out, “I’m not affected.”

He simply shrugs. “If you say so.”

I rock forward and rap my knuckles on his forehead. “You’re being odd.”

He’s silent, and I see the cogs in his head turning, picking up speed. Then things seem to click, and he heaves a dramatic sigh. “Fine. Fine. I’ll skip the rest of the laps. I was trying to do you a favor. I just thought, with you being my fake fiancée and all, it’d be even harder for you to look away when I got out of the pool. I didn’t want to tempt you.”

I roll my eyes. “I’ll do my best to resist you.”

Though, admittedly, resisting him is much harder now that I’ve kissed him. Twice.

Even though they weren’t real kisses.

He glances at the pile of towels on the bench. “Any chance you can grab one for me?”

My brow knits. He’s suddenly strangely shy. More proof the kiss was a one-way street.

With tongue.

And moans.

He definitely moaned the other morning.

I can still hear the sound of it rumbling in my ears.

Whatever. I’m not letting myself go there, and I’m not thinking of his hands all over me at the wine tasting. How they felt when he slid his palms down my bare arms.

I turn around, head to the bench, grab a towel, and return to him. He’s at the ladder now, and he climbs out, quickly wrapping the towel around his waist like he’s preventing me from seeing his Speedo.

“Weirdo,” I mutter.

“Takes one to know one,” he says with a wink.

Ah, that’s the Oliver I know. Fine, I get it. He’s firmly planting his flagpole in Friendship Land.

Well, duh. Where else would he plant it?

“I’ll be ready in five minutes,” he says.

“That’s all it takes to blow dry your Harry Styles hair?”

He drags a hand through his wet locks. “Harry’s got nothing on me, baby.”

There’s the sound of shoes clicking on the tile, then a voice calls out—older, feminine. “Summer, dear. Have you seen my silver tennis bracelet? I think it fell in the water this morning.”

Hello, déjà vu.

It’s Mrs. Wilson, one of my regulars in water aerobics, and evidently a regular when it comes to losing her shiny objects.

I turn around, and Oliver does too, scanning the pool area. A hint of silver gleams on the deck by the ladder. “I think that’s it,” I say, and Oliver and I cross over, bending and reaching for it at the same time.

We’re close to each other, our noses inches apart, and I’m keenly aware of his body, his scent, and how even with the chlorine he still smells kissable.

Damn him. He is good for my nasal health.

“Found it,” he says.

“Oh, thank God. Good thing it wasn’t my cubic zirconia ring that everyone thinks is a diamond. I’d hate to lose that. I’d have to go to John Steven in Midtown to get another one,” Mrs. Wilson says with a laugh.

Oliver meets my gaze, his green eyes saying what I’m thinking. Holy shit, we need a ring before dinner with your client this weekend and probably before the hockey game tonight.

Geneva must not have noticed the absence of one the other night, but I suspect she’ll be more hawkish at a dinner party.

We rise, and Oliver hands the bracelet to Mrs. Wilson. She blows him a kiss, but then her brow knits. “Wait. Aren’t you America’s Best Boyfriend? My granddaughter showed me the picture of you two kissing the other day. Apparently, it wound up on BuzzFeed’s Ten Best Kisses Ever list,” she says, then waggles her fingers and says goodbye.

As she walks away, I grab my phone, tap “BuzzFeed” into the search bar, then stare at the two of us at the top of the list.

I’ve seen the image a million times now.

But still, seeing it codified this way, seeing it labeled, is like seeing it anew.

Or maybe the difference is that I’m seeing it with him next to me, mere inches away.

My pulse spikes, and I shudder.

Oliver clears his throat, like there’s something smoky, husky stuck in it. “Yeah, that’s . . .”

My lips part to say hot, but Mrs. Wilson wheels around before I do. “Dear, can you remind me again how to do that move? It was like a trick. The leg-lift bicep-curl combo.”

“Of course,” I say, and the moment crumbles away as Oliver heads for the locker room and I show Mrs. Wilson how to do the move.
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Over eggs and potatoes at a nearby diner, we arrange to snag a cubic zirconia ring in Midtown tonight at John Steven Jeweler’s before the hockey game, then we review my plans for the money.

We don’t discuss that moment at the pool. No need to after all. We’re past it.

“So, the extra money helps, but I’ll still have to push back the opening. Not the worst thing,” I say, taking a drink of my coffee and giving an easy shrug.

He munches on his potatoes then sets down his fork. “You always manage to see the positive. And I have no doubt you’ll be swinging open the doors in no time. I’d offer to loan you the rest, but⁠—”

I narrow my eyes. “But you know I’d claw your eyes out with my daggers for nails.” I brandish my short, unpolished nails as claws.

He shudders, shirking away. “Yes, exactly. I learned from a very early age never to cross you when it comes to you doing things your way. Like when you were insistent that we all go as the Breakfast Club for Halloween in tenth grade. Even if it meant taking the train to the city and scouring all the secondhand shops to find your frayed denim John Bender jacket.”

I wiggle my brows. “Worth it. We won best group costume. And this’ll be worth it too.”

He nods, then reaches for his coffee. “But it’s not just your iron will and damn-the-torpedoes approach, is it?”

“What do you mean?”

He takes a drink, then sets down his mug. “You’re so determined to raze the city solo.”

“I am not.”

He laughs at me. “Funny, how you believe that.”

I narrow my eyes, grumbling. “Fine. I’m stubborn. I just want to⁠—”

“Do everything on your own?”

“Yes. But you know why. I mean, are we that different? You like to be prepared. I like to be independent.”

“Well, nothing could have prepared me for the Twitter hate,” he jokes.

I wince. “Are you mad at me for that?”

He takes another bite of his breakfast, then says, “It’s hard to be mad at you. And believe me, I tried.”

I’m about to reply when the woman in the booth behind us says to her companion, “I have no problem admitting I would watch the neighbors have sex. Are you telling me you have an issue with that?”

My eyes pop.

I nearly drop my fork.

Oliver mouths, This is getting interesting.

As I lift a forkful of eggs, the woman says, “And you’re telling me you wouldn’t watch?”

The man she’s with scoffs. “No. I wouldn’t. You would? You truly would? If you looked outside and saw someone in an apartment across the street having sex, you’d watch?”

I keep my gaze on Oliver’s, smirking as I take a bite.

Oliver mimes bringing a pair of binoculars to his eyes, pretending to peer at someone in the distance. I hold in a laugh as the man and woman grab their things and leave, the debate raging on as they go.

“It’s not perversion,” she says, her voice lingering as they head to the door. “It’s curiosity.”

“It’s a little perverted. Actually, a lot,” the man says as they fade out of earshot.

Oliver’s lips quirk in a grin. “That raises an interesting question, doesn’t it? A little or a lot perverted?”

I laugh. “I thought you were going to ask if I’d watch.”

“Excellent question too. Would you watch?”

“Would you?”

“You go first,” he says.

“Fine. The answer is yes. Yes, I would.” I square my shoulders, owning it.

“So, set the scene for me,” he says. “You’re at home with Mags, you walk past the window, you see the neighbors shagging. Mr. Winchester with his bald spot and beer belly has bent Mrs. Winchester over the couch by the window. And you’re the Peeping Tom in that scenario?”

“Are you saying I should only watch hot young things bang in front of the window?”

We are back to Oliver and Summer, pals at large.

He laughs, shaking his head. “Not saying that at all. I just want to understand this particular perversion of yours.”

I pretend to toss my napkin at him. “Humans are inquisitive. If someone is going to publicly screw, I will watch. Not for titillation but curiosity.”

He arches a brow. “You’d watch for curiosity?”

I nod, then take another bite of my eggs, chewing, swallowing. “Yes. Because it’s interesting. Sex is interesting. And if someone is going to do it in front of an open window, I’m going to check them out. And obviously, you are not.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I am most definitely watching. Wait. Correction. I am flipping through the channel, stopping, deciding if it looks good.”

“And if it’s Mr. and Mrs. Winchester, you’re moving on to ESPN?”

He pretends to work a remote. “Clicking the next channel at lightning speed,” he says, a gleam in his eyes.

“Well, I guess you’re more discerning than I am with your perversions,” I say, glad whatever weirdness he felt at the pool has vanished. “Or more discerning than the rest of the world too, since everyone seems to want to watch us kiss, what with that pic and all.”

One eyebrow climbs. “Really? I dunno, Summer. Seems like watching your neighbors go at it like bunnies is just a little different than checking out a snapshot of a somewhat chaste kiss.”

Somewhat.

That’s the key. It was somewhat chaste, but what does he make of the “somewhat” portion? I wish I knew.

“The concept is the same,” I say, sticking to the cerebral side of this conversation.

“The concept is one hundred percent not the same,” he insists, stabbing his finger against the table. “Case in point. We can look at that picture right now, in public, and that’s not perverted.” Grabbing his phone, he taps on the search bar, and seconds later, slides the device to the middle of the table so we can both see it again.

An image I checked out less than an hour ago.

And I can’t look away from this picture of a man and a woman swept up in each other.

Lost in a kiss.

They look . . . enrapt.

The memory of the kiss sweeps over me, cocooning me in a kind of residual bliss.

A somewhat chaste bliss, but I feel all the tingles you get from a memory. They float over me, reignite, send flutters all through my body.

Flutters that turn to sizzles as the memory intensifies.

They turn more carnal.

They’re hardly chaste at all now.

Heat races through me, and my neck is hot. My cheeks go red. And my wishes must be written in my eyes. I have to wonder if Oliver can read them there.

Kiss me.

His gaze locks with mine, and I swear on all that is good and holy—on Stella’s cookies and comfortable yoga pants and nights out with friends—that his eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen them before.

Desire flashes across them too.

But we’re in a diner.

We’re just checking out a photo.

Testing a concept.

Except I’m thinking about where this image could lead to.

To touching, to closeness, to sex.

To nothing chaste whatsoever.

“You know,” he begins, as if he has an idea. I hope it’s to pour cold water on my head or dip me in an ice bath, because I need something, anything, to deal with the heatwave inside of me. “We should take one. Post it on your feed, since you defended my kissing the other night on Twitter.”

It’s not Summer the friend who answers his suggestion.

It’s Summer the tiger.

It’s Summer who wants Oliver, the man who’s spectacular at kissing, to kiss her again.

“Yes. We should.”

He rises from his side, moves with grace and confidence around the table, and sits next to me.

I shiver at his nearness.

He raises the phone camera, then laughs, shaking his head. “This may come as a bit of a shock, but I’ve never taken a picture of myself kissing before.”

I laugh. “First time for me too.”

He holds out one arm, slides the other all the way around my shoulders, clasping me tightly, and I am dying.

His touch is electrifying.

I feel almost ashamed, because he’s not even kissing me, and it’s not even real, but I’m already awash in anticipation.

Waiting.

Needing.

Hoping.

He peers into the screen, checking the image.

“Wait. Hold on,” he says, then adjusts his hands, moving his fingers away from my shoulder, fluttering them across my neck, playing with my hair, and then he’s leaning in.

And everything happens in slow motion.

I watch him inching closer.

His eyes zeroing in on my lips.

His lips parting.

Then, when he’s dizzyingly near to me, he glides his lips over mine, and all the hope I’ve been holding escapes in one long, delicious sigh that turns into a moan.

Because here we are again, kissing for the camera.

Click.

I hear him snap a picture.

And I hear something else too.

His sexy sighs.

His murmurs.

He kisses me with another click, another moment, another image.

It’s simply for the camera.

But he flicks his tongue against my lips.

And I ask myself if this is proving Stella wrong once again, and whether I want to fully explore her laws.

When I part my lips for him, inviting more, I know the answer.

I do.

And this kiss becomes more than a kiss for the camera.

The device slips from his hands and hits the table with a thud.

In no time at all, his hands are on my face, and he’s hauling me in for a hot, hard kiss.

This kiss wastes no time. This kiss leaves no mixed signals. This isn’t a kiss for a hashtag. He’s taking it for himself.

His hands curl around my face possessively. He holds me like he doesn’t want to let go.

He kisses me fiercely. His lips are hungry, fevered, as he skates his tongue across my lips again, and then our mouths explore each other.

Not just our mouths—my hands are curious cats, slinking up his suit jacket, sliding up his pressed shirt, grabbing his tie. I yank him closer, tugging on the silk.

And he responds with a rougher kiss.

It’s no longer an exploration.

It’s a declaration.

It says, I want you, I want your lips, I want your taste, and I want to feel you, touch you, have you.

In a diner, on a Friday morning before work, we kiss like the world is going up in flames.

I’m positive that if I were to see someone going at it like we are, I’d watch.

Oh, hell would I watch.

Because kisses like this don’t come around often.

I’ve never had one like it in my life, and I don’t have a clue what it means, or where we go after.

Someone coughs, and we break the kiss as the waitress passes us.

I blink, breathing out hard like I’ve run a race.

He looks at me the same damn way.

He swallows, trying to collect himself, his voice hoarse. “So, yeah. Looks like we got that one. You want to post it?”

I don’t know how he’s speaking. I don’t know how anyone can speak after being kissed senseless by her best friend.

But he’s doing it, so I follow his lead. “Yes. Sure. Of course. Do you want me to say anything special?”

He waves a hand. “Oh, you’re great with that stuff.” He looks at his watch. “I have a meeting. I should go.”

He’s leaving? Just leaving? Though he did say he had a meeting. Still . . .

I furrow my brow. “Oliver?”

He scoots away, grabbing his phone and tossing bills on the table. “Yes?”

But the look in his eyes is nothing I’ve seen before. It’s distant and masked.

Actually, I have seen that look before. It’s how he looked for months after his sister died.

My chest hurts. It aches terribly.

He regrets kissing me, while I regret stopping the kiss.

I try to draw a big, fueling breath, like it can reroute the pang in my chest. I purse my lips. Then, against the tightness in my throat, I manage to say, “I’ll meet you at the jeweler. Before the hockey game?”

“That’d be perfect.”

He turns and leaves me and my bruised lips and heart at the table.
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Blinders come in handy.

I put mine on all day, zeroing in on the contract work ahead of me for Geneva’s firm, then on the deal memo for my new client, Helen Williams Designs.

I focus on that rather than on how utterly fucking complicated this fake fiancée gambit has become after this morning’s kiss.

I have half a mind to call it off. Because how the hell am I supposed to spend time with her and pretend I don’t want to kiss her again?

It’s all I want to do.

Wait. That’s not true. I want to do much more.

Which is the real problem.

So I bury myself in work, since the law is reliable.

With every line of legalese I write, I remind myself of why I am faking it—I have to protect this firm and its rep.

I meet with some of the junior partners handling various deals for the firm, and we review the terms. When we’re done, one of the newest attorneys here mentions that his one-year-old just took his first steps, and then shows us the video.

“What a cutie-pie,” one of the women says.

That’s another reminder.

These people depend on me. I sign their checks so they can pay their student loans and take care of their one-year-olds.

I can’t call anything off.

Even if I want to.

Even if it’s getting harder to pretend.
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At the end of the day, I change into running shorts to hit the park, chatting with Jane on the way out.

“I see you’re the toast of Twitter now,” she says as the elevator doors close.

“Am I now?”

With a sneaky look on her face, she grabs her phone from her handbag, slides it open, and shows me the latest comments.

@LovesListsofMen: The kissing pics!!! Dying. Just dying.

@ManCandyFan: Dying twice. Dying dead again. Dying from the hotness of the kissing.

@GossipLover1andOnly: I am dead. I am literally dead.

@ManCandyFan: *collects your body* *gives it a proper funeral befitting a death from hotness*

I laugh at the exuberance. I guess it’s better than the first rush of tags. “That’s good. Wait—” I narrow my eyes and point to the next one in the thread. “Is that the pen twat again?”

@TheThird: I dunno. Something about the two of them is almost too good to be true.

@LovesListsofMen: Jelly much?

@TheThird: Not one bit. I’m just saying, who’s like that?

@HZRedhead: He wasn’t like that with me.

@ManCandyFan: Uh, hello. He’s not with you. He’s with her.

Jane closes the app. “Your public is amused.”

“Seems to be.”

She pats my arm. “You know, I’m happy to keep this up as long as you need me to, but do think about what happens down the road,” she says as we exit the lift.

Down the road. I let those words echo, as I slide a thumb across my mobile, checking out the latest text from Christian.

Christian: Tell me every entertaining detail. Also, have we discussed the importance of an exit strategy?

But I’ve got no time for down the road, or exit strategies, when I have to deal with now and with this morning and what will happen tonight.

I head to meet Jason in the park.
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“It happens to the best of us.”

That’s Jason’s sage advice that evening after I updated him on my morning bolt-from-the-scene routine during our four-mile run through Central Park.

“And what exactly is the ‘it’?” I ask as we walk along the Reservoir to cool down.

“Being an arsehole,” he says.

“You’re saying I was an arsehole this morning?”

He blinks. “Are you saying you were anything but?”

“I had a meeting. I had to go.”

He rolls his eyes. “‘Had a meeting’ is a load of shite for an excuse. You kissed her in a diner full of people and then left like your trousers were on fire. Face it—you just punched your ticket at the ‘I’m an arsehole’ counter.”

I shoot him a betrayed look. I knew it was a dick move, but I wasn’t prepared for this sort of character assassination, not even from the renowned hitman of men’s characters. “And I suppose you’ve never done anything so stupid?”

He lets out a deep belly laugh, hands on his stomach. “How the hell do you think I know about the ticket counter for arseholes?” He pats his chest. “You’re looking at a once-upon-a-time card-carrying member. I did some very stupid shit when I was figuring out things with my wife, before she was my wife.” He gives me a wry smile, one that I know means he’s about to give me shit. “However, I never ran from a kiss like I might catch something. Now that I think about it, you’re the bigger knob. I’m getting you a plaque.”

“Thanks. This is grand. Simply grand.”

He claps my shoulder. “Just apologize. Say you were overcome by the taste of her lips or something.”

I recoil. “That does not sound like anything I’d say.”

“I know. With you, it’s more like grunt, tits, arse, sex.”

I roll my eyes. “Pot. Kettle.”

“I’m calling it as I see it,” he says as we head around the bend toward the park exit. “Anyway, say you were stressed about the meeting, you know it was rude, and you’d very much like to kiss her again.”

I flinch. I can’t say that. We can’t kiss like that again. “That won’t work.”

He stops at the edge of the park, trees overhanging us, other New Yorkers running, walking, blading by, and shoots a serious stare at me. “Why exactly did you leave?”

I stop, rubbing my hand across the back of my neck. I left because I didn’t know if I could stop kissing her. I left because I wanted to say, Screw the meeting, come spend the day in bed with me. I left because I want to know what the hell is going on with this brand-new mess of desire I feel for my best friend.

Somehow I wrap that all up into one simple answer. “Because it was easier.”

He drops a hand to my shoulder. “I hear you. But now you have to do something harder—find a way to say you’re sorry for being an arse. Probably won’t be the last time you have to say it, so consider it good practice.”

I blow out a long stream of air, nodding. “I hate that you actually know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t worry. It came from years of being a dickhead too.”

“I feel loads better.”
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I see the puma first. The gold figure waggles out of a doorway in front of me as I walk down the hallway of Sunshine Living’s fifth floor.

“Summer,” Roxanne says, poking her head out, scanning the hallway. She sets the cane on the floor, puma-head down. She blinks, flustered, then switches the puma to its upright position.

“Hey, Roxanne.” Curious, I slow at her door. She doesn’t seem her savvy self at all. “What’s going on?”

“Help,” she whispers.

The hairs on my neck prick. “Are you okay?”

She shakes her head and beckons me. “Come inside for a second. I think I’ve made a grave mistake.”

“Okay,” I say, following her into her apartment.

The door stays open as she ushers me to her living room and motions to a high-backed cranberry-red upholstered couch. “Sit.”

I park myself, and she brandishes her phone. “I don’t know what to do,” she says, almost distraught. “It’s this damn Tinder. I’m in a bit of a pickle.”

“What happened?”

Shaking her head, she lowers her voice. “I’m now chatting with a man I’m not interested in. Actually, I’m chatting with a bunch of men I’m not interested in.”

I frown. “Can you just stop talking to them?”

“I could . . .” She trails off.

“But?”

“But there are things I like about them. Hence, my dilemma.”

“I’m a little confused. How did you wind up chatting with them in the first place if you’re not interested?”

She gives me an innocent grin. “They have cute dogs. I swiped right on their dogs.”

A laugh bursts out before I can stop it. “You swiped right on their dogs? How does that happen?”

She squares her shoulders. “Sometimes the dog picture shows first, and some dogs are so adorable I can’t help myself. Especially if they look like my collie, Sally.” She wrings her hands. “Can I just go out with them to see their dogs? I miss my Sally so much.”

I take a breath and consider my answer. “That’s an idea. But I think you should probably tell them that you’re only interested in their dogs.”

She sighs heavily, but after a moment, nods and pats my knee. “You’re right. Honesty is usually best,” she says. “And speaking of honesty, can I tell you my idea for classes?”

“Sure. Of course.”

She sweeps her arm out wide. “Exotic dancing. I want to learn exotic dancing.”

I keep my expression neutral somehow as she tells me about the dance moves she wants to learn.

“Can you please work on getting an exotic dancing class here? Or else I’ll have to set it up myself.”

“Sure. I can look into it,” I tell her.

Throughout the rest of the day, her words echo in my head. Not about exotic dancing, though if she wants that, I will try to help.

But what she said about being honest.

I should be honest with Oliver.

Let him know we simply can’t fake-kiss again. It’s hurting my heart too much. It’s throwing me off.

Nothing against the man, but I’d rather date someone who was more into my dog than me than go through that again.

As I leave, I vow to find a way to add an Ins and Outs of Tinder class to the activity list, no matter what my boss says.
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After a post-run shower, I head to Midtown and pace outside the jewelry store, practicing what to say to Summer.

The words roll off my tongue easily.

I’m sorry I was a dick earlier.

I’m sorry I took off like the jackhole the internet sometimes thinks I am.

Boom.

That shouldn’t be too hard.

I can handle all of that, no problem.

Except something nags at me as I wait on the street, while early evening crowds march past, heads bent, checking their phones on the way to their destinations.

Because I can picture myself asking Phoebe what to say to Summer.

And for the first time in a while, I can hear her crisp voice in my head, chiding me. That’s only half an apology, Ollie. Apologize all the way.

An image of my older sister giving me a sharp stare, telling me to apologize properly, takes shape before my eyes.

It’s the strangest thing to see and hear her so clearly, especially when I was listening for her the other night and heard nothing.

My God, how can the sharpness of her voice still be so clear after all this time?

Maybe because she’s right, you daft idiot.

I laugh out loud, because I hear that in her voice, crystal clear. And it makes me happier than I ever thought I would be to still recall her voice in these moments.

“What’s so funny?”

I jerk around. Summer’s here, head tilted, eyes curious, lips so damn pretty.

My heart pounds a little faster.

“I was just thinking of something funny Phoebe would say.” Then I’m smiling because I can share that with Summer. I don’t think I’ve ever been with a woman to whom I could admit how much I long sometimes to hear my sister’s voice.

After thirteen years, I shouldn’t still be so affected by her passing. And yet, every now and then, I am.

I don’t need to explain to Summer why I sometimes drift off, why I obsess over last meals, why I don’t mind one bit if she calls me Ollie.

Why I even like it when she does.

Because it’s a promise we made to Phoebe long ago.

Summer’s smile starts small then spreads as she steps closer. “Tell me what she would say. And then I have something to tell you.”

“Ladies first.”

She stands firm. “No. You.”

“Fine.”

I know what to say. I have to do this the right way. Because this friendship matters too much to give her half an apology.

I draw a fueling breath then begin. “I’m sorry I left so quickly this morning at the diner.” That’s easy to get out—what comes next is harder.

But then maybe not as hard as I anticipated, because the huge knot of anxiety comes undone when I continue with the cold, stark truth. “I left because I didn’t think I could stop kissing you if I stayed, and I care about you too deeply to jeopardize our friendship. Even though kissing you was absolutely fantastic and definitely not at all chaste. So I hope you’ll forgive me for being a dick.”

I try to read her reaction, try to find the secret to Summer in her brown eyes, but all I see is surprise.

Or more like shock.

Because her irises go wider than the moon, and she blinks several times, like she’s trying to make sense of my words.

For a second or two, her lips seem to twitch like she has a secret. But if she does, she’s keeping it in, because she schools her expression before she parts her lips to speak.

A ringing bell from the store interrupts us. A large man with a thick beard and a helpful grin pops out of the shop. “We’re closing in ten minutes. Just wanted to see if you needed something before we shut for the evening.”

“Yes. We do,” I say, and then we head inside, quickly finding a cubic zirconia that looks mostly real, and once we leave, she returns to the conversation.

“There’s nothing to forgive. We’re all good. And I appreciate you saying that. It means a lot to me.”

“It does?”

“It does. I care so much about our friendship too. I truly do. And I don’t want to jeopardize it either.”

I sigh in relief. “Well, that’s good. That’s great. Being on the same page and all.” But I’m still eager to know what was on her mind earlier. “What were you going to tell me before we went in there?”

She smiles as she looks at her fake ring. “Just what I said, for the most part. That I love being friends with you.” She lifts a hand like she’s going to set it on my arm, but she doesn’t. She lowers it and keeps her arms at her sides. “But also that it’s probably for the best if we don’t pretend to kiss again . . . because I liked it too. A lot.”

Oh.

Well.

That’s an interesting twist. “You did?”

She gives me a what can you do shrug. “I did.” She smiles a little impishly then taps my skull. “But don’t let that go to your head too much. I don’t want your ego to grow any larger.”

“No, I wouldn’t want it to outpace other large parts of my body.” Joking is easier than addressing what she’s just told me.

But I stew on it anyway as we walk to Madison Square Garden to catch Fitz’s game. Along the way, I’m extremely grateful for the noise of Manhattan, for the sardine-packed streets stuffed with tourists and locals, and for the smells of garbage, the scent of buses fuming, the din of phone calls, of cabs honking, of cars stopping.

It keeps my focus on the immediate rather than this brand-new information that’s complicating matters even more.

She liked it too.

A lot.

When we go inside the Garden, it feels like I’m entering a safe zone.

There is no way I will be tempted to kiss her here.

Not a chance.

Especially when we grab nachos and beer. The nachos here are covered in jalapeños, and who would want a jalapeño kiss?

Not this guy.

Not at all.

Not even with Summer.

Then I take a bite of the nachos, and they are spicier than I remembered.

Who am I kidding? I bet she’d taste fiery.

That’s the trouble.
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But a deal is a deal.

That’s what we have. A deal to appear engaged. A deal to look the part.

So we do our best at the game, shouting and cheering and, also, talking.

Like we’ve done for the last seventeen years.

Every year. Every day.

And I can forget the jalapeño desire. I can forget how good she tasted, how fantastic she smells. I can do what I’ve always done—be her friend.

“Have you given any more thought to your gym time frame while you save the rest of the money?”

“No. But my mom texted me again. She offered me the money a second time, but . . .”

“But you’re not going to take it, I trust?”

“It just doesn’t feel right to me.”

“I suppose.” I take another drink of my beer as the good guys chase the puck on the ice and Summer shouts her encouragement.

At the next lull, she picks up the discussion as if we’d only hit pause.

“You get why I turn her down though, right?” she asks earnestly. “I want to do this myself. I already pretty much get off scot-free in the rent department, living with my grandma. I don’t want to be beholden to anyone else.”

“But your mom would give you the money. So would you truly be beholden?”

She reaches for the nachos, scoops one up, and chews. “No, but what if I was? She always talked about how she gave up her job to help support my dad’s business. So what if it became this thing that would hang over us?”

I nod, taking a tortilla chip and eating it as New York attacks the net. But New York misses the shot, and the collective shoulders in the rink slump.

“Your mom’s happy though, don’t you think? At least, she always seemed that way when we were younger.”

“Did she?”

“Happier than my parents. But that’s not hard.”

She sighs, sets a hand on my shoulder, and squeezes. “True. Understandable, but true.”

“It was so much better to be at your house, you know?”

She nods. “I do know, and I also know it’s not simply because I made amazing popcorn.”

I arch a skeptical brow. “‘Made’? More like bought.”

“Hey! I made it. Most of the time,” she says sheepishly.

“And all of the time it was better to be there than with my parents fighting constantly over insurance and treatments, and on and on.” Ironic that they moved to America for jobs with supposedly better health benefits but wound up arguing with insurance for hours every day, it seemed.

Summer winces. “I sound like I’m complaining about my mom wanting to support me. I’m a dick, huh?”

I laugh, loop an arm around her shoulders, and draw her near. “Only a little.”

“I’m a little dick. Even better.”

I laugh, knowing I’d miss these moments if I lost her to a stupid decision like giving in to lust. “All I’m saying is you’re remembering it a certain way. You remember her being resentful, but I remember her being happy.”

“And I remember your parents trying really hard every second to keep it together, and you remember them fighting,” she says softly.

I mull that over as I drink my beer. She has a point, but also maybe not. “But isn’t it our recollections, more than the reality, that informs our outlook?”

“Possibly. But what if our recollections are wrong?”

“Speaking of wrong, sometimes I worry that Logan is too caught up in what went wrong with his marriage. On wanting to beat that guy who cheated with his wife,” I say.

“I think that too. But I’ve said it to him, and he doesn’t seem ready to hear it.”

“Maybe we only hear things when we’re ready.” My attention swings back to the ice, where Fitz slams the puck, sending it to the forward, who lobs it straight into the net. Setting my beer down, I thrust my arms in the air, cheering.

Summer’s up in no time, punching the sky, hooting and hollering.

The Jumbotron pans the crowd, capturing a raucous audience cheering. When it swings to us, the words “Best Kiss Ever?” blast across the screen.

And in seconds, the whole section is pointing at us.

Summer blinks, her face flushing pink.

She looks at me. I look at her. We look at the screen.

And the words “America’s Best Boyfriend” flash across it.

I don’t know if one of us goes first, or if we both just realize we have to.

I cup her cheek. She slides a hand around my waist. And we kiss not only for the camera, but for the entire arena. Twenty thousand fans cheer us on as I seal my lips to hers, kissing Summer for the fourth time.

And for the fourth time, tearing myself away from her seems impossible because I don’t want to stop kissing her.

Only this time, it’s because I know she likes it.

Judging from the way she slides closer, from how she skims her hands up my shirt, from the way she murmurs, we both like it more than we should.

In fact, when we finally break the kiss, our section is seated, play has resumed, and the Jumbotron screen is showing the game again.

I have no idea how long we were kissing.

Only that I didn’t want it to end.

And I know, too, that we’re going to have to sort out what the hell is going on—sooner rather than later.

When the game ends, her phone trills loudly, and after she answers it and listens, she shrieks in excitement.
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SUMMER


Things I never expected to happen in Madison Square Garden.

Getting a phone call from a dating site.

Getting a phone call from a dating site asking me to be part of a feature.

Getting a phone call from a dating site asking me to be part of a feature that the magazine is willing to pay me for.

It would cover the rest of the financing I need for the gym, I mentally figure when the woman on the other end of the line tells me how much I’ll receive if I can deliver a bang-up piece.

“So, would you want to do it?” she asks.

Oliver is watching me with expectant big eyes, gesturing for me to hurry up and tell him what it is.

I cover the phone. “The Dating Pool asked me to do a profile on Top Five Best Dates in New York. They want us to go on them,” I whisper. “Do you say yes?”

“Yes.”
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At Gin Joint with Fitz, we toast.

“To another win,” I offer.

Fitz clinks his glass to mine. “To the best fake engagement ever.”

Oliver taps his glass too. “To the money for Summer to fund her dream.”

Then we drink and chat, and this moment almost seems too good to be true.

Like this is a fragile bubble of happy news, great friends, and possibilities. Stella even texts that she’s nearby after a baking class and comes to join in.

She flops down next to us, giving Fitz a kiss on the cheek, then Oliver, then a hug for me. She’s a toucher, and always has been.

“Henry’s at a conference, so I’m all by my lonesome,” she announces, then orders a gin cocktail. “I debated going home and bingeing Schitt’s Creek, but I decided I like you guys better.”

“How lucky for us,” Oliver deadpans. “We’re better than TV.”

“Dude, have you seen Schitt’s Creek?” Fitz asks. “That’s one helluva compliment.”

I nod savagely. “That’s a compliment of the highest order.” I point to my friends, sweeping a circle around them. “Trust me, if it’s between you guys and that show, I’m picking the show.”

“You’re not wrong,” Fitz says.

“You’re definitely not wrong,” Stella adds, then returns to the topic of The Dating Pool phone call. “So, what’s the first step in being this poster child of adorable couples?”

“They want us to do very New York photo-shoot things. Eat cupcakes, stroll through the park, all that jazz,” I tell her, and the four of us discuss date options as we work our way through a round of drinks.

“Just make sure to look pretty for the cameras when you snap all the shots,” Stella says.

“Don’t I always?” Oliver asks, adopting an Instagram-ready duck face.

“Yes, you’re so lovely,” Fitz says. He drifts off in thought for a moment, staring at the ceiling, then returns to Oliver and me. “I was just thinking though—what happens when this ends?”

Oliver nearly spits out his drink. “What do you mean?”

Fitz laughs, then his mirth subsides. He peers at us like we’re a science experiment as he strokes his beard. “You’ve thought about that, right? You have to have a game plan?”

Oliver gulps. “Sure . . .”

But the word goes on forever, and Stella shakes her head and laughs. “You guys need a plan.”

“An exit strategy,” Fitz adds.

“My cousin Christian said the same thing,” Oliver adds.

They’re totally right, and I cycle through the options. “I guess I figured interest would die down after a while, and we’d quietly say we were better off as friends.” It’s not a far-fetched idea, though a plan based on what other people do is risky. “Sort of like those dating reality shows. They never stay together, and no one really cares after their season is over, right?”

“True,” Oliver says. “They just move on to the next thing. We can do that, no problem. Just move on, and no one will think twice about it.”

“Or—” Stella holds up a finger. “Just tell everyone Oliver is terrible in bed.”

“Ouch,” Fitz declares. “Way to wound a man.”

“Yes, exactly,” Oliver says, recoiling. “Spreading such spurious lies.”

Stella shrugs, and I cringe a little, knowing where this is going. “I’m just saying there’s no way you can be great in bed. It goes against the Third Law. You’re too cute.”

I stare hot coals at her. I don’t want Oliver to know that Stella and I have discussed this, or that I’ve even thought about how this law might apply to him.

Fitz arches a brow in a check out my smolder way. “Hate to break it to you, ladies, but I’m even hotter than Oliver, and I’m pretty much a god in bed. And that’s my law—be awesome in the sheets all the time.”

Stella pats his leg. “Sweetie, I have no doubt you’re a prize in the sheets. But Stella’s Law focuses on a different type of plumbing.”

“Oh, well. See if Oliver can handle the pipes, then,” Fitz says as a fit guy walks by, giving the hockey star a lingering gaze with his piercing green eyes. “Speaking of, I have to go practice some laws.”

He leaves, and Oliver looks at Stella and me expectantly. “So, ladies, tell me all about this law of plumbing.”

I scowl at Stella. She offers an it was inevitable smile.

Oliver cocks his head and prompts again, “So, you have a law about how I’m bad in bed?”

I slam a hand on Stella’s thigh, squeezing it to make her stop. “No one said you were bad in bed, right, Stella?”

Oliver points at the accuser. “She did. Did you not just hear her with that vicious character assassination? And I thought my cousin was bad. But, Stella,” he says, clutching his heart, “you are cruel and hurtful.”

Stella simply shrugs. “That may be true, but the evidence suggests you’d be terrible in the sheets.”

“How?”

Her brow knits. “Have you looked in the mirror lately?”

Oliver grabs his phone and turns it to selfie mode. He smiles at the screen. “Yes. And I have nothing stuck between my teeth, so what is it?”

“You’re too pretty,” she says matter-of-factly, then lifts her glass and takes a drink.

“Too pretty for what?”

“To be good in bed. Look, it’s a law like gravity. It’s not your fault. You were blessed with extraordinary genes, and now you have to live with the consequences.”

I wave a nothing to see here hand, my chest tight as we edge closer to a place I don’t want to travel. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

Oliver swings his gaze my way. “Nor do you. You haven’t taken this car out for a proper drive. We’ve only kissed. And you said I was a great kisser.” His eyes narrow. “Or were you just taking the piss out of me?”

My eyes go wide, and I shake my head. “No. That was true. You kiss extremely well.”

Oliver raises his chin at Stella and clears his throat. “See? She vouched for me.”

“She’s never slept with you though. Good-looking men can still be great kissers, because that’s an entry point. But beyond that, women fall at their feet, and the hotties never have to work for it.” She stretches an arm across the table and ruffles his hair. “Look, Oliver, I hate to break it to you. But there’s no way you can be anything but bad in bed.”

“And you will never know that I’m an Olympic-caliber fucker.”

I try to suppress a laugh, but the chuckle bursts from me. I can’t help it. “Oliver, are you a gold-medal fucker?”

He crosses his arms in something pretty close to a sulk. “Maybe you should find out and then vouch for me.”

Stella glances from Oliver to me and back. “Well, if you do, let me know. But my money is on bad in bed.” With a wink, she rises, tosses some bills on the table, and gestures to the door as she yawns. She waves goodbye and takes off.

Oliver points at her, stabbing the air. “She’s wrong. She’s completely wrong.”

“Of course she’s wrong. I’m sure you’re great in bed. Fireworks, the whole nine yards.” I try not to blush, not to let on how much I’ve thought about what he’d be like between the sheets.

How often I’ve wondered if her theory is true.

How I’m wondering it right now. Because he’s looking at me with serious bedroom eyes.

Sex is written across his green irises. It’s all he’s thinking about. He’s gazing at me like he wants to prove things to me.

And his stare is making me hot.

This is dangerous. Too dangerous.

We agreed not to go there. Not to tango on the physical side.

And there’s no need to now. Not for a stupid theory that’s just for fun. Not for a friend who’s giving him a hard time.

But Oliver won’t leave the topic alone. He leans closer to me across the table. “Do you think I’d be bad in bed?”

“Oliver, what does it matter? I already said you’re a good kisser. I can’t possibly know how you are in bed.”

“But what do you think?”

My chest heats. My cheeks are hot too. “Who cares what I think?”

He grabs my arm, his fingers circling my wrist, sending a ribbon of fire through my body. “I care.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not lazy. I work hard. I want to please the woman I’m with. I want her to feel good. I want her to feel fucking fantastic.”

Dear God, I already do. His words send sparks sweeping across my skin, leaving a pulse beating between my legs.

Defuse the situation, I tell myself. “I need to go.”

He pays the bill, and we make our way outside, where there’s an awkward moment again. We stand on the street, phones in hand. This is where we call separate Lyfts.

He lives on the East Side.

I’m on the West.

There is no reason for us to share a car. There is no reason for us to spend any more time together.

Except he’s not moving to go.

Neither am I.

“I’m not that tired,” he says, his eyes still searching mine for something. Permission? An answer? An invitation?

“Nor am I,” I say, a little breathy as I wait for something too. Maybe I’m the one wanting an invitation.

“We could work on that list of dates for the article. Do some research.”

A smile pulls at my lips. “We could.”

“Go to a diner. Or a coffee shop. Or back in the bar.”

“Or you could come over,” I suggest. “We could go to my⁠—”

“Yes.”

In seconds we’re in a Lyft, heading uptown to the home I share with my grandmother.

This will be safe.

Nothing dangerous will happen.

I’m not going to jump him with Maggie in the house.

We’re simply going to sit in the living room, have some popcorn, and plan some dates.

Maggie might even help.

But when we reach my place, a note from her on the kitchen table says she’s gone to Connecticut to visit a friend and won’t be home tonight.

The air feels heavy.

My skin tingles with possibility.

With Oliver a few inches behind me, I set down the slip of paper, and say, “She’s not here tonight.”

His fingers graze the back of my neck. “About that law . . .”
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OLIVER


There are things you should do and things you shouldn’t do. And then there are things you quite simply have to do.

This is the latter.

Touching Summer is no longer optional.

Because those ladies are wrong, and I’m going to prove it.

I can’t let her think I’m some sort of conceited jackass in bed. That I don’t care about a woman’s pleasure. Hell, a woman’s pleasure is literally all I care about.

Pretty much most of the time.

Ninety-five percent of my brain is allocated to libido. To making a woman arch her back, curl her toes, grab the sheets.

And that allocation is earmarked all for Summer now.

As I stand behind her and run my fingers across her neck, my focus zeroes in on one thing only—showing her how good I can make her feel.

Because I can’t stomach her thinking I’d do anything other than bring her uncommon bliss.

“That law should be stricken from the books,” I say, as I gently move her blonde locks over her shoulder, revealing her neck, prime real estate for kisses that’ll drive her wild.

“Is it unconstitutional?” Her voice is breathy, needy.

“Yes. And I intend to show you why.” My fingers trail along her neck. Her gorgeous, enticing neck.

“Tonight?” That one question seems to charge the ions between us, crackling with electricity.

It reverberates in the silence, waiting for an answer.

I am a man on a mission.

I bend to her, brushing my lips across her skin, answering with a “Yes.”

She shivers, emitting a sexy “Ohhh.”

Grinding against her, I continue my travels, mapping her neck with my mouth. Kissing her shoulder. Dusting my lips across her exposed collarbone, a location on a woman’s body that doesn’t get the attention it deserves. “I think I’ll worship your collarbone for a little bit as I make my case,” I whisper, kissing her there, inhaling her scent—something sweet, maybe vanilla, maybe honey. I don’t know, but it goes to my head, making my mind hazy with desire.

“You’re presenting some compelling evidence, counselor,” she whispers.

“I’m only getting started. But here’s Exhibit A.” I run my fingers through her hair as I kiss her neck, running my other hand down her arm, sliding past the short sleeves of her blouse, traversing her skin as the little hairs on her arm stand on end. I inch closer, my chest to her back, as my hand glides down to hers, palm touching palm. There’s a hitch in her breath, and it sounds like an invitation. And it’s one I desperately want to accept. My body heat rises as I move in closer and thread our fingers together, clasping her hand. She clasps back, squeezing tightly.

And that, right there, is another line.

Or maybe everything is a line, and I’m hell-bent on vaulting each damn one.

I kiss her neck harder, driven, determined to make her feel incredible.

She’s trembling in my arms, and that’s what I want. I nip my teeth against the flesh of her neck, setting off a chain reaction. She groans, a rumbly, sexy sound that fills the silence, that hooks into my body and drives me on.

I spin her around, grab her face, and drag her to me, pressing my hard-on against her body. “I know I said I shouldn’t kiss you again, but that was temporary insanity. I can’t not kiss you.”

Her lips part, and her eyes spark with lust. “You’re right. But I’m not going to take your word for it.” She grabs at my shirt. “I want more hard evidence.”

Oh hell, she is dirty, and I love it. “Then here’s Exhibit B.” I push against her, letting her feel the outline of my length.

She moans, and her fingers tighten around the fabric of my T-shirt, twisting it as she rubs against me. “I need to know if that law should be overturned, overruled, whatever you lawyers call it. Show me.”

“I’ve got quite a case to present,” I murmur as my hands loop through her hair, the lush, blonde strands sifting between my fingers. “Also, for the record, there was not a single chaste thing about kissing you. It was never pretending. It was always a turn-on.”

“A rush, a total rush,” she whispers, barely a breath.

Then I cross all the lines, crushing my mouth to hers and devouring her lips.

Kissing her hard, possessively, like she belongs to me. My lips claim hers, my tongue flicking across her delicious mouth, the taste of her lip gloss so damn arousing. It’s understated and sexy, like everything about her. The sporty tomboy has turned out to be wildly feminine underneath, and the scent of her, the feel of her, sends a new wave of lust crashing over me.

Because this kiss is different.

It’s not our first. But it’s a whole new kind.

We kissed in the park.

We pecked at the wine tasting.

We went at it in the diner.

We made out for the Jumbotron.

Every other time, there has been an audience. Every other time, we’ve pretended it was pretend.

Now that it’s only us, I’m learning it was never pretend for me. That I was only fooling myself. Because every time, I felt something.

Something unexpected.

Something that surprised me.

Maybe that something has always been there, and I had no clue until I touched her.

I can’t say for certain. All I know is I’m kissing her for real now, kissing her like nothing else matters beyond these four walls. My hands tighten in her hair, and my tongue explores her mouth, and my body craves more and more contact with her. More closeness, more connection.

Maybe their comments earlier about me being bad in bed flipped a switch. Maybe they drove me to break the promise I made to Summer outside the jewelry store. Or maybe they gave me the excuse I’d been looking for to get closer to her again.

But they’re not the reason I’m kissing her.

They aren’t why I’m scooping her up in my arms.

And none of that spurs me into carrying her to her bedroom, kicking the door closed, and setting her on the edge of her bed.

As my breath comes hard, I gaze at the woman I’ve known more than half my life.

The woman I took to prom.

The woman who’s been my rock.

The person I’ve depended on.

And holy shit, I really want to get naked with her all night long, damn the consequences.

I don’t want to do it to prove a point. I want to do it because I want her.

I want Summer Clarke so damn badly.

I cup her cheek, meeting her gaze, ready to tell her that this thing between us—and I don’t want to define it—is so much more than a stupid point to prove.

That it’s turning into a strange new sensation in my heart.

But she speaks first while she’s tugging at my shirt, pulling it up, trailing her fingers against my abs.

“Oliver, show me,” she whispers in the voice of a seductress. “Show me how good you are in bed, as good as I’ve imagined.”

My brain short-circuits.

All the wiring fries, and I can’t form coherent thoughts.

Because she’s pictured this.

Knowing that throws accelerant on a roaring fire.

I ignite, and the flames lick through my body as I pull off my shirt the rest of the way, letting the corner of my lips curve up in a grin. “You’ve pictured me?”

She nods, dancing her fingers down my stomach, over my abs. “I have. I shouldn’t, but I have, and every time, you’ve made me come.”

Holy fuck.

She is a goddess of dirty dreams.

She’s a kitten and a vixen and a daring, bold woman all in one.

She runs her fingers back up to my chest, making my brain pop. My skin sizzles.

I don’t need to form intelligent thoughts after all. Telling her this isn’t about ego, that I’m not making a case—those protestations don’t fit in the heat of this moment.

Not when she wants this purely physical connection.

So I home in on that.

I undo her blouse, slipping one button through its hole, then the next, then the next. Her shirt falls open, revealing soft, creamy skin and a pale-pink bra holding in those beauties. She shrugs off the shirt, letting it fall to the floor. We toe off shoes, and then I climb onto the bed with her, lying down, sliding under her so I can kiss her like that.

It should be weird, kissing my best friend with her lying on top of me.

Kissing in her bed, half-undressed, knowing everything’s coming off so very soon.

But it’s not weird.

It feels inevitable.

It feels like it’s about damn time.

And it’s utterly fantastic to finally give in.

I’m not sure how long I’ve wanted her, whether these feelings are new or they’ve been there all along, just waiting.

But I know, right now, my desire for her runs far and deep.

I bring her close for another devouring kiss. She tastes sweet and sexy as our lips collide in a hungry, wild crush.

My hands slide to the back of her bra, unhooking it. She sits up on me, lets the lingerie fall to the bed, and I stop everything because I have to look. I have to feel.

My God, she’s spectacular.

I cup her breasts, moaning my appreciation. “You are fucking beautiful.”

She smiles, kind of shyly, as she arches her back. “So are you.”

“But that’s the problem, isn’t it? You think I can’t make you feel good.” I tease her nipples, lifting my head up from the pillow to draw one delicious teardrop breast into my mouth, sucking on that diamond point.

She gasps, and it turns into a long, lingering groan. “Oh God. That feels so good. You do make me feel good.”

“Good. That’s what I want.”

Except, for her, this might merely be an exploration. An exercise. A test.

But as I flick my tongue across her nipple, I decide I can’t fucking care about the why right now. All I care about is that this doesn’t stop.

I bite gently then switch to her other breast, lavishing attention on it too.

She wriggles as I touch her, bowing her back, seeking out my mouth.

I answer her movements, licking and sucking and kissing as the girl next door writhes on top of me. As I play with her breasts, she moves up my body, straddling me now, rocking her hips against the outline of my cock.

“Oliver,” she whispers, a needy plea. “More, please, give me more.”

I thrust up against her as I kiss her breasts, licking as she gasps, as she seems to chase her pleasure.

And soon, her hips are rolling, her pelvis rocking, her tits bouncing in my face.

Her breath comes in short, sharp bursts.

“Don’t stop.”

“I have no intention of stopping,” I murmur against her chest as my hands guide her, gripping her, working her over as she seeks her release.

Because that’s what she’s doing.

And this is a fucking revelation.

Summer loves it when I kiss her breasts.

Summer gets wildly aroused from me biting her nipples.

Summer is so turned on, she’s panting, moaning, and riding me clothed, looking perilously close to climax.

And then she does.

Her mouth falls into an O.

Her moan rises higher.

Her body rocks, thrusts, then shudders.

Beautifully.

“Oh God, oh God,” she pants, then cries out, collapsing onto me. The sight of her coming is honestly the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.

So hot that I flip her to her back, strip off her jeans, then meet her gaze, my fingers stopping at her pale-pink knickers. “Summer,” I say.

“Yes?” Her tone is feathery. She’s still floating on her orgasm, it seems.

“I need these off. I need to be inside you. Tell me you need it too. Please fucking tell me you need it too. I’m desperate for you.”

She nods, blinking, then sits up, grabbing at my jeans. “Take these off. Now.”

Maybe we ought to be having a conversation about what this means, or what happens next, or how we navigate friendship and fucking.

But I don’t want to ruin the moment.

She yanks at the button on my jeans, and I fumble at the zipper, working it open. Before I push my pants down, I grab my wallet, fish out a condom, and set it on the bedside table. Then I shed my jeans as she helps us along by slipping off her pink lace.

She’s naked, and she’s gorgeous.

And I’m so damn hard. My cock throbs as I push down my boxer briefs, freeing my erection.

She licks her lips, her eyes never straying from my dick.

And hey, I don’t mind the eye-fucking.

I don’t mind the ogling at all.

I grip my cock, sliding a fist over it, showing her what she’s doing to me. “You are so fucking sexy.”

“So are you,” she says, her eyes hooded, her tone so sensual. She moves her body like a cat stretching out, then she glides her hand down her pelvis. “I don’t think you’re bad in bed so far, but I think you should prove it beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

And there it is—I was right about what she’s after. Why she’s doing this.

Proof.

But I’m not trying to prove anything. What drives me is pure and simple want.

It’s too strong to fight. It’s overwhelming. It’s fierce and dangerous, like a wild animal finally set free.

Part of me thinks it’s for the best that she’s not on the same page. That it’s safer.

And this may be simply an experiment for her, but she seems to be enjoying every second of our lab test. She arches her hips, such a desperate thing.

And it’s so arousing that my dick throbs insistently.

“I will make sure beyond any reasonable doubt that you come hard for a second time, maybe even a third. Sound about right?”

She moans. “Sounds perfect.”

Getting on the bed, I wrap my hands around her ankles, opening her legs.

But she shakes her head. “Let me be on top.”

“What the lady wants.” I flop onto the mattress as she shifts, straddling me. I reach for the condom, open the packet, then roll it down my length.

With avid eyes, she watches me, a wild sort of hunger in her gaze. It’s something I’ve never seen there before. Something I never expected from her.

But it’s incredibly erotic to experience her like this.

To see my friend come alive in a whole new way in the bedroom.

As she settles her knees on either side of me, I don’t need any proof to know I want so much more than one time with her.

Because I’ve been wanting her for a long, long time.

How did I not realize it sooner? I’ve been craving this, denying this. Moments over the last few years flash before me. Snapshots of the flush on her chest, my gaze on her lips, our bodies nearly touching.

The way I felt.

How I reacted.

I shoved all those wants away each time, ignoring, denying.

Pretending.

That was where I was truly faking it.

Now, here I am with her for real, and I’m pretty sure my want is so much more than physical.

It’s hitting me in a much deeper way.

And evidently, like a stupid idiot, it took me getting naked with her to learn I really, really like her.

On a whole lot of levels.

Even if she’s only feeling it on one level.

I’ll have to take what I can get.
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SUMMER


I hardly feel like me.

Gone is the outgoing, upbeat, peppy, positive Summer.

I’m suddenly this wildly different woman.

I’m lust-drenched and dipped in desire, rolled in it from head to toe like a sugar coating.

As Oliver sheathes himself, I’m vibrating with desire.

I’m enrobed in lust.

I can’t entirely believe I’m doing this.

I’m about to fuck my best friend, and a part of me wonders why we waited so long to cross this line.

Here in my room, everything about us together feels . . . undeniable, like maybe all our touches, all our teasing, and all our kissing was always pointing right to this.

He grips my hips, his fingers digging into my flesh as I position myself over him. I take his cock in my hand, and I breathe out, hard. It’s a relief and a thrill all at once to touch him at last. To touch the man I’ve been crushing on for years.

And the only way—literally the only way—I can get through the sheer intensity of this moment is to act like it’s just a game, an experiment.

But it’s so much more.

It’s a deep and potent longing to know him like this when I’ve craved it for so long.

As I curl a fist around his length, I’m lit up, because this is heady, this is real, this is me touching my best friend and knowing he wants me the same way I want him.

And I want us to feel everything together. I rub the head against my wetness, my eyes squeezing shut at the first enticing feel of his cock against me.

Then I rise up, and I slide down onto Oliver Harris, the boy who took me to prom, the man who I’m taking to bed, the person I enjoy the most in this world.

“Oh God. Oh my God,” I groan as I sink down, settling onto his shaft.

He growls, a long, carnal hum of approval. “Summer. You feel fucking incredible.”

“God, so do you.” It’s all I can say, all I can feel as I adjust to his delicious length, to the feel of him pulsing inside me.

If I say anything more, I’ll say too much.

I’ll tell him I’ve wanted this for reasons that go beyond his beautiful face, his carved body. For reasons that live inside me. Because he’s the person I’ve laughed with, depended on, turned to.

And he’s this beautiful man beneath me in bed.

A friend and now, for the most unexpected of reasons, a lover.

Those roles are supposed to be separate. Opposite sides of the ring. But they’re crashing into each other and doing crazy, dangerous things to my heart.

It’s hammering. It’s expanding. It’s reaching for him.

Focus on the physical.

Yes, that’s what I need to do.

I start to move, to seek a rhythm, find a pace.

Moving my hips, I roll back and forth, up and down, taking him in, out.

I plant my palms on his chest, and he guides me with his strong hands.

“That’s right, cupcake. Use my cock. Use it to make yourself feel so fucking good.”

Sparks race across my skin. He’s a dirty talker, and I love it. Love discovering this side of him.

“More. Give me more dirty words,” I pant. His voice sends shivers across my skin, hot, decadent tingles that feel so damn good.

“Fuck me hard, cupcake. Like you know you want to,” he urges, moving me up and down on his thick, hard cock.

Sparks of pleasure ignite in my core, fireworks exploding into the night sky as I rock my hips against him. “I do. I do want it hard. I do want it good.”

I’ve never spoken like this during sex.

I’ve never wanted to. Never tried.

But it’s heady and thrilling to say out loud all the filthy things I feel.

“Then that’s how you’ll get it. You are going to get it so hard and deep you’ll be feeling me tomorrow. Now let me see those beautiful tits bounce up and down,” he says, rocking under me, fucking me from below. He pistons his hips, driving into me and consuming me with pleasure. I can’t stop moaning, because the threat of bliss is close, so deliciously close.

Oliver slides a hand across my waist, down my belly, heading straight for my clit. The second he touches me there, I cry out. I toss my head back, yelling his name.

“Oliver, God, Oliver! Yes, yes, yes.” His name is hard to say during sex. All those syllables. But I want to feel it on my tongue. I want the reminder that he’s doing this to me. My friend, my rock, my confidante. That even if this is a game, a slipup, a moment in our pretend love affair, I want it to feel as real as I’ve imagined it.

So many times.

Countless times.

And now, as I’m chasing the edge, I start to understand why.

As he pumps into me, my belly tightens, a swirl of pleasure coiling inward, gathering strength, and then, out of nowhere or out of everywhere, the pleasure in me shatters into a thousand diamonds as I detonate.

I shake as ecstasy rattles through me, expanding, crashing over me, into me, under me as I call out his name again.

The second I come down from the high, he pulls out, flips me to my back, and hikes up my legs on his shoulders.

Oh my God. I can’t move. I don’t want to move. I want to be owned.

He’s fucking me so good.

Such a hard, wild fucking.

And I love it. I love watching him take me. Feeling him ride me to the edge, my legs hooked over his shoulders as he pumps hard, fast, deep.

“You’re so fucking wet. So fucking sexy. Love the way you grip my cock. Love the way you feel. It’s so fucking good.”

“It is. It’s so good.”

“So sexy. So goddamn sexy. Come again for me. Want you to come again.”

As he drives into me more furiously, his moves send me soaring over another cliff, and I come hard for the third time. I cry out, then I beg, “I want you to come.”

But I don’t really have to ask. His body stiffens, and then he grunts, “Coming,” and collapses onto me.

He’s panting, moaning, and saying my name over and over. Whispering it. Then my new nickname, spoken quietly in my ear. “Cupcake.”

It’s a slow, soft murmur.

Like he’s delighting in it.

And I am too, as aftershocks reverberate in me while Oliver kisses my neck. “That was so much more than being good in bed,” he whispers.

I know, I know.

My throat tightens, and I press my lips together because I don’t dare let a true word escape. That this was so much more than a test, a theory. That it was so much more than sex.

But if I admit any of that, I might lose my heart to him, and if I lose my heart, I could lose him.

The person I depend on, turn to, need.

So I say something else that’s true. “It was. You broke all the laws, Oliver.”
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SUMMER


This isn’t the first time we’ve spent the night. There was that Saturday a few years ago when we were all up late—Stella, Henry, Oliver, and me—playing Would You Rather and showing off our drink-mixing and drink-downing prowess. My grandma was out of town, and we all crashed in the living room in an epic late-night fiesta of drinks, food, and fun that made us feel like we were in college again.

Another time, I was at his apartment, binge-watching Friends from College on Netflix—or cringe-watching, really, since that show is like a train wreck you can’t turn away from—and I conked out five minutes into the final episode.

I woke the next morning covered in a navy-blue blanket, one arm hanging over the side of his couch. We finished the episode over coffee and bagels, lamenting the show’s cancellation.

But this is not that.

This is not either of those.

This is something else entirely.

I’m not even sure how he or we made the decision for him to stay over last night, only that there was yawning and stretching, and a great many I’m so tireds involved.

Now, it’s Saturday morning, and he’s sound asleep on his stomach, the sheets riding low on his waist.

His back is exposed, and as I push up on my elbows, I’m tempted to trace long, lazy lines down his spine to where the curves of his perfect, round butt cheeks peek above the sheets.

Dear sexy ex-boyfriend indeed.

He’s the sexiest.

And the riskiest. Because my heart clutches as I gaze at him, swelling with new emotions.

Or maybe not so new ones.

Maybe ones that have been present for years and became even stronger last night, activated by touch.

Or maybe activated by new moments too.

I flash back on last night outside the jewelry store, the way he apologized, then later at the game as we talked about our families.

Those moments brought me closer to him.

Made me feel more connected to my best friend.

I lift my hand, running it through the air as if I’m touching him. The desire storming inside me is so much more than physical.

It’s not only coming from my body—it’s coming from my heart, my mind.

And that’s why I have to get out of bed, have to get away from him.

If I stay here, I’ll pepper him with kisses. I’ll run my fingers across his warm skin. I’ll try to cuddle him.

My God, if I cuddle him, I’ll give away all this aching in my heart.

And I can’t.

Just can’t.

Last night has to be just sex.

Because I remember how he looked at me in the diner yesterday after we broke the kiss.

Like he’d already lost something.

I remember what he said later when he apologized.

I left because I didn’t think I could stop kissing you if I stayed, and I care about you too deeply to jeopardize our friendship.

The memory singes me, and I bolt out of bed, grabbing jeans, panties, a bra, and a shirt. Like my hair is on fire, I rush to the bathroom, take a quick shower, brush my teeth, and get dressed. I can’t risk our friendship. I can’t hurt it.

Ten minutes later, I’m out of there, heading into the kitchen to start some coffee.

I’m not a yoga person, and I don’t meditate. But I know the value of breathing, so I practice my breaths, telling myself that nothing can jeopardize the years of depending on each other.

Because I won’t let it.

As the life-giving beverage brews, I hear sheets rustling and feet padding on the floor. Then the toilet flushes, a sink runs, and a door opens.

Clad in only jeans, Oliver walks into the kitchen with gorgeous bed head and a happy grin.

My heart trips on itself, wanting to run to him and fling itself at his feet.

Must. Calm. Down.

“Good morning,” I say, all cheery and full of zest.

I’m not Summer the Sex Vixen anymore. I’m the cheery, sarcastic friend. I draw a circle in the air to encompass him, especially the hair. “I’m entering you in The Best Bed Head Ever competition. Because that all-the-strands-sticking-up look is adorable.”

I fix on a smile.

There. I sound like a sassy friend, not a lovestruck lover.

With a what can you do shrug, he drags a hand through his tousled hair, strides over to me, and drops a kiss onto my cheek. The minty scent of his breath drifts past my nostrils. He must have found my extra toothbrush and brushed his teeth when he woke up. Another point in his favor.

He lifts his face. “Morning.”

Gah.

Even the way he says Morning is making my heart do handsprings. What is wrong with me?

I straighten my spine and gesture to the coffee. “Want a cup?”

“There is only one correct answer to that question.”

I smile and pour him a mug, looking away and focusing on the role I’m playing. That role means steering the ship of us back into Buddy Harbor.

“So,” I begin, drawing a deep breath. “The verdict is in.” I spin around and hand him his coffee.

He arches a brow in question. “It is?”

I nod fiercely, making a big deal of this moment. Because friendships cannot be jeopardized with things like epic, earth-shattering, soul-searing sex.

“Good-looking men are not selfish lovers. Law abolished.” I make a big sweeping gesture with my free hand, like I’m striking down a statute.

He blinks, his brow furrowing. He takes a drink of his coffee, the crease in his forehead still present. “Oh, right,” he says. Then his expression shifts, like he’s clearing something up in his head. When he looks at me, he flashes that fabulous, famous smile—the one that melts hearts and panties, and might very well be doing a number on both those things of mine right now.

Damn him for being so damn pretty.

And kind.

And funny.

And caring.

Because that was what I saw last night. For all his cocksure charm, all his jokes about sizes, he’s the same guy in bed that he is out of it.

A good man.

He blows out a long stream of air, like he’s relieved too. “Glad to hear that. That law. Super important to strike it down.”

“Right?” I force out a laugh. “I couldn’t have Stella bad-mouthing your abilities. I had to know for sure, though, since she wouldn’t take my word for it.”

“Right, right,” he says, nodding as he drinks again. “Wouldn’t want that.” His voice tightens, goes a little crisper. “Maybe it’s time to let Twitter know too. I’m sure they’d be delighted to learn that I’m not only a spectacular kisser, but that I’m great in bed as well.”

My brow knits. Is he mad?

He sets the cup on the table and turns to head for the bedroom. In my alarm and confusion, I grab his arm. “I didn’t mean anything bad by it.”

He laughs, but it sounds bitter. “Nor did I. Hell, it’s great news. Let’s host a parade. Let’s tell everyone that the guy you all thought would be rubbish in the sack is a stellar shag.”

“Oliver,” I say, turning desperate. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m not posting anything on Twitter. I was just . . .”

I was just covering up how I feel for you.

He waves a hand. “Whatever. It’s fine. I love being judged for completely unimportant shit.”

He doesn’t add like how I look, because that would be cocky.

And right now, he’s not cocky.

But he has been judged—unfairly—and that’s partly my fault.

I don’t let go of his arm, squeezing tightly. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I didn’t mean to judge you. I think you’re amazing. As a person, as a friend, as a . . .” I flap my hand in the direction of the bedroom.

A small smile plays on his lips. “Thanks.”

“And I would never say something online about . . .” I don’t finish that sentence either—how good you are in bed. That seems trivial, and this moment feels bigger, more important.

So I do the thing I ought to do—apologize again. “I’m sorry for judging you on your looks. You’re gorgeous, and I maybe assumed something that was stupid to assume.”

He laughs, and it sounds self-deprecating. “I sound like a total arse now. It’s all good. We’re good, I swear. I didn’t mean to get cranky.” He takes a beat. “But would you tell Stella your grade for me?”

The question comes out almost sheepish, like he’s embarrassed to ask.

I want to tell him the truth. That I would tell Stella as my friend. That I would tell her because she’s the only person to see through this facade of mine. Because she knows how I feel for Oliver.

Oh, how I want to find her, flop onto a couch, clutch my heart, and say it was amazing because it was him.

But I can’t, and I won’t.

“No,” I say. “It’s private.”

He shakes his head, like he’s clearing it. “Shit. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I said any of that about judgments and whatnot. I didn’t mean anything bad by it.”

I let go of his arm. “I didn’t mean to make it seem like it was only about that, Oliver. I didn’t sleep with you to test her theory.”

“You didn’t?” For a second, it sounds like he’s holding something precious in his hands, like a hummingbird, like hope.

I square my shoulders. “No. It wasn’t about a law.”

“No. It wasn’t about that for me either,” he says, his voice stretched thin.

In it I can hear fear—fear of loss—like I heard the other day. I go with an answer that’s true but won’t hurt my heart—or his.

I meet his eyes, willing myself to stay strong. “I think we just got caught up.”

“Yes!” His eyes blaze. Well, then. “All caught up.”

“It was a moment. And we just gave in.”

“Yes, precisely. Just a moment,” he says, practically punching the air in agreement.

Admittedly, my silly heart wishes he weren’t agreeing so easily. But my head knows this is for the best.

“We’re not going to do it again, obviously,” I add.

“Of course not. We know better.”

I swallow past the stone in my throat. “We do.”

“Yeah, we sure do.” Then he picks up the cup, takes another deep drink, and peers at the clock. “I should get out of here. I have lots to do.” He scratches his head and repeats, “Yeah, lots to do.”

I don’t answer. I just savor the view one last time.

I’ll see him like this again, surely. At the pool, he’ll be wearing less.

But it’s not so much what he’s wearing or not wearing.

It’s why. He’s still in a half-dressed state from last night, from us, together. It’s not just bed head—it’s bed head from sleeping next to me. It’s shirtlessness from me undressing him last night.

It’s a sleepy, sex-rumpled, morning-after look, and I put it there.

I want to put it there again.

But I can’t.

So it’s better if I just let him leave.

“Yeah, I have so much to do too. The gym and planning. Maybe I’ll even add a pole-dancing class and all sorts of fun stuff.” The words tumble out to fill the awkward silence. “Plus, we have dinner tonight with your client, and maybe we should take pics for one of those The Dating Pool dates before we go? I’ll pick one and text you where to meet.”

“Sounds brilliant.” He heads to my room, grabs his clothes and shoes, then walks to the door.

I follow him, and as I open it, my grandmother walks back in.

“Oh, I didn’t know you had company,” she says. “Hi, Oliver.”

“Good to see you, Mags. I’m just taking off. Summer, I’ll see you tonight.”

When he leaves, it feels like he takes a piece of my heart with him. My grandmother tilts her head, shooting me a curious look.

“There’s something you need to tell me. I see it in your eyes.”

A lump rises in my throat. She knows me so well.

My shoulders sag as she shuts the door, and then I sit at the table and tell her everything.

Well, I leave out the three orgasms, but I tell her that I think I’m falling for him.

“What do I do?”

She pats my hand. “Sweetheart, I honestly don’t know.”
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SUMMER


Time to focus on the gym.

On the goal that I’ve been working toward for years.

I am this close to nabbing the financing I need to make this happen, and all I have to do is nail this feature piece for The Dating Pool.

I power walk around the park with Mags, where we discuss the follow-up email from The Dating Pool, with its short list of possible dates. We debate the merits of each, and settle on a few fab ones. Ones that will make the piece sing, and hopefully guarantee the magazine pays me the full amount for the article I’ll write.

Then we catch up on her triathlon training and her friend Octavia’s Tinder woes—she did not swipe right on a dog, but she is suffering from a severe lack of interest in men her age.

“She finds them dull. She likes a captivating young mind,” Mags says.

“And what about you? Anyone new on the horizon?”

“Me? I like ’em thirty-five or younger,” she says with a wink, and I’m pretty sure she’s taking this walk with me to keep my mind off Oliver. News flash—it’s not entirely working. I’m faking it, pretending I’m not thinking about him.

But I do always love chatting with my grandmother.

“Cradle robber,” I say with an exaggerated cringe.

“But I do prefer to meet men the old-fashioned way. IRL.”

“You can just say ‘in real life,’” I tell her as we power walk along the Bethesda Terrace.

“If I don’t use the lingo, you’ll never learn it,” she says sweetly.

“Hey! I know the lingo.”

“Sure you do,” she says with a wink, then she squeezes my shoulders when we reach Fifth Avenue. “Good luck with your meeting.”

She spins around and breaks into a jog. I smile as I watch her go, loving her spirit, her get-up-and-go-no-matter-what-ness. I’m glad she’s so fit at her age—seeing her energy reminds me why I do what I do.

Or what I’m trying to do, at least.

I head to a café and meet with some of my instructors for the classes I want to add at the gym, crossing my fingers that this dating piece will do the trick and make my dream come true.

When I’m done, I say goodbye, grab a coffee, and google my favorite options from the short list The Dating Pool sent over. Checking the time, I pick the best one for tonight, then open my text app and tap out a message to Oliver.

Summer: I know you hate classes, but . . .

Oliver: Please tell me we’re not going to learn to knit hats or make booties. Or candles. I draw the line at candle making.

Summer: Candles? That’s the line in the sand?

Oliver: A man has to have some lines.

Summer: Then you’ll love where I’ve drawn this one.

Oliver: Can’t wait.

Summer: You do know I can hear the sarcasm even through text messages?

Oliver: I wasn’t trying to hide it.

Summer: See you at five on Perry and Hudson, then we’ll go to your client’s dinner, and we’ll have a hostess gift that’ll be perfectly unique.

Oliver: Lawyers are generally known for giving great hostess gifts. We’re often praised as a collective group for our excellence in that area.

As I drink my coffee and reread the thread, a pang pulls on my heart.

This should be a good thing—that we can return so seamlessly to the way we’ve always been. We are a rubber band, snapping back into friendship shape.

But in a way, it feels off, like this isn’t who we are anymore.

Or maybe it’s not who we could be.

I had a taste of that last night, and I want another drink.

But I sigh and close the app.
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OLIVER


In the grand scheme of things, I have nothing against pink. I mean, it’s not my color. I don’t wear it. I don’t decorate with it. Not that I decorate anything, for that matter.

Point being, pink is fine, except when it’s not fine. Except when I’m surrounded by it.

“I feel like I’m swimming in a Pepto Bismol bottle,” I whisper to Summer as the pink-haired instructor with the world’s cheeriest smile hands us aprons at the Cookie Academy.

“It does have a rather strong Candy Land-slash-My Little Pony vibe,” Summer whispers, tying an apron around her neck.

I fasten mine at the waist, then gesture to myself, reaching for humor and normalcy. “Domestic god is a good look on me, right?” I lift a brow and give her my best smolder. “You’ve always wanted to see me in an apron—admit it.”

Wait—

I frown, second-guessing myself.

Was that flirty?

Yeah, that was flirty.

I shouldn’t be flirty with Summer if we’re going back to the friend zone. And we are, since we’ve agreed that last night was not the norm.

But this is a cookie-making class. Cookie dough won’t be tempting. It’s not like we’re making sensual massage oil. Now that would be a class I could get behind.

“You look absolutely dashing.” Summer pats me on the shoulder as we set out ingredients on the pink counter. If she’s feeling awkward after this morning’s let’s-never-go-there-again decision, it’s not showing.

At the front of the kitchen classroom, the instructor cups her mouth to make a megaphone. “Who’s ready to make the best cookie batter ever?”

“We are,” shouts the couple behind us.

“Woot, woot,” shouts another.

I groan inside. Classes should not include a cheering section.

The instructor sings out her instructions, and we set to work mixing and measuring, Summer taking pics as we go.

“I think The Dating Pool included this date idea on its short list because it’s highly Instagrammable.” She snaps a shot of me measuring sugar.

“Isn’t that the main criterion for a date these days? Because who will believe you had a date if you don’t post pics on social media?”

When Summer laughs, I take it as a sign that this is where we’re supposed to be. No, not this pic-friendly, cotton-candy-pink cookie school. I mean the friendship we’ve managed to pull out of the sex nosedive. We’re flying at cruising altitude into the friend zone so damn easily it’s like we live there.

This proves last night was a blip. Just a bump of turbulence.

“We’re adorbs,” she says. Now she’s snapping a shot of us working our KitchenAid blender—pink, of course. Then she pauses. “Wait. How about a kiss? What’s a photo op without a kiss?”

“Things I ask myself every day.” I drop a chaste one on her cheek.

This is our frequency, this saccharine cute and absolutely fucking awful class where we stir up a concoction we could make at home. But in this day and age, we need a course in everything so it can be chronicled for social media, thus proving we’re having the best time ever.

All I want to do is rip off this apron, bring her close, and kiss her senseless.

Toss her over my shoulder.

Carry her out of here.

I want to strip her, touch her, have her.

Tell her how I feel all night long, and then in the morning tell her that I want to do it again and again.

Instead, I’m shaking rainbow sprinkles into cookie dough batter while pretending I don’t want to do any of that with the woman next to me.

I sneak a glance at her—the girl next door who’s become the woman I want.

Become so much more than a friend.

The strawberry shortcake instructor swings by, checking out our mix and clapping approvingly.

“I’ll take a picture of you guys, since you’re so cute,” she chirps.

We pose, flashing toothy, too-big smiles, cheerily stirring our batter, peppering each other’s cheeks with kisses.

My life has become a series of social media moments, chronicled for The Dating Pool piece, one fake moment after another with my fake fiancée.
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When we leave to make our way to Geneva’s dinner party, Summer’s brow is furrowed, and she seems lost in thought. I look at her hand by her side, wanting to take it, knowing I shouldn’t.

Why did I think it would be a good idea to sleep with her to prove a point?

That was a stupid idea.

“You okay, Summer?” I ask as we walk along Perry Street, wanting to keep things light between us. “Are you thinking deep, cookie-inspired thoughts about the state of the world?”

She shoots me a dubious sideways look. “Did cookies make you think deep thoughts about the state of the world?”

“Yes. Absolutely.”

“Do tell,” she prompts.

I choose the safest of my insights. “When did everything turn into a class? There are pickle-making classes, yarn-twining classes, how-to-tie-your-shoelace-into-an-origami-frog classes. Everything is a class.”

“I wouldn’t mind learning how to tie my shoelaces into a frog,” she counters, but her tone is more curious than challenging. “Why do you dislike all these trendy classes so much?”

“They’re pointless. People take them, but they never actually go home and make pickles, or candles, or piña coladas. They take them knowing they’ll never make pickles or piña coladas.”

She shrugs and smiles. “Who cares, as long as the class itself is fun.”

“You liked that?” I hook my thumb back toward the Cookie Academy.

“Yes. I had a good time.”

“But you could do that at home,” I argue as we reach the next block, heading toward my client’s West Village home.

“True, but I don’t very often, and sometimes it’s fun just to get out of the house. To do something other than dinner and a movie, or dinner and drinks. You wouldn’t want to do that if we were dating?”

That stops me in my tracks—the if. The question of dating her. The possibility I haven’t let myself ponder.

“No, I wouldn’t.”

“What would you want to do, then?”

I answer easily. “I would probably take you to, say, a hockey game. Or maybe to your favorite diner. I would take you to Central Park, since I know you love it. We’d wander through it and try to find a corner of the park you haven’t explored. But if we couldn’t, we’d just go to all your favorite places because they’re mine too.”

The scenarios roll off my tongue. I know them well. I know her well. “I would go for a run with you, something else we both enjoy. I would ask you what new music is on your current playlist, and you’d tell me you just downloaded the playlist from Sex Education, and I’d say, ‘That’s a brilliant show,’ and you’d say, ‘I know, I love it, it’s amazing.’ And then we’d debate which one’s better, Sex Education or Schitt’s Creek, but we’d literally never decide.”

I stop for a breath, trying to read her brown eyes. But they’re not flashing kiss me now at me in neon. Instead, they’re gentler, and that softness in them, a vulnerability, even, hooks into my heart and tugs.

I don’t know what to do with that look or these feelings except to stand on this corner with her. Talk to her. Be with her. Go into that party tonight as if it’s a real date, not a date for show.

Mostly, I just want to know where she’s at.

“What do you think?” I ask.

“Those things all sound like great dates too,” she says slowly, absorbing what I’ve just said, and almost as slowly, she lets a grin spread across her pretty face. “But I also had a great time with you just now at the cookie class. I pretty much always have a great time with you, Oliver.”

I fight the impulse to draw her near, to bring her into my arms. “Yeah, same here. I hate stupid classes, but I always have fun with you. I guess part of me is just tired of the charade,” I say, but the desire to touch her is stronger than the will to stop, and I finally yank her in close for a hug. She snuggles against me, her face in the crook of my neck.

And that feels too good.

Too right.

And a little too tempting. As a couple walks past us, I close my eyes and inhale the scent of her hair, sweet vanilla reminding me of last night, taunting me with a tonight that won’t happen.

I breathe her in on the streets of New York, doing my damnedest to stay very still. To not cross a line again. To make sure we’re on the level.

Even though it’s hard.

Maybe too hard to keep to myself.

“You smell really, really good,” I whisper, and a bit of weight shifts off of me.

“So do you,” she says softly into my neck. “Maybe beautiful guys just smell better.”

I laugh. “Yes, it’s our secret cologne.”

She takes a beat. “Actually, it’s just you. You just smell really good, Ollie.”

Then she draws a shaky breath and pulls back. “But if we keep doing that, we’ll get all caught up again, and we said we wouldn’t.”

“Right. Right. We did say that.” Part of me loves that she feels the same slippery slope I do.

Another part wants to send us both tumbling down that hill.

We start walking again along the block and spot a couple staring at us. One of the pair, a woman with dark hair and gray eyes, offers me a tentative smile and seems embarrassed. “America’s Best Boyfriend?”

Summer chimes in, “This is him.”

“Can we take a pic?”

“Sure,” she says, snuggling up against me.

The woman snaps a picture, then her eyes drift down to Summer’s left hand. “Gorgeous ring.”

“Thanks so much,” Summer says, and the couple turns to leave, saying they’ll hashtag us.

I look forward to the day I’m not a hashtag.
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A little later, we reach Geneva’s block.

“I feel a little guilty going in there,” Summer says softly.

“Because it’s a charade?”

She smiles softly. “Yes, to be honest.”

“Same here. I guess I’m not as Machiavellian as I thought.”

“Did you think you were?”

“I’m a lawyer. I have to be a little Machiavellian. The ends justify the means and all.” I puff up my chest and put on my best dickhead voice. “I’m an asshole. I can do this.”

She laughs, then her laughter fades. “But in this case, I do think the end justifies the means. Maybe I’m Machiavellian.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because I think it’s stupid that you were judged for what I said. I think it’s stupid, too, that I judged you for being”—she waves her hand at me—“for being pretty.”

I flutter my hand across my chest. “I’ve always wanted to be pretty.”

“You know what I mean. It’s ridiculous. Society judges women based on looks, and, frankly, on a million other things too. And then we turn around and judge other people. The internet judged you. Your client judged you for a letter I wrote about how awesome you are.” She’s winding herself up, building a head of steam. “It’s insane. I mean, so what if you had truly broken my heart. Does that mean you’re a bad lawyer?”

“Probably means I’m a good lawyer.”

“But see, that’s the thing—the letter was supposed to be a thank you,” she says, turning to me, touching my arm. “It was supposed to be between us.”

I take a breath, thinking carefully before I say the next thing. “Then why didn’t you just tell me?”

She’s quiet, the cogs in her brain whirring. “Because I don’t think I realized what it was at the time. I wrote it from the heart, and it felt like a secret, something only we would know.”

Her confession feels like the true secret. She’s telling me something private, something meaningful.

I stroke her hair, tucking some strands behind her ear. “Then next time, just tell me.”

She raises her hand to clutch my wrist, but not like she’s stopping me—more like she’s clinging to me. “I’ll do that. I promise. And I’m glad you’re not mad at me.”

I lean in closer, press my forehead to hers. “Do you want me to pretend I am? To fake being mad?”

She laughs. “Don’t fake that. I’m sorry you have to play this game because of me.”

But maybe I don’t mind the game after all. I slide my hand down her hair, savoring the softness, and consider saying fuck the world and kissing her.

Instead, I let go.

“Don’t be sorry. I’m having a blast with you. Let’s go inside and fake it—and give her this infernal cookie-batter hostess gift.”

Once inside, we give Geneva the batter, which delights her.

“I’ve never had someone bring me cookie batter,” she says, her eyes shifting from Summer to me. “I suspect this is your fiancée’s doing.”

“It absolutely is.”

We mingle with her guests, as well as Jane, and I feel nothing but honest as I take Summer’s hand, thread my fingers through hers, and introduce her as my fiancée.

She looks like she belongs to me.

She feels like she belongs to me.

And when I hold her hand during the cocktail hour, I don’t think anyone can tell otherwise.

Geneva introduces me to some of the other partners at her media firm. “This is my attorney, Oliver Harris. He’s tops at contracts and business, and he looks out for me like a tiger,” she says. “And this is his fiancée, Summer.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Summer says to a tall woman with horn-rimmed glasses.

“And you as well,” the woman answers. “How long have you two been engaged?”

“Two weeks.” Summer gives the story that we practiced after the bacon-wine almost-fiasco.

“Congrats. And when is the wedding?” the inquisitor continues.

“In ten months,” she says, squeezing my hand. “We’re getting married in Central Park. We’ve always loved it there.”

“Right.” I pitch to sell our story. “We had our first kiss there.”

“Oh, how romantic,” Geneva puts in. “Where in Central Park?”

Summer meets my gaze, her brown eyes twinkling. “By the carousel.” She touches my arm. “Do you remember what I said in high school about kissing at that spot?”

My mind is a blank—a white slate of nothing. Then, like the sun rising, the memory returns. “Right. On one of our visits there. You said you wanted your first real kiss to be there. And I just laughed.”

“Why did you laugh?” Geneva asks curiously.

I don’t look at Geneva. I look at Summer and speak the truth. “Because I knew then, on some level, I wanted her first kiss to be with me.”

“Ohh! That’s so lovely.” Geneva clasps her hands to her chest. The other woman coos.

And Summer just smiles at me, only me. “I wanted it to be you too.”

I have no choice. I step closer, sweep my lips across hers, and kiss her the way I want to now.

Well, not entirely. I’d like to kiss her with no one else around. But here in the middle of a dinner party, I’ll take this.

Nothing about it feels fake. Not the gust of breath that escapes her lips. Not the slightest murmur she gives. And not how she responds.

But because we’re not alone, I end the kiss after a few seconds, reorienting on the present moment. “And we did kiss there for real, several months ago, when we started dating.” I pick up the thread of our fake story. “Because I realized after all these years that it’d always been her.”

All the hands flutter over all their hearts.

Summer’s eyes widen, shining with what might be the threat of tears, but she, too, gets back to the story. “So, earlier this week, we recreated our kiss for fun. To celebrate, you know?”

“Yes, of course,” Geneva says.

The other woman adds, “And did you know then that you were in love with her?”

“It took me a while to figure it out,” I say, and Summer visibly trembles at the comment. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, the way it moves through her body. The way her breath ghosts across her lips.

“But you figured it out,” Geneva says.

As I meet Summer’s gaze, I speak the full truth when I say, “Yes, I did.”
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We’re quiet later as we leave, heading down the stairs to the street, where Summer waits for her Lyft.

We don’t say a word. It’s strange for us. But she breaks the silence eventually, gesturing to my client’s home. “Are you going to feel as bad as I will when you tell her we broke up?”

“Yes.” But not for the reasons she thinks. Not because I feel guilty. I don’t fucking care about appearances anymore.

I say yes because I feel like it’s already happening—the breaking up—and it does feel bad.

The feeling is magnified when the Honda pulls up to the curb and I open the door and say good night.

She waves faintly from the car, the look in her eyes a little sad.

It probably mirrors mine.

Last night really was just one night.

Once she leaves, I don’t call a cab or a Lyft.

I start down the block, but I’m not alone for long. A familiar voice calls out, “Care to walk a woman home, love?”

I turn around and wait for Jane, coming from the party. “If I must.”

We turn uptown. “Seems like your little ruse is going well.”

“Is it though?”

“You had everyone eating out of the palm of your hand,” she remarks. “Maybe you missed your calling as an actor.”

“Maybe I did.”

She pats my arm. “Or maybe you should just let Summer know you actually have feelings for her, like ManCandyFan thinks you do.” She takes a breath, showing me her phone.

@ManCandyFan: He’s so in love with her.

@TheThird: Is he though?

@GossipLover1andOnly: Yes. It’s beyond obvious.

For a second, I close my eyes, letting the comments sink in. By and large, the internet is pretty stupid. But Jane isn’t. So, I open my eyes and meet her gaze, asking her opinion, since she knows me well.

“You think I have feelings for her?”

“Yes. And that perhaps you have for a long time now.” Then she hails a cab. “Time for me to go.”

“Thanks for leaving on that note.”

“What better note to leave on than giving you something to think about? Especially when I need to get home to feed Daisy. She’s quite demanding when she’s hungry. Cats. What can you do?”

“Feed them, I suppose.”

When she’s gone, I walk up the street, trying to remind myself why I never pursued anything with Summer in the first place. Why I never let myself examine all those things I felt for her but couldn’t name.

It’s because she’s practically family.

Because she’s part of my life.

Because I know what it’s like to lose someone you love.

Only, none of those reasons hold as much weight as they did a week ago.
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The next morning, I meet up with Logan and Fitz to play paintball in Central Park.

“I had an epiphany last night,” Logan announces.

“You’re joining a monastery?” Fitz asks.

“You’re dying your hair all the colors of the rainbow?” I put in.

“You’re going to Vegas and betting everything on red?” Fitz says.

Logan rolls his eyes. “No, dickheads. It’s about the strategy. I had it all wrong. It’s not about crushing the other team. It’s about how fucking awesome we are.”

I shoot him a skeptical look. “Is this an empowerment moment?”

“Yeah, because I don’t know if I’m ready to sing ‘Let the River Run’ with you cats,” Fitz says.

Logan gives him the side-eye. “Did you just reference Working Girl?”

“Yes, does this surprise you?” Fitz asks. “One, Harrison Ford is in it. Two, I grew up with three sisters and a single mom. We watched it together.”

I snap my gaze to Logan. “More to the point, did you just recognize a Working Girl reference?”

Logan ignores me and proceeds with “As I was saying—Amelia and I were talking last night, and she said I was going at it all wrong.” Amelia is his daughter, and I appreciate the image of her telling him he was all wrong. “She said the point of the game is not to crush the enemy but to have fun. And I realized I’ve been focused on the wrong thing—on some stupid revenge on the guy at Lehman. But you know what? He can have my ex. I am done being angry, and I am letting it go. I just want to have a blast and move the hell on.”

Is he serious? I pull back to study him, and yes, he absolutely means what he’s saying. This is a huge step for my friend, and I smile, happy for and proud of him.

“That is big of you.”

Logan simply shrugs. “Time to move on. Also, my daughter is brilliant, so I should listen to her.”

“Sometimes kids have the best advice,” I agree. I wonder what Amelia would tell me to do about all these feelings I have for her Aunt Summer.

The advice she gave Logan is kind of all-purpose, and maybe I should apply it broadly. So I decide to follow the kid’s wisdom for the moment.

Just have fun.

Right now, though, we play, and Logan doesn’t obsess on crushing the competition to settle a pointless score. He seems happy, and like that—playing as a team, playing as friends—we win.

Afterward, as he packs up his gear, I tell Fitz, “Bet he meets someone new and is arse-over-elbow in love before we know it.”

Fitz claps me on the back. “My bet is you’re next.”

I scoff, dismissing that with a wave, then tell them I’ll take them out for breakfast. But over eggs and toast, I’m still thinking about Summer and the story of how we fell in love in Central Park.

Then I shove it out of my head because it’s time to play pretend with her again.
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SUMMER


“Thrifting?” Oliver arches a brow as we walk to A Taste of Champagne, a consignment shop on the Upper West Side, then he shakes his head like a dog shaking off water. “You’re really taking me thrifting?”

“It’s apparently a very popular thing to do on a date.”

“For who? Teenage girls?”

“Well, the cookie-dough class seemed tailor-made for teenage girls, and women who were once teenage girls do most of the date planning these days, so I suppose, yes, dating trends are driven by teenagers.”

“Can we go to the mall next?”

I swat him and tell him no as we head into the vintage shop. As I comb through racks, he snaps pictures of me while I hunt for a cute jacket.

Focus on the date, I remind myself.

Focus on the article.

Don’t focus on memories of last night and the swoony words that fell from his mouth as he spun the story of how he fell in love with me.

Swoony words were part of faking it.

Who knew Oliver was such a good actor?

But he is. He’s a great actor.

I find a rack of short sequined dresses, labeled The Bridesmaid Dresses You Really Want. I sort through them, paying undue attention to the sparkles to keep my mind off all the things I can’t have.

Like him.

Because relationships suck. I don’t have time for them, and they just distract you from your goals anyway.

So there, I tell my brain.

Really, I should tell my heart, which beats too fast for him.

“Thrifting is fun,” I say as I sort through clothes, ever the cheerleader.

“Why does it need a name like thrifting? It’s just shopping,” he says.

I shoot him a look over a rack of red dresses. “See? You’re being all negative again.”

“No, I’m being honest. It’s not like this is a new thing. Is it supposed to be a fresh fad because we gave it a new name? It’s literally bargain-hunting.”

“Why do you have to be the fun police?”

“I am not the fun police. I am the fun ringmaster. And I’ll prove it to you with our next activity. Did you see the link I sent you earlier? Today is a very special day at Central Park. Once a year. Swan boats.”

“Yes. I did. I love that the park just started that,” I answer, then return my attention to the dresses, where I spot a sapphire sequined mini dress with spaghetti straps. “This is perfect. I’ll try it on, and can you take a pic?”

“Yes, of course, and then we’ll Snapchat it to all our friends, like Madison and Hannah and Taylor,” he says, imitating a teenager.

I narrow my eyes at him. “You’re having a good time even though you don’t realize it.”

He laughs, waving a hand toward the dressing room. “Let’s see the dress, Cassidy, and then we can show Grayson.”

“Fine, but don’t forget to tag Braxton, Jayden, and also Carson.” I snatch the dress and saunter into the changing room.

“I’ll get it on Instaface straightaway. And then ChatterSnap.”

“You do that.” I shrug out of my cotton sundress and pull the snug little number over my head, yanking it down to my thighs, where it ends. Glancing at my shoes, I laugh out loud. “My yellow flip-flops look so cute with this sexy number, Jarret.”

“All right. Show me, Isabella, and then we can post it for the squad.”

I swing open the door, announcing myself with a “Ta-da.”

Oliver’s jaw drops. He blinks then rubs a hand over his chin. “I love thrifting.”

“You do?”

He nods, looking mesmerized. “I’m getting it for you. Wear it all day.”

And I say yes.
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A bearded man chewing on a straw unties a swan boat, pats the railing on the dock, then tells us to get in.

We step into a plastic swan paddleboat on the lake in Central Park. Normally, the park only has gondolas or rowboats, but once a year it’s Swan Boat Day.

“No rocking. No swan boat bumper cars, and no making out,” he barks at us.

“Aye-aye, captain,” Oliver says, backing the boat out of the dock, the churning of the paddles beneath the boat like a roller coaster chugging uphill.

I push hard with my yellow flip-flops as we pedal around the lake at top speed—maybe three miles an hour. We cruise past other boaters, enjoying the sun and the water.

“Is this too teenager-y for you, Mr. I’m So Sophisticated?” I ask. “Are you sure it’s not your fun police duty to arrest us?”

“It’s more fun than shopping,” he says as we pedal through a sunny patch of water, past another group of boaters.

I wave to them before turning my narrow-eyed gaze on Oliver. “But you seemed to be having fun shopping. You made me get the dress.”

He eyes me from top to bottom, his green eyes shimmering with a hint of desire. He’s not trying to hide it, and that heats me up, especially when he says, “Well, it looks good on you. I had no choice.”

“No choice? Really?”

“When a woman looks this good, she can’t not wear the thing that makes her look this hot,” he says, his eyes locked on mine.

His words and his gaze make my stomach flip as tingles spread down my chest.

“See? You have your laws, and so do I.” The way he says it, all low and sexy, makes my pulse speed up.

I shouldn’t like this, but I do. God, I do.

I like knowing he’s still affected, still attracted to me, even though we laid down the rules.

We made our choices.

But it feels like the choices are making us.

And try as we might to reroute back to friendship, we keep tipping into the danger zone.

Soon we reach a quiet corner of the lake where it feels like it’s just us. He stops pedaling, and we soak in the sun.

Maybe it’s best to remember those choices. To remind ourselves of why we’re here. So I try. “We made it through last night. We survived.”

“Yes, the cookie batter. Don’t remind me.”

I set a hand on his arm. He tenses, then, after a moment, relaxes. “No, I meant we survived moving past the sex.”

“We did,” he says, pushing out a laugh. “Because I used my patented mind eraser.”

“What’s that?”

He mimes sweeping. “I just get out my broom and sweep the memory into a corner and pretend it never happened.”

“Really?”

“Men are simple, right?”

“I don’t know. I think you’re complicated.”

“Trust me. I’m not. I’m pretty straightforward.”

“So, if I flash my boobs, are boobs all you’re going to think about?” I ask, challenging him.

“I’m sorry. What did you say? I stopped thinking.” He lets his gaze drift playfully down to my chest. “Nice dress.”

“But see, I don’t believe that. You pretend you are shallow, but deep down you think about things like friendship,” I say, as he looks me in the eyes again. “You think about life and death and your parents, and you think about your clients and fighting for them and doing the best you can.”

He looks at me, quiet and studying. “True. Yet sometimes I’m still playing the same loop. Food. Sex. Money.” He takes a beat. “Sex.”

And I might be playing that last one on a loop too. But I’m still trying to make a point, one related to sex, and to all the other things I like about him. “I don’t think that’s all you care about. You care about security. Reliability. Dependability. If you didn’t, we’d be sleeping together again.”

He stares hard at me, his jaw ticking. “Is that why we’re not sleeping together?”

I stare back, feeling the mood shift. My skin is hot, my breath comes fast, and the sun beats down. “Isn’t it?”

“At the moment, I’m honestly not sure.”

Heat roars in my body. “I’m not either. Going back to how we were sounds good in theory . . .”

“But theories can be wrong,” he says, his eyes dark, glimmering with lust.

But I don’t think it’s only lust I see. I think there’s so much more.

No, I know it.

My tingling chest is the proof.

My aching heart is the verification.

And my wild need is the driver.

Of me.

Because here on this sunny day, in this quiet nook of my favorite place on earth, I do maybe the craziest, most daring thing of all.

I shift out of my seat, climb onto his lap, and straddle him. Then I kiss the breath out of my best friend in a paddleboat.
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OLIVER


I’m a pretty open-minded guy.

I’ll try nearly any position. I’ll break out toys, props, and loads of dirty talk.

I’ll give the woman what she wants.

And if the woman wants public sex, sure, that can be arranged, short of an arrestable offense.

I just never put a paddleboat on the list of places I’d want to try.

But then, I never expected Summer to initiate paddleboat sex.

Here she is with her knees spread and her dress riding up, grinding against me.

When in Rome . . .

I cup her face, drag her close, and kiss her.

Without any cameras, without any agenda, without anything to prove.

There’s no reason but desire, and we kiss hard and hungrily in the lake at Central Park, and it feels like where we’re supposed to be.

I trace her lips, parting them with my tongue then stroking inside her mouth. I tug her closer, kiss her harder, our lips marauders. We plunder and suck, tongues tangling, bodies pressing.

She grinds against me, pressing on my cock, like iron in my jeans. And she’s relentless, a woman after her own pleasure, like she was the other night.

And the source of it is me.

It’s a thrilling and addictive feeling, knowing I’m the one she’s chasing like this.

That’s how we kiss.

Like we can’t get enough of each other. Can’t get enough lips, tongue, skin. My fingers curl around her skull, gripping her tight, slamming her against me.

Her hands skate into my hair, her fingers roping through the strands as she brings me closer. She’s panting, moaning, and nothing on earth is sexier than this woman revealing her desires to me.

For me.

And with me. I slide my hands down her back, along the crazy sequined dress and down to her ass, cupping her cheeks.

A groan rips from my throat as I squeeze her tight, firm ass. Yes, she was naked on me the other night, and yes, she was naked in bed, but it still feels like the first time.

Like I’m just discovering all her curves, all the softness of her body.

My hands slide lower, reaching the edge of her short dress. She feels too good. I break the kiss, panting. “So glad you got this dress.”

“Me too.” She breathes out hard, then lifts up and grinds back down on me, sliding against my cock, humping me.

Lust sizzles down my spine, radiating out through my whole body as she stares wickedly at me, a wanton, gorgeous woman eager for pleasure.

“I want you again,” she whispers, her voice all smoky and sexy.

It’s the hottest sound I’ve ever heard, and I can still barely believe it’s coming from her.

From my friend, who’s shown me so many sides of herself over the years—except this one.

“I want you again too. Right now, Summer.” I bring my mouth to her neck, kissing a decadent path to her ear. “But we really need to get to my place where I can strip you to nothing, worship your body, and make you come over and over.”

“Yes. That. Let’s do that now.”

She slides off me a few inches, setting her feet down, hunting for her flip-flops. As she roots around for her shoes while tugging down her dress, she stumbles.

Tips.

Pitches.

Right off my lap.

Everything happens in a heartbeat.

One second, she’s grinding on me. The next, she’s toppling off the side of the boat and into the lake.
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SUMMER


How to instantly become a social media sensation? Fall into the lake while humping your fake fiancé.

Once I pop up from the murky depths of the lake, he’s fighting like hell not to laugh at me.

I’m soaked, head to toe, and covered in algae or Central Park Loch Ness guts. Take your pick. Both are fetid.

“I’m a sea monster!” I say, skimming my hand over my soaking wet and utterly disgusting hair.

Oliver kneels on the edge of the swan boat, offering his hand as he cackles.

“You’re evil! You’re laughing at me. You’re a terrible fake fiancé.”

He rolls his eyes as he tugs me up by my hand. “I’m an amazing fake fiancé. Get back here, you sea monster of mine.” His tone is playful as he pulls me up out of the brackish water. I sling one foot over the edge of the white plastic boat then haul myself up the rest of the way, his hand an anchor.

I am an ungraceful, sopping, smelly mess.

I shove the strands of wet, tangled hair from my face.

“I told you not to do that!”

I jerk my gaze to the bearded man who rented us the boat.

He’s on the shore, pointing at us, flapping his arms. “I told you the rules!”

“Gee, thanks. I wanted to fall in the water. It was on my bucket list. Go to Central Park, ride a paddleboat, and fall in the cesspool known as this lake,” I shout back.

“I meant no making out, lady. Serves you right,” he yells.

Oh, well. He might have a point there.

He’s not the only one watching us.

He’s flanked by spectators with their cameras trained on our boat. Natch. After all, what’s funnier than a girl falling into a big pond in the city?

I do the only thing I can. Smile and wave. Just smile and wave.

I park my butt in the plastic seat next to my fake fiancé, and we pedal to the shore, where the bearded man glowers at us, telling us to never come back again.

“That won’t be a problem,” I assure him.

As we get off the boat and walk away from the dock, Oliver peels off his T-shirt and hands it to me.

My brow knits. “You’re giving me your shirt?”

“Well, your clothes are a little bit wet.”

I run my eyes up and down his carved chest. “Guess I get a nice view and a shirt. It is my lucky day.”

“Play your cards right, and you can get a shower at my place too.”

And let me tell you, I practically run out of the park for that chance.
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I peel off his gray T-shirt then my wet sequined dress, dropping them onto the tiled bathroom floor.

I wiggle my eyebrows as I unhook my soaking wet bra. “I’m sexy wearing Central Park lake water, don’t you think?”

Oliver smiles as he stretches past me to turn on the shower. The water runs, and he unbuttons his jeans then unzips them. “Let me tell you something, Summer. Your sea monster perfume isn’t going to deter me from fucking you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

I shiver from his words, from seeing this side of Oliver Harris, from hearing him say fuck as it applies to me. It’s surreal, but heady too, to experience him like this—wanting me, staring at me, heat and abandon in his eyes.

Even in my swamp creature state, all matted hair and stinking of pond scum, he still gazes at me like I’m not just the object of his desire, but like I’m precious too.

Like fucking isn’t just fucking.

Like it’s so much more.

That’s how I feel too. And I want to tell him and tell him soon.

But first, I need to de-skunk myself.

I let my bra fall to the floor as steam curls from the shower. I peel off my damp panties, hold them up on my fingertip, twirl the cotton fabric, then toss them to the floor as well.

I step into the shower but keep my eyes trained on my best friend. I’m tempted to make a joke, maybe about swamp monsters or sea creatures, but the look in his eyes stops my breath.

Intensity flashes across his irises, a deep and powerful longing in his green gaze.

My heart stutters, then it pounds relentlessly as he pushes his jeans to the floor.

His boxer briefs go whoosh.

His cock springs free, happy to see me in my Central Park state of decay.

“Nice to see you too,” I say as I lean my head back under the water, letting it stream over me.

He steps in, closing the shower door behind us.

I shudder at his nearness, at the way he can’t take his eyes off me.

And at my own spiking pulse.

But I also want to get clean.

Seems Oliver wants that too, because he reaches behind me for the shampoo, pours some into his hands, then washes my hair. He’s tender and gentle, running the shampoo all through my strands then rinsing it out.

I squirt some into my hands and return the favor, loving the feel of his hair between my fingers.

We’re quiet, besides saying the occasional hi, and that feels good, and lots and lots of mmmms.

I don’t trust myself to say anything else. To not blurt out some great, immutable truth. Some pronouncement born from years of admiring him from afar, from endless days of maybe, possibly crushing on my best friend.

Fine, maybe it was more than a crush.

Maybe it’s becoming real, so damn real, but I don’t trust that this new reality will last beyond the here and now.

So I let myself wordlessly enjoy the moment.

He reaches for his shower gel, pours some in his hands, and then lathers up. He rubs along my arms, and I inhale deeply, loving the attention, the care.

He moves up my arms to my shoulders, soaping me, then down my breasts to my belly.

After he squirts more soap, he bends, kneeling on the tiles as the water pounds over us. He soaps up my legs, from my ankles to my knees to my thighs, cleaning all the dirty water off me.

Then he runs his hands up the back of my legs and looks up at me. “I swear this is all I’ve thought about since the other night,” he whispers, and presses his face to my thigh, brushing a kiss against my skin, water droplets sliding down his nose.

“Same here,” I confess, my voice feathery, my need palpable.

“Maybe I am simple, Summer. I just want to touch you again. I want to kiss you and have you and fuck you,” he says, then a rumble emanates from his throat as he turns his face from my leg to my center, pressing his lips against me where I ache for him.

Flicking his tongue against my wetness.

“Oh God,” I gasp the second he makes contact.

And because I’m helpful like that, I widen my stance, spreading my legs a little more.

He groans against me, licking and kissing.

Desire floods my body. It lights up my veins. It spreads across my skin as he cups my ass and licks me in his shower. I lean back against the wall, and I’m glad I do when my knees wobble as his tongue sweeps across all my wetness, all my desire for him. Kissing, licking, sucking.

The sounds he makes are a dirty song, a carnal tune of lust and passion, the notes insanely sensual.

“If this is simple, I’ll take it,” I whisper, my fingers tangling in his hair.

He hitches my right leg onto his shoulder, and yes, standing is harder now, but he’s got me, and so has the wall.

And this is on.

It’s happening.

And I’m awash in pleasure.

He’s relentless, kissing and worshipping, and soon pleasure crests in my body, a wave rising up, rushing to the shore. I let go of his hair, grab at the wall, and shudder. A long gust of breath escapes my lips.

I rock against him, losing myself to the moment, losing my mind to this connection.

And nothing feels like we’re getting swept up in a moment or a mistake.

Everything feels like we’ve been building to this.

It’s the last wall between us coming down, coming down gloriously.

As the desire tightens in my belly then bursts, I gasp and cry out, coming hard.

I wobble, and he reaches for my hips, steadying me as he rises. He wraps his arms around me and tugs me close, our wet, naked bodies pressed together.

“Hi, Oliver,” I whisper.

“Hi, Summer.”

“You’re quite good at that,” I say.

He presses a soft kiss to my lips. “Because it’s you.”

“Or maybe because it’s you.” I slide a hand down his chest, reaching for his cock. He groans, all growly sexy as I wrap a fist around him. I stroke him, gripping and pumping and wanting.

So much wanting.

But so much more than wanting.

As he thrusts into my fist, his breath hot and staggered, I take another step, a bolder step.

Maybe the riskiest one of all.

I don’t know where we’re going. I don’t know how to make us work. I don’t know what happens tomorrow. But I want him to know this is more than just sex for me.

I let go of him, run my hands up his chest, and meet his gaze. “Would you make love to me?”

His lips curve up. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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You think you know someone.

And maybe you do.

Maybe you know how they like their coffee, or that they snort when they laugh too hard, or that they’re a little bit stubborn—or maybe a lot—but still the most positive, upbeat person you’ve ever known.

And maybe you need that part of them, needed that part of them for ages, because you haven’t been inherently upbeat since life changed you.

And you know that about yourself.

But then, you get this person naked and you learn about her other side.

I’m learning that Summer luxuriates in her body.

That when she’s toweled off and dry, she settles into my bed languidly, stretching her hands over her head, her body on beautiful display.

Sure, I’ve thought about having her here, but always in a truncated way where my brain doesn’t let me finish the thought. Where I force myself to swipe the images away.

Now the images are real as she parts her legs for me, slides a hand between them, and glides her fingers through her wetness.

Fuckkk.

I don’t know that I can withstand the hotness, but I’m willing to try. I am goddamn willing to try as I climb onto the bed with her, grab her ankles, and spread her legs wide.

“Let me taste you.”

“But you already did,” she says with a smile.

“I am ravenous, it seems.”

She lifts her hand, runs her fingers across my lips, and I draw them into my mouth, sucking hard, savoring once again the delicious taste of her.

“You dirty, sexy woman. Enticing me with the way you taste so fucking good.”

“I think you like being enticed,” she whispers as a shudder moves through her, gliding along her skin.

I shake my head. “No. I love it.”

I reach for a condom in the nightstand, open it, roll it on, and then push her knees up higher and higher still.

Then I notch the head of my cock against her and push inside.

“Oh God,” she gasps, her back bowing, her eyes fluttering shut.

And that’s another thing I now know.

How the girl next door looks when I fill her. When she takes me in all the way. She looks spectacular, all sex-drunk and needy, her lips parted, her knees hiked up.

Open to me.

I move in her, swiveling my hips, pushing deeper, pulling back, then plunging in again.

Her hands slide up my chest. “This feels so good,” she whispers.

“Feels amazing,” I murmur as pleasure crackles along my spine. “Feels fucking incredible.”

Her arms loop around my neck, her fingers playing with my hair. Even that touch ignites sparks across my skin. “Because it’s you,” I tell her as I pick up the pace, moving faster, listening to her body.

She arches her back, moving with me as we find our pace.

When we do, I bend closer to her, my lips dusting across hers. My shoulders are tight. Tension, exquisite tension, radiates through my muscles as I fight off my own release, focusing on her, only her.

And on the words I just said.

Because it’s you.

Only, that’s not entirely true. This is spectacular, the sex, the connection, the unholy pleasure.

But not because it’s just her or me.

“No, Summer. Do you know why it’s so good?”

“Why?” she asks as she gasps, her voice cresting to a needy cry.

As I move in her, I pull back to look at her face. Her brown eyes are glittering with lust and something else.

Something deeper.

Something far more powerful.

Something that lasts.

I bury my face in her neck, whispering against her ear, “Because it’s us. That’s why it’s so good. Because we’re so good together.”

“Ohhhh,” she calls out, rising up, her hips bucking, her voice catching, her sounds reaching the ceiling. Then she’s losing control, and it’s beautiful—absolutely beautiful and erotic to watch her fall apart beneath me.

And I follow her there, chasing my pleasure to the other side of bliss too.

Soon, I’m lying next to her, panting, sated, drawing lines with my fingertips down her warm skin when my phone rings.

I have half a mind to ignore it, until I realize it’s Jane’s ringtone.

I grab the phone from the floor and answer. “Hi, Jane. What’s going on?”

She clears her throat, and a pit forms in my stomach. “Well, love, it seems that America’s Best Boyfriend is now America’s Fakest Boyfriend.”
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That pit? It becomes a cavernous maw as I read. It’s like rubbernecking, and I can’t stop.

This time, it’s worse. Far worse. Because there’s a GIF someone made of Summer splashing water at me, saying, “You’re evil! You’re laughing at me. You’re a terrible fake fiancé.”

And that’s all it takes.

@ManCandyFan: NO!!!! It was all fake???? They were fake dating? They were faking us? No, no, no.

@LovesListsofMen: Do you mean YES???? It means he’s single.

@GossipLover1andOnly: Single and going right back on my Single and Hot in the City list.

@ManCandyFan: Put him at the top. But also, NOOO!!!! They were such a cute couple.

@CheetahNoah: They seemed real to me. So real. I don’t know about this new intel. Are we sure? Like, really sure? Super sure?

@MenAreJerks: He’s a douche. This proves his douchiness.

@PeopleAreJerks: Um, hello? She’s a douche too. She’s just as bad. They both lied to us. They totally lied. And I’m sad, sad, sad, but not surprised.

@ILoveJerks: I love liars. They are so hawt.

@IloveCockyJackholes: OMG, yes. Liars are like the hottest guys ever. They lie, and they look good lying. And he sure looks delish lying.

@DownwithDouches: Look at this picture of them eating cookie batter. I hate them.

@ILoveJerks: Would eat cookie batter off his chest. Even with raw eggs in it.

@MenAreJerks: I would eat it off her chest.

@DownwithDouches: Also, her ring looks fake. I bet it’s cubic zirconia.

@FanofNietzsche: What did I tell you about jerks? Jerks are always the hotties. And jerks always win. And he won. The hot jerk got the hot girl, and they hoodwinked us all. Once again, it’s the universe’s way of reminding us that nihilism is alive and well.

@QuestionEverything22: Or maybe that they are pranksters?

@DownwithDouches: They pranked us! Let’s start a movement to stop pranksters. Also, I zoomed in on her ring from the hockey game. TOTAL FAKE, like they are.

@HZRedhead: Ahem. We stopped the pranksters. You’re welcome.

@TheThird: Yes. You see, we had a feeling, Hazel and I. We sensed they were faking it. So we followed them. And then we caught them on camera. They tried to trick us all. But guess who’s getting the last laugh?

@HZRedhead: We are. We’re cackling as we sit in a coffee shop writing this and smooching and enjoying the satisfaction of exposing two douchey jerk canoes who tried to trick us all!

@ManCandyFan: Umm, aren’t you married, @TheThird?

@TheThird: Happily divorced and enjoying my new girl. We fell in love as we took down the fake fiancées. NO ONE should lie about love.

@HZRedhead: Love is beautiful and true. Like you.

@TheThird: No, like you. <3

I yank on boxer briefs one-handed while scrolling, slack-jawed, through my phone.

“The internet must end,” I say.

“Like my dreams are ending. This is terrible,” she says, hunting around for clothes in a hurry, finding her purse where she stashed her sundress from the thrift shop. She tugs it over her head, then borrows some boxer briefs from me and retrieves her wet dress and underthings from the bathroom. The briefs on under her dress are kind of an odd look, but, hey, desperate times.

And they’re definitely desperate when I see there’s a message from my newest client on my phone. It’s three words long.

Is this true?

And another from Helen Williams Designs asking me to call her.

Then Summer wags her phone. “Look at this.” Her breath catches, and her face twists in a wince as she shoves the screen at me.

It’s a message from The Dating Pool.

The note is terse, to the point.

This email is to inform you that both the Best Dates piece and your winnings from the essay contest have been canceled, your entries disqualified.

And one from her mother too. She thrusts that at me next.

Honey, are you all right? My book club is forwarding me a lot of strange tweets. I told them that I would know if you were engaged or if you were faking it. So let me know which it is. Love you, Mom.

“I need to go.” Her voice cracks, and she covers her mouth with her hand.

“Yeah, I need to deal with this too.” I scramble to get dressed, cursing as I tug on jeans then a shirt. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. Not a single bit of it.”

She freezes. “What?”

“The whole thing. It’s a fucking shitshow.”

She swallows roughly then nods. “I didn’t mean for any of it to happen either. None of it.” She grabs her purse and says, “I’ll talk to you later.”

Then she marches out, stopping at the door to turn and offer a helpless shrug. “I’m sorry. This is all my fault.”

“It’s my fault,” I argue, but the door’s falling shut behind her.

Out in the hall, her phone rings, and I hear her ask, “What’s going on, Roxanne?”
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“You’re stuck on a stripper pole?”

I rub my ear in case I’m hearing things. Because that just can’t be. How can Roxanne be stuck on a stripper pole? How can anyone be stuck on a stripper pole?

“I’m not stuck,” she says diplomatically.

“Who is, then?” I ask, swiping at the tears pricking my eyes, zeroing in on the Mayday call instead.

“It’s more like the pole is stuck.”

“In your apartment?”

“In the activity room,” she confesses in a hushed voice.

“How is there a stripper pole in the activity room?”

“I had it installed. As part of the bingo revolt.”

“Oh my God,” I groan, rushing to the stairwell and racing downstairs so I can get across town. “I’ll be there in five.”

Once outside, I call a Lyft, which speeds me through the park to Sunshine Living.

I run to the second-floor activity room, blinking when I find Roxanne, a seventyish man named Michael, and a woman Roxanne’s age, tugging at a silver pole.

“Ah, Summer!” Roxanne rises, a little wobbly, setting her puma head cane down. “Be a dear. You’re so strong and young. Can you help us move this?”

I shake my head in disbelief. This is my life? I’m carrying a plastic bag with a sopping wet bridesmaid’s dress inside, and now I have to uninstall a stripper pole, plus the internet hates me, my dreams have been crushed, and the man I love thinks we are a mistake. He didn’t mean for any of it to happen. He didn’t mean for us to happen.

But first things first. Dropping the bag, I rush to the crew who are pulling—to no avail—at a stripper pole installed in a silver base. After a quick assessment, I figure out they were unscrewing it the wrong way. Grabbing the screwdriver, I slide the tool into the base and detach the pole from it, holding tightly so it doesn’t fall. Once it’s detached, the pole comes apart in two pieces.

Roxanne guards the entrance to the activity room, then mouths, Coast is clear. Let’s take it to my place.

I hand her and her friends the pole pieces. “Maybe that’s where it should have been installed in the first place.”

“Live and learn,” she says, then stomps off with her friends.

I sink down on the couch, grab my phone, and stare at my messages, trying to decide what to tackle next.

But really, there’s nothing to tackle.

I can’t undo The Dating Pool’s decision.

I can’t convince them to requalify me.

And I can’t prove we didn’t lie. We did lie. We were fake, and we won’t ever be real.

But I can at least return my mother’s call.

“Sweetheart. I’m at Mags’s place. Where are you?”

“I’m on my way,” I say, crying for real, and there is nothing fake about these tears.
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“So this is true.”

The words are clipped, crisp.

I pinch my nose, nodding as I slump down on my couch. “Yes.”

I tell Geneva the truth. There’s no point in lying now. “It’s all true that it was all fake.”

She sighs. “I’m soooo⁠—”

I take the liberty of filling in the blank. “Disappointed. Yeah, I’m disappointed in myself too.”

“Yes. I thought I could trust you as my attorney.”

“Of course you did. That’s why you hired me.” A weight sinks onto my shoulders, dragging me down. There is no point backpedaling now. No purpose in covering it up. The proof’s there on social media, where all truths and lies are exposed.

The ring, the comments, the offhand joke between Summer and me post-paddleboat hump. Those people who took a picture of us on the street last night were probably sent by our crazy exes. More proof that exes are crazy.

But even so, I deserve this.

I tricked a client.

“And I suppose that’s what is most surprising. I would expect you, of all people, to know the value of trust,” she says.

I hang my head, dragging my hand through my hair. “You’re not wrong. It was a mistake. It seemed like a way to save face at the time, but I should have told you the truth when you first called me. I wanted to help you with your deal. I want to take care of my employees and my aunt and everyone else. So I said we were engaged because it seemed easier.”

She sighs heavily. “I suppose what’s so strange about it is that . . .” She takes a beat to think, or maybe to mull over what to say. “It seemed so real. Last night, the things you said to Summer, the way you looked at her. I suppose it made me believe in love again. Like it was possible to get hurt and then get back up and try again. When you said⁠—”

“‘I realized after all these years that it’d always been her.’” I repeat my words from last night. Words that make my chest feel lighter. Words that fall from my lips so easily.

“Yes.” There’s a smile in her voice. I can hear it. “When you said that, Oliver, I was so sure you meant it.”

I sit up straighter, recalling last night, remembering how my heart thundered when I looked at Summer at the party. How it ached when I put her in the car. How it sped up when we were in the paddleboat, then the shower, then the bed, only an hour ago.

“I did mean it.” I’m speaking the whole truth now.

“What?”

“I did. It was all fake, and it was all true too.”

She’s quiet, humming softly then asking carefully, “What do you mean?”

“It started as a ruse. It started because you didn’t trust me. So I thought it’d be safer if I was involved with the woman who wrote the letter, so it wouldn’t be a character indictment. And Summer’s my best friend. I’ve known her for seventeen years. She’s been by my side through everything. I know how to make her laugh, I know how to comfort her when she cries, I know what makes her happy—the park and exercise and her grandmother and trying new things—and I know her dreams. And I want to help her achieve them.”

There goes my heart again, pounding mercilessly against my rib cage, trying to find her, to see her. “And I suppose I didn’t truly realize all of this until we faked it. But I also think maybe a part of me knew I had feelings for her and just didn’t see what was in front of me. After all, I never wanted to invite Emily to prom. I only wanted to go with Summer.”

Geneva sighs happily. “Oh my God, that’s so sweet.”

Then I freeze, remembering something else I said, not last night, but just an hour ago.

I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.

Those words could easily have been misinterpreted.

Shit.

I picture Summer’s face, the hurt in her pretty brown eyes, and I’m sure they were.

There’s a voice in my head, loud and clear, and it’s not my sister’s voice, though I suspect she’d tell me exactly what I need to do right now.

And I know she’d be right, because my own voice is telling me the same thing.

“Excuse me, Geneva. You’re not the one I should be saying this to. Summer is.”

I hang up, grab my keys, and leave.
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I am a stubborn girl.

I know this about myself.

But when I walk into my apartment and find not just my roommate but my mother, my niece, and my twin brother, I let all the tears rain down.

I head for the couch, nosedive into it, and cry in my mother’s lap. Amelia crawls up next to me, crouching by my side. “Don’t cry, Aunt Summer. Everything’s going to be fine. I swear.”

And that makes me cry a little harder—her sweet six-year-old faith in the world.

“Tell me why you’re so sad, honey,” Mags says.

“Yes, tell us. What can we do?”

Amelia snuggles on my lap. “I’m all ears. That’s what my daddy says to me when I want to talk to him. He says, What can I do?”

Logan ruffles his daughter’s hair, then plops down on the couch next to all of us—four women and a guy.

“I’m in love with Oliver Harris.” I choke out the words past the prickly, complicated emotions that clog my throat.

Logan snorts.

I shoot him a sharp stare. “What was that for?”

“Tell me something I don’t know. I came here to see if you were okay, and this is what you confess? Something we’ve all known for years?”

“Thanks a lot,” I mutter.

My grandmother smiles, petting my hair. “Ignore him, honey.”

“Yes. We all do,” my mother says.

“I like Oliver,” Amelia chirps.

“Me too. But it’s a mess, and he said the whole thing was a mistake, and it is a massive mistake. Just look at what happened. I lost the prize money. I lost the chance to write the feature piece. I lost Oliver.”

My mother tuts. “Did you lose Oliver though?”

I make a show of looking around. “He’s not here, and he said it was all a mistake.”

“It’s hard to believe it’s a mistake when you seem like such a great couple,” she says diplomatically.

“But we’re not. This isn’t some cheesy romance where everything works out perfectly. It’s real life.” I swipe my hand across my face, swallowing these dumb tears. I draw a deep, fueling breath, one that I hope masks all this pain in my heart, this wild ache for Oliver. An ache that won’t be soothed. “It’s fine. I don’t want a relationship. I’m not interested in one. It doesn’t remotely make sense in my life.” I hold my chin up high even as my lower lip quivers.

“Relationships never entirely make sense, dear,” my mom says softly. “Did you think it made sense to me when I met your father?”

I furrow my brow. “I don’t know. I hadn’t thought about it.”

She tucks a finger under my chin, tilting my head so she can look me in the eyes. “I just loved him. It wasn’t always convenient.”

I straighten my shoulders. “Well, I don’t have time for a relationship. I’m trying to grow my business, and it’s going to be even harder now. I’ll have to start over.”

“You can do both.”

I stare at her and point out a truth of my whole life. “But you didn’t do both.”

Her brow knits. “What do you mean?”

“When you quit working to help with Dad’s business. You always made comments about how you left your job at the bookstore. You didn’t really want to leave it, did you?”

“Sweetheart. I did want to. I chose to,” she says, rubbing my shoulder.

“Why did you always say that, then? To me? To us?” I gesture to my brother and then to me.

Logan simply smiles, his grin telling me he knows why she did it.

“Because I was proud of my decision,” my mother says. “I brought it up because it was what I’d wanted to do. I was glad I made that choice. I stood by it then; I stand by it now. And whatever you decide, I hope you have no regrets. There are too many other things to regret in life, and I don’t want your career to be one of them.” She squeezes my arm then lets go to tap my chest. “But I don’t think the way you feel now, this hurt in your heart, has anything to do with your career.”

Mags squeezes my other arm. “It doesn’t at all.”

And Amelia shoots me a sad smile. “Just be happy and tell Ollie you love him. Sheesh.”

Logan scoops up his daughter. “You are full of brilliant advice.” He meets my gaze. “And as Oliver’s good friend, let me tell you something, Summer. You might need to spell it out for him—how you feel—because he doesn’t always believe when good things happen.”

My heart crawls up my throat. “You think he wants this?”

Before I can say anything more, my phone buzzes. It’s Oliver. I answer it the second it rings, but he speaks first.

“It’s Ollie, and I’ve come to fix something stupid I said earlier.”

“Yes.”

Logan walks down the hall and holds the door open for me.

Rather than wait, I rush out, down the steps, and into Oliver’s arms, where he waits on the stairwell.
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She’s flying down the stairs, her blonde hair a sheet behind her, a huge grin on her gorgeous face. I stop on the landing, my smile taking over my entire being as I drink in the sight of the woman I love madly.

“It wasn’t a mistake. Nothing was a mistake,” she blurts out.

“I know. I meant it all. I wanted it all to happen.” Words tumble out in a rush, and I reach to catch her and tug her into my arms.

She’s wrapped around me in an instant, arms, legs, and then lips on mine.

“I meant it all, Oliver,” she says between kisses. “I wanted it all to happen. When I said I didn’t mean for any of it to happen, I meant everything going wrong. But not everything that went right. And we’re right.”

I run my arms up her back, holding her tight, thrilling at the feeling of her, at the truth of her words. “We are so right together,” I agree, happiness taking over my chest, sunshine flooding my veins. “I love you. I am in love with you. And I never wanted to ask Emily to prom. I always wanted to ask you.”

The smile that takes over her face is radiant. Beautiful. Magical. And all for me.

“I was hoping you’d say that. I wanted that. I think I started falling in love with you that night all those years ago,” she says, all soft and sweet and so sure.

“I definitely did. But I’m a simple man. It took faking it for me to realize how real it all is. How real everything is with you. I don’t want this to stop. I want it to keep going, on and on, always.” I press a kiss to her lips, savoring the chance to imprint her with the full truth of my heart. “Because I’m in love with you, Summer. Madly.”

She slides off me, planting her feet on the ground, cupping my cheeks. “I am so in love with my best friend. Will you be mine?”

I laugh, shaking my head in amusement. “I’m not letting you go. So yes, I’ll be yours, and you’ll be mine. And let’s not fake a thing ever again.”

She slides her hand down my cheek, stroking my jawline. “I was never faking a thing with you.”

I close my eyes, brush my lips to hers, then claim her mouth in a possessive, greedy kiss that’ll turn filthy if we let it.

So I stop, running a hand through her hair. “After all these years, it’s always been you.”

She rises on tiptoe, kissing me tenderly. “And it’s you for me.”

Then she takes my hand, leads me up the stairs, and kicks everyone out, including her grandmother.

It’s fine by me.

I have plans for her. For her body. Her heart. Her mind.

But I’ll start with her body. Even though I had her mere hours ago, I want her again, and she wants the same thing. We go to her room, strip down to nothing, and I bring her close to me then slide inside her, making love to my best friend.
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A few weeks later

“Hmm. What would taste good with an order of humble pie?” I ask as I peruse the display at Stella’s Cookie Shack.

“Personally, I highly recommend the cherry chocolate chip cookie as a chaser when you have to eat crow,” Stella says with a wink.

“Make it a double, then,” my mom says.

Stella plucks two cookies from the case, slides them onto a plate, and hands it to us. We head to a white table in the back of her shop, settling in with the sweets.

My mom picks up a cookie. “A toast.”

I pick up the other one. “Yes, let’s toast to the end of my stubborn streak.”

She scoffs but says nothing.

“What?”

“You’ll be stubborn again. But I’m glad you’re not being stubborn now.”

I give her a soft and very genuine smile. “Me too. Also, thank you, Mom. I truly appreciate you doing this for me.”

Setting down her cookie, she stretches her hand across the table and squeezes mine. “I love that you’re pursuing your dream. I love that you saved so much of the money. And I love your commitment to doing this. It’s a beautiful thing to bring health and fitness to the older generation. I’m proud of you.” Emotions swell in my chest as she clasps my hand more tightly. “But I’m especially proud that you’re allowing me to help. Thank you for letting me.”

I swallow past the lump in my throat. “Thank you for making this happen.”

We finalize the details of her gift to me.

I wanted it to be a loan, but she said she wanted to give it to me, no strings attached.

And I decided to take it.

With grace, at last.

It seemed more important to move forward than to dig in my heels.

And that means my gym opens in less than two months, and I have a ton to do.

I couldn’t be happier.
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Later that day

She’s staring at me shamelessly.

She doesn’t even pretend not to.

As I reach the ladder at the edge of the pool, my gaze locks on Summer, on the naughty glint in her brown eyes.

She watches unabashedly as I climb up the ladder and out of the pool.

And I watch her too.

My girlfriend looks gorgeous in her workout clothes.

But then, she looked stunning in a sopping wet sequined dress.

“Feel free to check out the crown jewels.”

She wiggles her brow. “I am. But I’ll give them a more thorough inspection tonight.”

“Excellent. You be sure to give a proper review, okay?”

“Count on it.” She offers me a towel then snatches it back.

“No towel for me?”

“Nah. I’m going to check you out a little bit longer.”

“Feel free.”

With a smile, she hands me the towel, and I dry off. “How was your workout?”

“Amazing. Roxanne came with me. We did a Zumba class here. And she’ll do the water aerobics I’m teaching tomorrow.”

“And then pole dancing? Have you signed her up for that?”

“Not yet. But I will,” she says, then she glances at the clock. “Do you have a few minutes? I was hoping I could borrow your brain to review my gym plans.”

“Always. I always have time for you.”
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Several months later

I pace in my office, finishing a call. “Yes, we can absolutely add that clause into the contract.”

“Oh, good. That’ll make a huge difference with the next acquisition,” Geneva says.

“Almost as big a difference as in the last partnership.” As we talk, I check out the crowds below, New Yorkers scurrying by on Park Avenue.

“Yes. That deal was top-notch,” she adds. “I’m glad I stayed with you.”

“As am I.”

We wrap up and say goodbye, and I hang up the phone.

When I turn around, Jane’s standing in the doorway. “Still have her eating out of the palm of your hand?”

I shrug like it’s no big deal, when, in fact, it’s a huge deal that she stayed.

I didn’t chase her. I didn’t beg. She decided to stick around on her own, telling me that the work was good, that she appreciated me owning up to the ruse, and that if I lied to her again, she’d have my head.

That seemed fair and reasonable on all counts, so we finished the first deal and started working on a second one.

“Besides,” Geneva had said. “It’s your personal life, and honestly, you’re free to do what you want with it. I shouldn’t have cared so much or taken it so personally.”

“Don’t think twice about it,” I’d told her, all too happy to move on.

I meet Jane’s green-eyed gaze. “Aren’t they all eating out of my hand, Jane? Aren’t they all?”

“Ah, there’s that cocky nephew of mine.”

“And you wouldn’t have me any other way.” I glance at my watch. “And on that note, I need to meet the fellas.”

“Don’t stay out too late.”

“I promise to be good.”

I leave, catching a Lyft to Chelsea, texting my cousin in Paris on the way, who can’t stop reminding me that falling in love with Summer was exactly what he meant by an exit strategy.

Christian: When are you going to admit I was right about everything?

Oliver: You were right. There, are you happy?

Christian: Yes. And I suspect you are too. Happy, that is.

He’s right on that count. He’s completely right.

The car pulls over to the curb, and I thank the driver, then get out to meet Logan and Fitz for drinks. Summer’s teaching a kickboxing class at her gym now, but I’ll see her tonight when she comes home.

Since she lives with me now.

I open the door to Gin Joint, finding my mates quickly. They’re toasting to all sorts of good news.

I order a beer, then join them.

“So, we have loads to celebrate tonight,” I say.

“Yes, how good of you to grace us with your presence. Maybe you’ll have something to celebrate soon,” Logan deadpans.

“Maybe I will, but let’s start with you.”

Fitz raises a glass and stretches his free hand across the table to knock Logan on the shoulder. “To this cat finally getting on the apps. The ladies of New York had better watch out. They don’t even know what’s coming their way.”

Logan takes a drink. “Speaking of, remember that woman I told you guys about at lunch the other day?”

My ears prick. I know who he’s talking about. I also know what went down and it’s way more complicated than he ever expected. “The Snoopy lunchbox woman?” I ask just to make sure who we’re discussing.

“She’s the one,” Logan says, heavily. “Her name is Bryn, and she is the sexiest, most captivating, most off-limits woman I’ve ever met.”

“Did anything else happen since you and I last talked?” I ask.

“Yeah, stop holding out on me, bro,” Fitz says. “I want all the deets too.”

“It’s quite complicated,” I say, like a warning.

Logan scratches his jaw. “Crazy complicated,” he says, then catches Fitz up to speed on the details.

“Whoa. I do not envy you there, Logan. Good luck with that. It actually sounds mega complicated,” Fitz says.

“And you?” I ask Fitz. “What’s your news?”

“My little sister was just accepted into the art program of her dreams—in London. So I’ll be taking her over there in a few months, helping her get set up.”

“Say hello to the homeland for me. And don’t forget to check out The Magpie. Some of my mates over there were raving about it. It’s their favorite local bar.”

Fitz taps his temple. “I’ll file that away.”

“Supposedly, the bartenders are good-looking.”

He arches a brow. “Tell me more.”

I laugh. “You’ll have to figure out that part on your own.”

“Maybe you’ll meet someone with an accent just like Oliver’s who’ll sweep you off your feet,” Logan chimes in.

Fitz laughs. “Not gonna lie—I do love a hot British accent. But getting swept off my feet? I don’t think so.”

I shrug. “It can happen to the best of us, mate. After all, tomorrow I’m going shopping.”
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A few weeks later

Another satisfying last meal is on the books.

We leave Melt My Heart on a Sunday afternoon and wander through Central Park, the afternoon sun warming our skin, the birds chirping.

“I’ve decided,” I announce as we walk along the path.

“And what did you decide?”

“The grilled cheese at Melt My Heart wins.”

She shoots me an oh really look. “What about that sandwich makes the cut?”

I drape an arm around her, loving that I can, that I have the freedom to touch her as we walk and talk. “It meets the most critical requirement. It says something about how I lived my life.”

“It says you loved carbs and cheese? Get in line. Me too.”

“Carbs and cheese are the hallmarks of a well-lived life.”

She laughs as we near the carousel. “Words to live by.”

The carnival music grows louder as the merry-go-round comes into view. “But in this case,” I say, returning to the reason we’re here, “I believe what it says is this.”

I stop, take her hand, and meet her gaze. “I hope it says that the grilled cheese sandwiches we just devoured are the last meal we’ll have before . . .”

I drop down to one knee, take her hand, and finish the thought. “Before you become my fiancée for real.”

She gasps, her hand covering her mouth. “Ollie.”

“Summer, I’ve been falling in love with you since I was seventeen, and I plan to keep falling in love with you for the rest of my life. Will you marry me? Because I would love for my best friend to become my wife.”

Her smile is worthy of a million social media posts. Of a thousand Instagram likes. Of all the BuzzFeed lists ever made.

But it’s just for me.

No cameras.

No pictures.

No Twitter.

And that’s how I want it to be, as the woman I love falls to her knees, throws her arms around me, and smothers me in kisses.

Well, I could get used to this.

When she breaks the kiss, she says, “Yes. In case that wasn’t clear—yes.”

I take out a box from my pocket, slide a diamond solitaire on her finger, and kiss the hell out of my very real fiancée.


EPILOGUE


Summer

A few months later

Dear Sexy Ex-Fiancé,

I’ve said this before, and I’ll say it again.

Exes are exes for a reason.

But not always for bad reasons.

You’re an ex now for the best of reasons.

Because you’re graduating. You’re moving on up and kicking all of those old titles to the wayside.

You’re no longer the guy I crushed on. You’re no longer my pretend ex-boyfriend. You’re definitely not my fake fiancé. And you’re about to leave your position as my real fiancé.

Today, you become my husband.

And as I write this on the morning of our wedding day, I can’t wait to walk down the aisle and say, “I do.”

But fair warning.

I might jump into your arms.

Who am I kidding? I will definitely jump into your arms.

It’s what I’ve been wanting to do for so many years.

And you know what I’ve learned from falling in love with you when we were younger?

That every day gets better. Every day, I love you more. And every day, I love knowing you.

Once upon a time, I wasn’t ready to give my all to a relationship.

That changed with you.

And I want it all with you.

There is a world out there and so much to see. I want to see it with you. Always with you.

So, thank you for being the sexiest ex-fiancé of all. Now, it’s time for you to move into your new role, so let me say this . . .

Dear Sexy-As-Sin Husband—I’m going to love you for the rest of my life.
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PROLOGUE


Logan

Some things in life are hard, some are damn hard, and some might as well be impossible.

Snagging a dream job?

Tough, but I finagled it.

Raising a kid solo?

Anything but easy, but I must be doing something right, because mine is awesome.

But try meeting a woman when you’re in your thirties, a single dad with zero free time.

Wait. Make that a woman you like, who’s fun to talk to, and who’s not going to stab you in the back, or the spleen, or right in the heart with a jagged knife.

Now that’s a Herculean task.

I’m not sure it’s possible to find someone like that no matter who you are. You might call me jaded, but I prefer to think I’ve learned from my mistakes.

I live in the present, sure, but I don’t forget what life has taught me.

I’m careful. I’m cautious. And when it comes to my romantic life, I am as skeptical as a fact-checker, looking for hoaxes, lies, and emotional scams like it’s my job.

And that’s worked well for me.

Right up to the day I pop into a store to grab a gift for the most important person in my world. I know what I’m after. I should be in and out in a minute.

Instead, I lock eyes with the sexiest brunette I’ve ever seen.

And her hand is on the same Snoopy lunch box I want.

Game on.

Game fucking on.

I thought I knew what “tough” was. But I forgot that it’s when you assume you have life all figured out that it decides to make an ass out of you.

And I have a feeling I’m about to get schooled.
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BRYN


From the very first line, I know.

This is it. This article will be perfect for impressing the new site owners next week.

Attention, cynics! “Their eyes locked across a crowded room” is not a lie. It’s based on science.

“See?” I tap my tablet, showing the piece to Teagan. “It’s not just a movie cliché or a romance novel trope. There is real science behind the power of the gaze.”

With a flip of her red hair, Teagan gives me a grin that could be a You know it, girl meme. “Love is science, and science is sexy.”

We shuffle closer to the front of the line at my favorite coffee joint in all of Manhattan, which happens to be next door to a delightfully quirky collectible shop I might need to hit up next.

“Truer words,” I agree. The science of love is one of the many topics we aim to tackle on the dating and relationship advice site where we work, with me in charge of content and Teagan handling social media. One of our writers submitted this article this morning, analyzing whether those much-derided romantic standbys hold water outside of rom-coms and chick flicks.

I’m not going to lie—when this article landed in my email inbox this morning, I crossed my heart, then offered prayers to the editorial goddesses. The good news is, so far, this article is killing it. I need for it to kill, dismember, and dispose of the body though. It has to be one of the best pieces we ever publish.

As I read on, strands of brown hair fall from my makeshift updo, and I tuck them back into the pencil that’s doubling as a hair accessory. “Want to know the ins and outs of why eye contact is so powerful?” I read aloud.

Teagan shoots me a naughty look. “I always want to know the ins and outs, baby.”

I mime a slam dunk with my free hand. “And that’s one innuendo for the redhead, and it’s only ten a.m.”

She wags a finger at me. “Hey! Don’t count me short. I innuendo’d the hell out of this coffee invite. What was it I said when you asked me if I was in the mood for a cup of joe?”

I slide into an imitation of my best friend. “‘Yes. A large. I always want a large one.’ So, I concede—that’s two so far for you today.”

“It’s a good day when I can get multiples.”

I pretend to drum a rim shot. “There she goes again, folks. Three and counting.”

She takes a bow. “Thank you.” Then another. “Thank you very much, my adoring, perverted fans.”

The pink-haired woman ahead of us scans the chalkboard menu, her horse-size ponytail swishing back and forth. “I’d like a hot white mocha with ten pumps of white mocha. And can you make it thick?” she asks the barista in a conspiratorial whisper.

Teagan’s eyes widen. Her mouth opens.

I point a warning finger at her, shaking my head. “Find the will to resist,” I murmur.

“Usually we recommend twelve pumps for maximum thickness,” the barista says, and I manage to keep it together when the pinkified gal says, a little giddily, “A dozen pumps it is.”

Teagan though?

She purses her lips tight, holding in the wisecrack. She’s a kettle about to boil, a balloon about to pop. She fights like hell, but this wide-open opportunity tests her resolve something fierce. It’s a valiant struggle, but the naughty play-by-play commentator KOs her better nature, and she blurts out, “That’s what she said!”

When Pinkie Pie spins around, shooting Teagan a did you really say that to a stranger stare, I clasp my friend’s shoulder and give the woman a contrite look. “Forgive her. She’s often mentally inhabited by a twelve-year-old boy.”

“Aren’t we all, now and then,” Pinkie says, offering a little tip, “But maybe you both should try a thick mocha, and you’ll see what you’re missing.”

She turns back to the counter, and Teagan whispers to me, “See? The world needs more bawdy humor.”

“Dick jokes, here we come,” I say, straight-faced.

Teagan pats my shoulder proudly. “That’s one innuendo for you, lady boss. Keep it up.”

With a slow and steady pace, I arch a brow. “Was that one or was it two?”

“Two. It counts as a double play.”

“Go me.” I return to the article, clearing my throat as I read on. I’ve been on the hunt for something grabby to run next week when the new management takes over—just to remind the bigwigs why they bought the site and how genius it is to keep all the employees on board. I need pieces that show off my staff’s talent and the insight that lures web traffic. “According to research, we perceive people who make eye contact as being intelligent and sincere . . . and we want eye contact to last for three seconds, but no more than nine. Also, we often experience physical reactions to those who make intense eye contact. Your pulse quickens, your skin prickles, your stomach flips,” I say as the barista finishes the multi-pumped drink for Pinkie Pie, who thanks him, waves goodbye to Teagan, and leaves.

Hmm.

Maybe I should test this eye-contact theory right now.

See if there’s anything to it. After all, it’s been a while, and I wouldn’t mind a stomach flip. Hell, I’d settle for a stomach wiggle.

Plus, the barista’s not bad looking. With strong cheekbones and full lips, he’s well within the certified hottie range.

The barista locks his blue eyes on me and asks what I’d like. As I place my order, I wait for some sort of organ gymnastics—anything to prove the theory. But even though he’s handsome, and even though I do the eyeball tango for the allotted time, I’m not flooded with endorphins telling me to toss my panties at him.

Or to snag his number.

Le sigh.

I drop my tablet in my purse, and when our drinks are ready, Teagan and I head out onto Seventh Avenue.

This West Village block holds not only my favorite coffee shop, but the quirky gift shop next door is usually worth a peek, and what I see through the window most definitely makes my chest tingle. I can just make out my favorite cartoon character, and it reminds me of all my happiest days.

My heart clutches as I look at it. A swell of emotions rises in me—longing, missing, loving.

Happiness is an elusive thing, and you have to find ways to seize it and hold on tightly.

I point at the sign for Your Little Loves. “I’m going to pop into the store before the meeting. Want to join?”

Taking a sip of her drink, Teagan shakes her head. “I need to answer some emails.”

“You mean check out your Tinder profile?” I ask with a sly smile.

“No. I mean answer some emails.” She winks, and the truth is I’ll never know if she’s answering emails or checking her profile, but that’s her business. Teagan always gets her work done even while juggling her, ahem, outside interests. And hey, I’m stopping my workday to go shopping, so fair’s fair.

“See you in a few minutes,” I say, and head into the shop, zooming in on the prize in my crosshairs.

A Snoopy lunch box.

It gives me warm fuzzies, activating memories of hunting retro collectibles like this at garage sales.

Happy times indeed.

This lunch box would be a perfect keepsake box to store some postcards in.

“Come to Bryn,” I say, transfixed, because that is one adorable dog adorning the vintage red metal lunch box.

I march straight to it, reaching for the handle, and a set of masculine fingers curl around the metal right after mine do.

“What the . . .?” I blink, look up, and holy mother of eye contact.

The man grabbing the lunch box is conducting a master class on how to smolder from head to toe.

This guy is all suit.

His dark-blue two-piece is clearly custom tailored, which is the only kind of suit a good-looking man should ever wear. It hugs his body, the shirt making it damn clear his stomach is flat as a board.

He doesn’t wear a tie.

Ties are crazy hot, but I’m down with the whole tieless trend, especially on him. Everything about this finely dressed man screams Bryn’s type, from the neat scruff on his jaw to the cut of his cheekbones to the thick swoop of his hair.

Hair that you could hold on to at just the right moment.

A fuck me do.

His hair is inviting with a capital I. So are his eyes, a deep, sensual shade of brown. The warm color draws me in for one, two, three seconds.

Some men are worth staring at.

Words of wisdom from my mom, who had all sorts of good advice when it came to life, love, and men.

So I don’t look away.

We’re zooming past four, five, then six seconds, and I’m not letting go. Not of the lunch box nor the eye contact. I want the lunch box for my heart, and I need the eye contact for my mind. Need the confirmation that the article is worth splashing across our home page next week.

“Nice lunch box,” I remark.

“Big fan of Snoopy,” he replies, his voice sexy and rumbly. My belly is flipping, my spine is tingling, and I am living proof of the power of eye contact.

Science rules.

“Same here,” I say, and we’re hardly talking about dogs, yet we are. “Such a great dog.”

“He’s a paragon of pooches,” the man quips.

“And a captain of irony,” I add, my fingers wrapping more tightly around the handle, asserting my claim on the collectible. I want my happiness fix.

“Some might call him a timeless icon who inspires generations.”

“I’d say he inspires fun,” I say, breathier than I expected.

“Fun can be very, very inspiring.” The gleam in his dark eyes suggests bedroom fun. The tingles along my spine tell me I’d be amenable to that.

For several scandalous seconds, my mind frolics to naughty pastures, wondering what he’d be like in bed. It’s not that I want to bang him right now. It’s just that I know what I like between the sheets.

But first, I have a lunch box to score.

We’re well past nine seconds of eye-banging and flirty banter, and I suspect we’re about to fight over the prize, judging from the firm grip he has on the handle. Do I let it go? Do I let him have it? It’s just a lunch box after all, but it’s also not. It’s a connection to someone I miss.

Sometimes a lunch box isn’t just a lunch box.

Go for what you want. Don’t let anyone hold you back.

More words of wisdom echo in my brain.

“I’ve had my eye on this for a while, and while I might have only spotted it a few minutes ago, it’s something I’ve wanted for months,” I say, keeping a firm grip on it, my other hand curled around my cup of tea.

His irises drift to my hand. “Yeah. I can see you’re kind of into the lunch box,” he says, like the words you’re kind of into taste good. Like they’re candy on his lips.

“I collect vintage kitsch. But you seem to want it too.” I glance down at our hands where our fingers touch.

“I do want it. It’s a gift for a seven-year-old.”

My pinky slides next to his thumb, and for a few seconds, the spark blurs my judgment. I’m about ready to give it to him, like a nice girl would, a nice girl who’d be swayed by the kid comment. But I’ve been that nice girl. I’ve given in to men. Tried to win their approval. Tried to give them more than they deserved.

Nope.

I’m not going to do it again.

I’m a badass businesswoman who sets her sights on her goals and then knocks them out of the park. There has to be another way to solve this thorny problem.

A quick scan of the store reveals another lunch box by the counter, not quite as cool as this one, but maybe I can throw him off the scent. “Let’s make a deal. We’ve got a little finders keepers going on, and we both know I spotted it first and grabbed it first.”

He arches a brow, his lips curving up in a curious grin. “So now this is a game of shotgun? Whoever calls it first nabs it?”

“That is generally how shopping works, yes,” I say, sensing victory is in my grasp. “What do you say we call this even? Snoopy’s mine, and you can have that fabulous one over there with the whole gang on it. What seven-year-old doesn’t love the entire Peanuts gang?”

His brown eyes narrow, but he keeps them on me. The wheels in his head seem to be turning. “I’m considering your offer, but there’s something I’d like⁠—”

“I have two!” The cheery voice comes from the shop owner as she cuts in. She hustles over to us with another Snoopy lunch box clutched to her chest, flush against her lavender paisley-print dress. “I saw you were both interested in the same one, so I popped into the back for the other one. One for you, lovey, and voilà, one for you too, dear,” she says, grandly bestowing the second one on the man like Oprah handing out wheels.

Damn, I definitely want to know what he’d like from me.

The man with the soulful brown eyes lets go of the lunch box I spotted first and takes the other one.

“Thank you,” he tells the shopkeeper, and I follow suit, thanking her too.

“I’m just so delighted this all worked out,” she says, and scurries to the counter. “I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

The man in the suit returns his gaze to me, briefly licking his lips. “Guess we don’t have to negotiate anymore,” he says, like this new turn of events is such a shame.

It does feel like a damn shame because there is eye contact and then there is skin-tingling, stomach-flipping, lust-at-first-sight eye contact. And this proves the hell out of my home page article. Eye contact is insanely powerful. But let’s not forget the unexpected finger contact either—unexpected because I’m pretty sure that kitschy gift shops selling vintage tchotchkes aren’t usually where you meet men who set your skin on fire.

Maybe he could set my skin on fire in other ways.

Maybe that’d make me happy too.

Maybe that’s what I need. After all, it’s been a while.

Go for it.

“Too bad we’ll never know if we could have struck a deal,” I say with a shrug too, teeing him up, waiting for him to remember the other thing he was saying. There’s something I’d like. Because I have a feeling what he’d like is my number. And I’d like to give it to him. To write it on his arm in lipstick.

Only, I want him to ask for it. I want him to want it. And to want me.

“I was looking forward to the negotiations,” he says, a lopsided grin playing on his lips.

“Were you thinking it’d be a knock-down, drag-out battle, or an everyone-walks-away-happy kind of negotiation?” I ask, drawing out the conversation, keeping him talking, because . . . Ask me for my number, you hot suit man.

His grin is flirty, but there’s a tiny bit of tentativeness in it. “Everyone walks away happy,” he says, keeping his eyes on me the whole time. “And grabs a drink to celebrate.”

I smile. I don’t bother to hide it. Now we’re clicking. Now the nerves I had are dissipating.

“I vote for mojitos.” There. That ought to make it easy for him.

“Mojitos are on me,” he says, then his eyes take a nice, long stroll down my body, and I bet the hey, can I have your number request is coming in just three seconds.

I can’t be wrong about the chemical reaction between the two of us. I haven’t felt a zing like this in ages. Haven’t wanted to. The last time I felt a wild kind of chemistry, my heart was crushed, julienned, and diced.

But that was years ago.

I’ve boxed it up, packed it on ice, and moved on. And since I have moved on, maybe it’s time to take a chance.

Happiness, right?

You’ve got to seize it like a lunch box.

Decide on it like it’s a story you’re going to run on the home page.

I’m no damsel in distress. I can ask him for his number, and I start to do that. “So, would you⁠—”

Ring.

He grabs his phone from his pocket at the speed of light, swipes the screen, and steps away. “What’s going on?”

My shoulders sag.

The moment shatters.

He walks to the corner of the store.

That’s the end of the negotiation.

With a dose of frustration coursing through me, I walk to the counter, plunk down some cash, then head to the door, lunch box in hand. As I leave, the man in the suit raises a hand, one finger, maybe making a wait for me sign. But maybe not. I’m not sure. And I don’t want to be wrong. I don’t need to research an article on how humiliating it would be to think someone is about to ask you out and wait around to exchange phone numbers, only to get a blank look, or worse, an “Oh, are you still here?”

My glance at the clock decides for me. I have just enough time to get to my meeting, and I am never late. So, I point at the lunch box, tell him, “Enjoy,” and then I zip out of there.

Besides, you don’t meet sexy, stable, smart guys in stores over Snoopy lunch boxes.

We ran a piece recently on avoiding weirdos, and while we didn’t warn against men who buy cutesy gifts—because that would be judgy—I can draw my own conclusions.

Best to avoid a guy who’d fight a woman for a cartoon dog on a lunch box.

At least, that’s how I try to blunt the brick of disappointment lodged in my chest as I head to the office.
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At an uber-trendy sandwich and bowl shop with my friends an hour later, I practically need to duck to avoid the rotten tomatoes and eggs they lob at me.

Metaphorical ones.

And I deserve it.

But hell, this dating shit is hard, and I am beyond rusty.

“Let me get this straight.” Across the booth, my buddy Oliver holds up his fork, pausing mid-bite to give me hell. “You were flirty with her over a Snoopy lunch box. She was giving you all kinds of eyes. She mentioned drinks. Drinks. And you still couldn’t seal the deal with a number.”

Why do I tell these assholes anything?

Oh, right.

Because they’re supposedly my friends. Also, because they asked why I have a lunch box with me. Quite the conversation starter, even for a single dad.

I flip him the bird as Fitz stretches an arm to pat me on the shoulder mock-sympathetically, his eyes on Oliver. “It’s sad, Ollie. When our friend has zero game,” he says, shaking his head. “But we have to take pity on him. We have to rise to the challenge and help this man discover what it takes to reel ’em in.”

I roll my eyes at Fitz. But mostly at myself. I was this close. Mojitos. She wanted fucking mojitos.

And I’m having a sandwich with my friends instead of mojitos with the flirty, witty woman.

Oliver takes another bite of his Santa-Fe-chicken-and-kale concoction, then frowns. “It’s devastating. To see a good mate in such a pathetic situation,” he says as my sister sweeps in, sliding into the seat next to him.

After she gives him a quick peck on the cheek, Summer adjusts her blonde ponytail, a curious glint in her eyes. “What did my twin brother do that was pathetic?”

I tap my chest, offended. “Why do you assume I’m the pathetic one?”

She bursts into a laugh from deep inside her. “Well, I doubt it was Fitz who was the pathetic one,” she says, stretching across the table to ruffle Fitz’s hair.

The hockey star preens, happily taking the compliment. “I’m never the pathetic one. And I have excellent game, on and off the ice.”

Summer wraps a hand around her fiancé’s arm then presses another kiss to his cheek. “And it can’t be my sexy Englishman, since his game is only with me.” She drops her voice, lowers it to a purr, and looks only at Oliver. “Speaking of your game, dear sexy fiancé, last night was amazing.”

I groan, dropping my head in my hand. “Don’t go there. Please, I beg of you, don’t go there. I have no issues with you guys being together, but I cannot hear about my sister’s sex life with my best friend.”

Summer scoffs. “Did I say we had sex? We had . . . cupcakes.”

I look up.

Oliver wriggles his brows. “We had amazing cupcakes.”

I slam my hands to my ears and sing, “La, la, la, la.”

My jackass friends laugh.

When I take my palms off my ears, I make a rolling gesture with my hand for us to move things along. “On to more important matters, like our paintball tournament this weekend.”

My twin sister shakes her head, undeterred. “Nope. I want to hear about your pathetic love life, or lack thereof.”

I take a bite of my sandwich, set it down, then level with them. These guys and my sister are my closest friends, so there’s no need to beat around the bush. “Look, my lack thereof is the most appropriate way to refer to my love life ever since my divorce from Stacey. Hell, ever since the last few years of my marriage. But that’s fine. Amelia’s my priority, and I don’t need to date. And Amelia has a half-day at school, so I need to pick her up soon, since this lucky bastard has her for the whole weekend. Case closed.”

Summer steeples her fingers together and stares at me with I’m waiting in her eyes. “Then you have fifteen minutes to tell me the pathetic story.”

Fitz jumps in. The man cuts to the chase in conversations like he speeds through opposing players on the NHL ice—just goes straight at it. “Logan went to buy Amelia a Snoopy lunch box, locked fingers on the handle with a babe, and tragically failed to secure her digits.”

I wince at his summary, but my frustration is self-directed. I should have finished the conversation with the sexy brunette with the pouty lips and rapid-fire banter. I was this close to asking for what I wanted most in our negotiations—a way to contact her. She’s the first woman I’ve felt that kind of crazy spark with since my divorce.

And I could use a crazy spark.

Oh hell, could I ever.

But c’est la vie.

I shrug. “What can I do? Just move on. I’m rustier than a bike that’s been in the garage for a decade.”

“But some things are like riding a bike,” Fitz says, miming gripping the handlebars.

“Yeah, pretty sure I remember how to do yada, yada, yada. I was married, not celibate.”

He arches a playful brow. “Did I say sex? I meant asking out someone you like.”

I hold up my hands. “Let’s view it as practice. Next time I’ll do better.”

“So next time when you suggest having drinks and she, ya know, wants to, you’ll remember what to say. Repeat after me: Can I have your number?”

“Can I have your number?” My friends repeat in a mocking Greek chorus.

“It was just one random encounter. No biggie. But yes—yes, I will next time.”

Summer clears her throat, a twinkle in her brown eyes. “Actually, rather than wait for next time, you could get on Made Connections this time to look for the Snoopy Lover.”

I jerk my gaze to her. “What’s that?”

“It’s this new app. It’s like Missed Connections on Craigslist. But now in app form. You post where you had a moment with someone and hope they post back.”

Oliver beams and squeezes Summer’s shoulder. “That’s brilliant. You are brilliant.” He drops a kiss onto her cheek, then points at me. “You have to do it. Mostly because I want to read the responses to your post. I’m sure they will be hilarious to everyone who isn’t you.”

“Thank you, asshole,” I say dryly.

“Go for it.” My sister’s encouragement is bright and cheery—that’s who she is when she’s not needling me. “Find the Snoopy Lover. It’ll be so great if you do.”

Fitz stabs the table playfully. “Do it, man. Do it.”

“Would you? If you were in my situation?” I ask him.

He scrubs a hand over his beard, humming thoughtfully. “Hard to say, because if I met a guy I liked over a lunch box, there’s no way I’d walk out without getting his number.”

I roll my eyes. “Of course. I forgot I was talking to the prince of hookups.”

Fitz scoffs. “King, if you please.” Then he takes a serious tone. “But look, you’re getting back into the swing of things. So you missed the first time. Take another swing. Use the app. You’ve got nothing to lose.”

I draw a deep breath, weighing the options. I have deals galore to handle. Partnerships to manage. A kid I adore.

But, hell, it has been a while. I’d love a good date with a woman I enjoyed talking to. A woman I sparked with.

And the Snoopy lunch box gal and I were on fire.

What’s the harm in testing out an app?

Especially since my friends are probably never going to let me live this down if I don’t.

I take another bite of the chicken sandwich, swipe a napkin across my mouth, and grab my phone. Fifteen minutes later, I hit post.
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BRYN


On the way to the editorial meeting, I drop my new lunch box on my desk, patting the side of it.

I lift my chin, a reminder that everything is fine.

I don’t need a number. Men are luxuries. I glance at the photo of my mother on my desk, all sassy in a red dress, smiling like she knew the secrets of the world. You don’t need a man. You can conquer the world on your own.

“Words to live by,” I say to her, then to myself, “All I wanted was the lunch box anyway.” I’m talking back to the lingering smidgeon of disappointment in my gut. “And that’s what I got.”

I leave my office and pop by Teagan’s, sweeping my arm out to make a pronouncement. “We should do a follow-up on that article on five ways to spot a weirdo you don’t want to date. Because I have a number six.” I give her the bullet points of my failed negotiation. “We met over a Snoopy lunch box. We had amazing eye-smolder. There was flirting, then he took a call and left, dashing all my hopes for a future. So I think we should add Walk away from men who buy lunch boxes.”

Teagan shakes her head as we walk to the conference room down the hall. “I call BS.”

“I know, right? Something was up with him for sure,” I say. “Who vies for a Snoopy lunch box? He probably goes to furry conventions.”

Teagan wags a finger at me. “No, girl. I call BS on you.”

I jerk back, bringing my hand to my chest. “Me?”

“You. Here’s why. One, there is nothing wrong with furry conventions. To each her own kink, you know that. You have yours.”

I shoot her a side-eye. “Shh. We don’t discuss my kink in the office.”

“Yeah, whatever. Two, I bet something came up, hence his phone call. But now you’ve put on your tough-girl armor, and you’re pretending you didn’t have a magic moment when you so did.”

I heave a sigh. She’s not entirely wrong—on any of her points. “Furries are fine. Completely fine. But you don’t think it’s weird that he was buying a lunch box?”

She scrunches her brow. “If I don’t think it’s weird that you collect vintage tchotchkes to honor your mom, then why would I think it’s weird that he was buying one? And you don’t really either.”

I blink. “I don’t?”

She smiles as we turn the corner. “It’s cute. He probably has a niece or a daughter.”

I groan abjectly. “Ugh. He’s married.”

“Hello? Have you heard of this thing called divorce? Divorced men have kids. You can date a divorced man. You are a divorced woman.”

“I am?”

She rolls her eyes. “Stop it. You’re putting on your armor because you don’t want to get hurt again. You’re looking for excuses. But sometimes you have to dive in and wade through the dating pool.”

I shoot her a hard stare. “You literally just name-checked our website in your argument on why I should consider this guy.”

“I did. Clever, huh? So, date the hot divorcé.”

“I’m not dating him. That’s my point. We had a moment. A fantastic, fiery, flirty moment that was veering this close to something more.” I hold up my thumb and forefinger, showing a sliver of space between them. “I practically served myself up on a silver platter. I had ‘ask me out’ in neon on my forehead.” Then I shrug. “But he got a call, and we didn’t exchange numbers, and I’m not going to go haunt Your Little Loves every day at ten in the morning in case he returns. Thus, there is no dating pool to dive into with this guy.”

We reach the conference room, a visual reminder of my to-do list. It’s a list I thoroughly enjoy, since making this site sing is my passion.

I say hi to the writers, editors, and designers who make The Dating Pool one of the most trafficked relationship and lifestyle sites on the web.

After quick hellos and what-are-you-up-tos, we segue to business and review the newest columns, lists, tips, and articles, including the eye-contact piece.

Then it’s time for Idea Palooza. I nod at everyone gathered around the conference table: Teagan; chestnut-haired Rosario, an eager junior editor; dimpled Matthew, a clever senior writer who edits my pieces; hawk-eyed Quentin in graphic design, whose analytical eye is crucial for our success; and baby-faced James, who’s young, brilliant, and sassy.

“So, talk to me,” I say, “What are your ideas for new pieces? What do we want to work on next?”

For the next thirty minutes, the team brainstorms, and we pick our most promising ideas to pursue.

“I have a concept for a piece,” Rosario chimes in with a hint of her Puerto Rican accent, tapping a pen against her lip, then sitting up straighter.

“Hit me,” I say.

“There’s a new app that’s all the rage. Like when Missed Connections on Craigslist was in vogue?” Her big brown eyes canvas the room. More than half of us sigh wistfully.

“Those were the best,” Matthew says, bringing a hand to his flannel-covered heart. Our top writer puts the “lumberjack” in “lumberjack look.” “Or like those PostSecrets where people would mail in confessions on postcards. I could read those all day.”

Across the table, Quentin’s dark eyes sparkle with mischief, and the graphic designer leans in closer, whispering, “Same here. What’s better than a peek at everyone’s dirty secrets?”

“Exactly,” Matthew agrees. “Missed Connections on Craigslist is the same. Seeing all the near-misses and almost-chances that happen every day, all the times people should have met but didn’t. My boyfriend and I used to speculate whether they found each other, and what might have happened on their first dates.”

“That’s a fun pastime.” I smile, picturing it myself. “Daydreaming that the cute guy from the ice cream shop looks for you and imagining how it would go. Would you bond over the potato-chip-and-chocolate-chunk swirl, or would one of you love the strawberry fennel and the other obsess over the marshmallow mint?”

Matthew’s brow knits. “No one obsesses over marshmallow mint. Also, are you speaking from experience? Is there someone you once had an ice cream shop moment with?”

James whips his gaze to me. “Was that back in the days when you dated without apps, Bryn? Also, how did you handle all that . . .” He flaps his hand like he’s hunting for words he doesn’t know. “All that weird IRL stuff? I just don’t get it.”

“It was the dark ages,” I deadpan. “We barely made it through. Thank God Tinder lets old people like me sign up.”

James stretches an arm across the table to pat my hand. “You’re not that old.”

I narrow my eyes. “You do know I’m thirty-two? And your boss?”

He laughs. “Like I said, you’re not that old.”

“And to answer your question, yes, it’s an example from real life. Last summer, I chatted with a guy at Sweet Nothings in Soho over the absurdity of ice cream flavors, and I remember thinking he’d have been fun to talk to more. I had a fleeting wish that I’d found a way to get his number, or that he’d asked for mine,” I admit.

The site is about relationships, and we talk openly about dating—personally, not just editorially. It’s always been refreshing.

“But you never got his number or his handle?” James asks.

“Nope.” I shake my head.

Teagan clears her throat, cutting through the chatter and getting us back on track. “Which is precisely the point of Made Connections. What I always loved about those posts was how they gave you a real sense of how people were meeting and how many moments we let slip away. Opportunities unseized. Moments like your Sweet Nothings one, Bryn. I feel like that could be the basis for our next great piece.”

“She’s right,” Matthew seconds with enthusiasm. “The audience will devour it.”

Teagan’s excitement rises at his interest. “We should test that app for the site. Really put it through its paces. Let our readers know if it works.”

I nod wholeheartedly, giving my seal of approval to Teagan’s concept. “Speaking of seizing the moment, anyone want to volunteer as tribute to write this piece?”

This is a normal request for a site like ours to make of its staffers. Many of our writers and editors test the wares, whether they are dating venues, toys, apps, or ideas. If a concept doesn’t feel right to any of the team, I farm it out. There’s never pressure to date or not date.

James shakes his head. “I just started dating someone I met on POF.”

Matthew is next, offering an apologetic look. “I have a steady boyfriend now, so when it comes to test-drives, I’d better stick to the couples’ content.”

Rosario chimes in. “I have a second date with a guy from Tinder this weekend, so I should see how that goes first.” She raises crossed fingers with a hopeful smile.

I smack my forehead. “What is the world coming to? I run a dating site and none of my writers, editors, or designers want to test out a new dating app. Oy. I’ll have to find a freelancer.” I lower my voice to a stage whisper. “But I still love you all best.”

Then Teagan raises her hand. Perfect. She will bring her brand of irreverence to any article.

I point at her, then tap some notes into my tablet, marking her down for the assignment. “Yes, Teagan. I accept your offer. You can do it. Your pieces are always hilarious.”

She laughs lightly, a you’re so cute chuckle. “I was going to suggest you do Mr. Lunch Box.”

My gaze snaps up from the tablet, and I stare an oh no, you didn’t at her. But oh yes, she did, even though she knows the team will pounce on those words.

“Ooh. Who is Mr. Lunch Box?” Rosario asks, her voice dripping with curiosity as she bats her lashes.

Matthew parks his chin in his hand. “We’re waiting, boss lady. Details, details. Leave no hot stone unturned.”

I narrow my eyes and growl at Teagan. “You’re dead to me.”

She simply smiles, the evil genius. “Well, you did have a moment,” Teagan adds. “You didn’t seize the strawberry-fennel moment, so maybe this is your potato-chip-chocolate-chunk swirl.”

“Don’t keep us in the dark. Who is Mr. Lunch Box?” Quentin asks, eyes wide with question marks. “And does he like sweet and salty too?”

“He’s no one,” I say, heat creeping across my cheeks. Mentioning him makes me feel a little foolish. It was naive to think he was going to ask me out. We were simply chatting, nothing more.

“Sounds like no one is someone,” Rosario goads, wiggling her fingers to get me to serve up the tale.

“She met him in Your Little Loves. They grabbed the same lunch box, and their chemistry was so strong it was like a science experiment,” Teagan says, throwing raw steak to the lions.

“Ooh, does he look like a hot scientist?” Matthew asks. “Lab jackets are sexy.”

“I think it sounds like a rom-com meet-cute. When do you meet-cute him again?” Quentin asks.

I hold up a stop-sign hand and shake my head. “I’m not seeing him again. I don’t even know his name.”

Matthew slaps the table for emphasis. “But you had a moment, and that’s what Made Connections is. You should try it, Bryn. You’re like patient zero.”

“And why does that description somehow feel apropos?” I shudder.

Teagan leans back in her chair and crosses her arms with a satisfied smirk. “He’s right. You’re the one who had an actual missed connection. Ergo, you ought to test it.”

“What was he like? Mr. Lunch Box?” Matthew presses on. “Tell us all more about the chemistry. Were there beakers bubbling over?”

I flashback to an hour ago—the locked eyes, the heat in my chest, the finger brushing . . . That moment when I was sure he’d ask for my number.

My chest tingles, and that wild whoosh I felt earlier reappears, running roughshod over my skin.

There was definitely a moment.

More than one.

There were many, and they weren’t foolish at all. I wasn’t naive in the least to think there was something brewing.

Chemistry, for sure. No doubt about that. Would it translate to the bedroom though? His eyes had been etched with hunger, dominance, even, so a woman could dream.

I relent and give my team some gossip fodder. “Looks like Henry Cavill, dresses like a Tom Ford model, sounds like he could read erotic audiobooks, and banters like he’s in a Noël Coward play.” But since neither the man nor I sealed the deal, maybe there is a reason. Maybe he’s in a relationship.

Rosario’s lips curve into a grin, her eyes twinkling. “Okay, I’ve reconsidered. I’ll get on Made Connections for you.” She pretends to type into her phone and says aloud, “Looking for Mr. Lunch Box. K, thanks, bye.”

“Looking for Mr. Lunch Box,” Teagan muses as if she’s testing out the words. “It has a certain ring to it.”

“Yes, but Mr. Lunch Box might be involved with someone,” I say.

“He might, but you don’t know till you try.” Teagan types on her phone for real, picking up speed. “Maybe he’s checking the app out now, looking for you. What if your what-if guy is looking for his what-if girl?”

“Yeah, right,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I’m sure he’s not on it. And honestly, even if I post, I doubt he’ll respond.”

“Then the story is the app doesn’t work,” Teagan says, matter-of-factly. “And that’s useful intel too. This piece will have so much social media cred.” She hands her phone to me, sliding it across the table, with a pleased-as-punch expression on her pretty face. “I signed you up. Now post.”

She taps the table, making it an order.

I freeze, weighing the choice more seriously now that she’s done what Teagan does best.

Instigate.

Do I want to see him again? Do I want to take a chance and potentially meet my what-if guy?

But as I look around the conference room, looking back are the faces of my staffers, who’ve been willing to test lots of apps, plenty of dates, and gobs of crazy ideas.

Is it so hard for me to test one too?

It’s all in the name of modern love.

And since it’s merely an experiment for work, I can’t truly be hurt if he never responds. This is purely business. It’s solely an experiment.

[image: ]


I pride myself on efficiency. Part of being a good boss means you need to be decisive.

To march forward.

After I leave the conference room, I spend the next half hour in my office drafting a post. It needs to be clever and enticing, but not tawdry. It should be specific, but also leave room for him to supply details to prove he’d been there.

And it must be inviting. It should invite him to respond.

Because even though I’m doing this for the good of The Dating Pool, I want him to respond.

For the good of The Dating Pool, but also for me.

For my ego, and for my curiosity. For all the what-ifs that ran through my mind this morning.

Looking for Mr. Lunch Box:

We both wanted the same thing. We were tenacious, neither one letting go, at odds, even as we agreed on several key issues related to Joe Cool. We were in the midst of negotiations when your phone rang.

I have a hunch about the counteroffer that was coming next. I hope I’m not wrong.

So, if you were going to ask what I thought you were going to ask, then I suspect you’ll answer this post.

And when you do, tell me what we discussed about a certain dog.

Perhaps then we could continue our conversation over a mojito or two.

P.S. I was going to request the same thing I hoped you would. I’m an equal opportunity kind of gal.

Xoxo

The Gal Who Got the Lunchbox
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LOGAN


Crouched down beneath the kitchen table, I raise one fist, covered in a rainbow-striped sock, then make the fist talk. “What’s that I see? Down the path that weaves through the enchanted forest? A tree full of jelly beans?”

A green frog of sorts bonks my hand, bouncing in excitement. “And I will eat all the jelly beans,” my daughter says, operating her amphibian sock puppet. “I will ribbit them out.”

I make the rainbow hand creature plead obsequiously. “Oh, Mr. Frog, will you please share the jelly beans with your most humble servant?”

Amelia adopts her most stern voice right next to me. “Only if Queen Of Tofu can share them too.”

I move the makeshift mouth of my sock puppet, as Friday evening puppet theater builds toward the closing curtain. “Can Queen Of Tofu hunt jelly beans?”

“Yes, Mr. Rainbow Sockhead. She can. She’s a rare breed of jelly-bean-hunting cat.” My daughter drops her sock-puppet-covered hand, bolts up, and rushes across the living room to a pink miniature chair that I bought for her, but which has been commandeered by the cat.

“C’mere, Queen Of Tofu. Come play sock puppets with Daddy and me,” Amelia says, scooping up the fluffy black-and-white tabby with the flag-size tail. I give thanks that my sister’s choice won the cat-naming battle when my ex, my kid, and I adopted the rescue cat a few years ago. Stacey wanted Miss Muffy Meow, I was eager for Mercutio or even Purrcutio, and my sister suggested the name inspired by one of her favorite performers.

Amelia picked her favorite from the three.

As I kneel by the kitchen table, my puppet on pause, Amelia hauls the docile tabby cat over to the puppet theater. She’s not your average cat. She has her own Instagram account, and it’s crazy popular, mostly because Amelia snaps shots of the cat in poses similar to pop stars for her social feed. The cat is quite pliable, and she’s also a total ham. I should have suggested Camera Hog as her name.

Queen Of Tofu joins our puppet show in the way that only a cat can. She stretches across the puppet theater stage and takes a bath as we finish our enchanted forest escapades.

News flash—we find all the jelly beans.

They’re in the kitchen cupboard.

Amelia and I grab the bag, head for the couch, and devour some cotton-candy and cherry-flavored jelly beans before I tell my kid it’s time to get ready for bed.

“Can’t I stay up and play the Animal Trivia Challenge game? It’s a new game, and it’s so fun. You have to answer questions. Like, did you know koala fingerprints are like human ones? I learned that.”

“Huh. I never knew that.”

“And they could be confused with human prints at crime scenes,” she says, reaching for her phone. “I can show you more.”

I shake my head, gently grabbing the phone and placing it on the table. “It’s nine. Phone time is over. And Daddy already isn’t winning any awards for best dad of the year, since I let you eat candy at night.”

She laughs, then presses a kiss to my cheek. “You’re getting the award. Because you gave me candy.”

I roll my eyes. “Not why I wanted it, but I’ll take it.” My brain snags on something though. “Why would koalas be at a crime scene?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know. We could play the game and find out,” she offers with an inviting smile.

I wag a finger. “You are a brilliant negotiator. But it’s still bedtime. Vamoose, child of mine.”

She races down the hall to her bedroom, and her speed makes me wonder if maybe I shouldn’t have given her jelly beans so close to bedtime.

But if giving her sugar too close to bedtime is the worst thing I do, I’ll take it.

“I’m putting on my doggie jammies,” she shouts from her room.

“They’re adorable. Arf-arf,” I call as I grab my phone. I’ve been out of the office all afternoon, but I plan on working late tonight once Amelia conks out.

I have zero regrets about falling behind on work today, because spending time with my kid is my favorite thing, and I got to do it all afternoon. I’ll gladly work past midnight to make up for it.

Starting now.

I’m about to open my email to catch up, but first, I google “koala fingerprints.” Who knows when that little tidbit might come in handy? More likely at a business meeting than on a date, because I excel at the one and bomb at the other. My laser focus is better spent on business.

I learn that marsupials can grasp, much like humans, giving them humanlike prints. But before I can dive deeper into the implications of a koala-cage crime scene, a postcard Made Connections icon flashes at the top of the screen.

I sit up straighter.

Holy shit.

Is this what I think it is?

I figured the chances of the gorgeous brunette seeing my post were razor-thin, and the chances of her being single were even thinner—prosciutto-slice thin.

I honestly wasn’t expecting any response to my Made Connections post.

Hoping for one? Yes.

Expecting it? Not at all.

I have a plate full of work to devour this weekend, but this is far more appealing than email.

Before I open her response, I reread my original post, the one I put up right after lunch with my buddies today.

Seeking Fan of Snoopy:

For the record, I’d have given it to you. The gift we were fighting over. But I was having too much fun talking to you. And I wish I’d have gotten your number while we were deal making over dogs and drinks. Here’s hoping you see this and respond, because if you do, I promise I will ask for your number, use it immediately, and ideally take you out for those mojitos.

From,

The single dad buying a gift for his kid who got a call from the kid’s school right when he wanted to ask you for your number

I laid it all out for her from the start, letting her know the score. I don’t want her to say yes, then have some awkward moment over drinks where she freaks out that I have a kid.

Been there. Don’t want to go there again.

As I click on the postcard, my heart thumps a little faster with some kind of hope—is this modern dating hope?

Hard to say, since I’ve hardly dated since Stacey.

I’m not sure what I’m supposed to feel.

But I’m definitely enjoying the zing in my chest.

Maybe too much.

I try to rationalize. To prepare for bad news, since life delivers plenty of that.

Hell, maybe this note isn’t even from her.

Maybe someone else saw my post, thought it was for her.

Or maybe this note is from someone pretending to be my mystery woman.

But Summer assured me that catfishing can’t happen on this app. To answer a post, you have to fill out a box with something only the missed connection would know, proving you are who you say.

I had asked what was on the lunch box I bought, and when I open the postcard, her answer is the first thing I see.

Joe Cool.

A smile spreads across my face. Holy shit. This is her. This has to be my mystery woman.

I slide my finger over the screen while Queen Of Tofu reaches a paw across my leg, purring loudly.

Stroking her silky fur, I toss out a question to the cat. “What do you think, Queen LT? Good news, bad news?”

The cat flips to her back, offering her stomach for petting. “Excellent news, then?”

She purrs even louder.

I open the reply, then punch the air. “You were right, kitty cat.”

I’m almost as psyched about this as I am when I see the emails for the city’s new rec sports leagues.

Who am I kidding?

I’m more stoked as I read.

Dear Single Dad,

Well, that does explain the lunch box purchase.

Also, I’d been hoping you’d want a mojito. Here is my number. I’m free Sunday night.

From,

Fan of Snoopy

I smile as I reread it, and then tap her number into my phone. She’s quick, to the point, and direct. Makes me wonder if we’d be up-front in other ways. If I can be direct with her too.

I waste no time with her number.

I switch to my text app and send a message.

Logan: Hey . . . this is Logan. Sunday night would be great. The mojitos are insanely good at Gin Joint in Chelsea. Is seven a good time to meet? Also, I’m glad you found my post.

In seconds, a reply arrives from a 917 number.

Unknown: By the way, I’m Bryn. Insanely good mojitos sound like a perfect end to the weekend.

I add her name to the number and start a reply, when another message comes through from her.

Bryn: Also, I’m not sure if you saw it, but I posted too. Thought you might like to know that.

Whoa.

I sit up straighter, return to Made Connections, and hunt through the new posts, sifting through dozens until one makes me laugh.

Looking for Mr. Lunch Box.

I read it, smiling the whole time. Damn, if I’d known the key to meeting a woman like her was random chance, well, I’d have pursued a random chance sooner.

Logan: Since we discussed the value of fun, let me say this—Sunday night sounds like a lot of fun.

Bryn: It absolutely does.

I read her texts one more time, then her reply on the app. Yeah, she seems like a Bryn.

Bryn is sexy, confident, witty.

And Bryn is my date on Sunday night.

I toggle to my text app one more time, sending a group text to Oliver, Fitz, and Summer.

Logan: Guess who’s not pathetic anymore? She replied. I’m seeing her Sunday night.

Fitz: Miracles do happen.

I set down my phone when my daughter speeds into the living room, wearing her Snoopy pj’s and swinging her new lunch box. “Daddy, I have been writing letters to my favorite authors, including this author who tells stories about superhero cats, because I want her to give the cats some new superpowers. Like flying. Do you want to read it before bed?”

“I absolutely do.”

She climbs onto the couch next to me and parks herself in my lap, then proceeds to read her letter about flying cats and invisible ones too.

After, we hunt down the author’s mailing address, pop the letter into an envelope, and make plans to mail it tomorrow.

At last, Amelia slides under the covers, yawns, and falls asleep in seconds.

I say good night, leave her room, and work for a few more hours on the couch. The trade is worth a late night of work.

Worth it for the extra time with Amelia.

I savor every second of my weekend with my kid, and when she returns to her mom on Sunday evening, it’s my turn to do something I’ve only done a handful of times since my divorce became final two years ago.

Go on a date.

Maybe, just maybe, this missed connection with Bryn will be a charm.

Maybe it’ll be everything I’ve been lacking, not just since my marriage ended, but since before it ended too.

A man can hope.

A man can dream.

I shower, pull on jeans and a Henley, grab my phone, and head to Gin Joint in Chelsea.

I scan the place, but she’s not here yet. As soon as I ask the hostess for a table in the lounge, though, I hear the click of boots behind me. The hair on my neck tingles.

My body seems to recall insta-lust, no problem.

I turn around, and then I’m looking into the green eyes of the woman I was willing to chase online.

That instinct served me well.

Better, so much better, than the overcautious instincts that tripped me up in the store. But the app gave me a second chance to find Bryn and to do things differently. Rather than freeze and stumble, I should move and act.

“Hi, Bryn,” I say, then I lean forward, sweep her hair from the side of her face, and press a soft kiss to her cheek. “Good to see you,” I whisper like I’m marking her as mine before we even head into the lounge.

Her breath catches, and she wraps a hand around my arm, squeezing. “So good to see you too, Logan.”

So much contact already. I have a feeling this is going to be an excellent night.
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BRYN


I’ve dated sporadically since my husband, Evan, left me two years ago.

Left after he begged me to open my heart to him, to give more, do more, be more. He took off because he said I didn’t spend enough time with him, didn’t devote enough energy to our marriage. He wanted all of me, all the time. If only I had given more of myself, he’d have kept it in his pants.

It was a shit excuse as far as shit excuses went. Add in that I’d been grieving at the time, and it was the shittiest excuse of all.

But that’s life.

I’d cracked my heart open to the man, and he’d stomped on that organ.

I had no choice but to pick myself up, nurse my wounds, and move on. I don’t want to marry again. I’m not even sure I want something serious if it could wound me as deeply as he did. But I wouldn’t mind companionship.

Plus, there’s the work angle. How could I run a dating and relationship advice site without at least walking the walk and talking the talk now that I was single again?

It was fitting. It was right.

I can’t preach the gospel of putting yourself out there without putting myself out there.

So, about six months ago, I got online.

That’s how you do it these days—swiping right, checking boxes, perusing profiles. But I haven’t met anyone in those six months who’s floated my boat for an extended cruise down the river of love. Or lust, for that matter.

Still, that dating time in the trenches has prepped me for what comes next.

The getting to know you fox-trot.

After the hostess shows us to our table and I settle in on the plush royal-blue lounge chair, I take the first dance step.

“Gin Joint,” I say, musing on the words, soaking in the ambiance of this establishment, from the jewel-colored chaise lounges to the swoony music piping through the speakers. “With a name like that, I’m curious if we’re even going to be allowed to order mojitos, since they’re made with rum.”

“Or if we should,” Logan tosses back.

“Right? Is the name sort of a warning—don’t order anything but a martini or gin rickey?”

“If we want a mojito, maybe we ought to find a spot called the Rum Club.” He grabs his phone from his back pocket. “Google, please find the nearest Rum Club right now,” he says playfully into his phone, then sets it face down on the table.

“And then we’ll pop over to Tequila Town,” I offer.

“Excellent plan. We’ll make it a barhop, and by the time we hit up Whiskey World, we’ll be wasted.”

I laugh. “Sounds like quite a raucous night.”

He grins, then gestures to the bar. “Want me to let you in on a little secret?”

I sit up straighter and nod excitedly. “I do. I love secrets.”

He cups the side of his mouth and whispers, “Order the Plot Twist.”

“Will I find out the butler did it?”

“Or that it was all a dream.” He clears his throat. “But in all seriousness, it’s the owner’s name for her gin mojito. The woman who runs this place is a maestro of cocktails, and I highly recommend the Plot Twist.”

I mime banging a gavel, like an auctioneer. “Sold.”

As if on cue, the waitress swings by, flashing a pearly-white grin. “What can I get for you two? The signature gin cocktails are delicious, but we also have a full menu of wine, beer, and mixed drinks.”

“We’d like two Plot Twists,” he says.

“I’ll have them to you shortly.” She turns on her heel to go.

“Two is always a good number of plot twists,” I chip in once she’s gone.

“Three is simply too many.”

“And sometimes one just isn’t enough,” I say, a little flirty.

He doesn’t answer right away, but lets my comment simmer before he says, “One definitely isn’t enough,” with a dollop of innuendo in his tone too.

And the fox-trot is hitting a rhythm. I decide to lean on directness and channel my inner lady boss. “In the interest of full disclosure, I wanted you to know I’m going to vote Made Connections app of the year.”

His grin is nice and easy. It slides across his handsome face, lighting up his soulful brown eyes. “I’ll do you one better. I’m building a shrine to that app.”

I laugh, relieved that he feels the same way about how the night is going. And it’s heading straight to an A-plus review for the app. But I’m hardly thinking about the piece I need to write—because this date isn’t about a test run of an app.

I tried the app to find Logan.

And I’m so damn glad I did.

That’s what I’m going to focus on.

Him.

But more so on how being with him makes me feel. The answer is . . . good.

I feel good about myself.

That’s something I haven’t experienced in a long time with a man—a zip and zing, coupled with respect. I didn’t know I was missing that cocktail, but now that I taste it, I like it. I want the whole drink. “Yes. I think I might build a shrine to the app too,” I say, giving him my best flirty smile.

He draws a deep breath, his expression shifting to serious mode. “But I do have a confession to make.”

Uh-oh. This is where it gets weird. I’ve heard about these moments on dates. Read the horror stories. I hope he’s not about to tell me he chews his own toenails. Or that I remind him of his mom.

Still, I sit straighter, sliding into a professional mode as I brace myself. “Sure. What is it?”

“I was kicking myself for not asking for your number at the store. It was on the tip of my tongue. And I wanted to. I’m sorry. I should have made my move faster.”

I smile, wide and happy. Heat warms my body, makes me feel good. “No apologies ever. I’m just glad you found me, then.”

He gestures from him to me and back again. “This is newish to me. And I kind of had this moment in the store where I wasn’t sure what to do. Like, what’s the protocol? Do I ask for her number? Or is there a process I don’t know about? Like, do I get on Tinder and check geographic proximity? Run a scanner over her to see if I can detect levels of interest?”

“They’d have been high,” I reassure him, reassured myself.

He pats his chest. “Sky-high here. Anyway, I rarely use any of those apps,” he says, adjusting his chair, scooting it a tad closer to the table and me. “My friends made me get online a couple of weeks ago, but I haven’t even opened my profile. So, the Made Connections and other dating apps are pretty new to me.”

He’s not the first guy to claim he’s new to the apps. The skeptic in me says it’s a line a guy uses when he wants a woman to think she’s special so she’ll sleep with him. But in this case, I kind of already want to sleep with him. And also, he seems legit, like he’s not afraid to make fun of himself, which is endearing.

“I’ve used the popular dating apps for the past several months,” I say, figuring I’ll be up-front and honest, because honesty is sexy. “But I only learned of Made Connections after some of my colleagues told me about it shortly after I met you.”

He points from me to him, question marks in his eyes. “Is this where we have the whole what do you do conversation?”

I make a shooing motion, flicking that topic away. “Nah. Let’s talk about more interesting things. But just to get it over with—I run a lifestyle website.” I don’t mention that I’m reviewing the app, because I’d have tried to find him whether or not I was testing the app. As far as I’m concerned, this date is for me.

“And to get it over with,” he echoes with humor, “I’m in media finance and management. Moving on.” Logan acts like he’s also grateful to zip past the expected but boring topic.

I segue back to apps, poking around to see what I can glean about this guy I like. “If you’re not on the apps much, how did you hear about Made Connections?”

“My twin sister told me about it on Friday.”

“Twins. That seems like it could either be fun or crazy-making.”

“Both. It’s completely both. She knows how to rib me like no one else, but she’s awesome—we’re great friends. We play on a co-ed softball team together with some of my buds.”

“And since she told you about the app, does that mean you told her about me?” I can’t resist fishing. Hearing these details is like drinking a feel-good elixir.

He smirks, his eyes twinkling. “I might have mentioned you at lunch on Friday. And, let’s see, how did she put it when I gave her the story?” He stares at the ceiling like he’s trying to recall the conversation. “I believe she called me pathetic and commanded me to try the app, at which point my buds seconded her, saying something along the lines of ‘Do it, do it now.’ Like I said, I felt pretty dumb for not getting your number that day. I wanted to, then my phone rang, and it was my kid’s school, and I had pickup that day. But let’s not talk about exes or schedules.”

The elixir spreads to every molecule in my body, setting off a buzz. I love that he’s confident enough to pull back the curtain, to let me see the details of how this date came to be. “You’re normal. Human. Hey, I didn’t ask for your number either, and I should have. But look on the bright side—you have terrific friends.”

“I do.” He leans closer, shaking his head almost like he’s surprised at something. “You have gorgeous eyes, Bryn.” He holds up a hand helplessly, like he can’t quite believe those words came out of his mouth. “I hope you don’t mind me saying that.”

My skin tingles. My stomach flips. “Like many people, I enjoy compliments, and I especially enjoy them from men that I really wanted to see again.”

“Good. Then let me add that you look absolutely fucking stunning tonight, and those boots are incredible.” His gaze roams over me, and I embrace the compliment, kicking one high-heeled leather-clad foot back and forth.

“And you look as good in jeans and a Henley as you did in a suit.”

“Thanks,” he says with a grin, pushing up the sleeves of his Henley the slightest bit.

My eyes pop when I catch sight of his skin. “Nice ink.”

His gaze drifts down to a lotus flower design on his forearm, as if he just remembered it was there. Running a thumb across the pattern, he grins. “It’s sort of new. I got it a year ago. Always wanted ink though.”

“It’s beautiful and manly at the same time. I love it,” I say, reaching to touch his arm. His breath hitches when I run my finger along the intricate curved lines. “It looks good on you. Really good.”

Who is this bold woman inhabiting me? This woman hasn’t come out to play at night like this in some time. But this daring woman is me. This is how I am at work, and it’s thrilling to be this way with a guy too. To be direct, to tell him what I like.

That voice of worldly wisdom chimes in.

Don’t be afraid to go after what you want.

Oh yes, Mama, I am going after it. I don’t need a man, but do I ever want this one.

He hooks his thumb toward the door. “Would you like to just go home with me right now?” He’s laughing, but I can tell he means it. I can tell, too, that he’s not pressuring me—that he’s simply putting his cards on the table, and I like that.

But while I kind of do want to go home with him, I’m not ready to strut out of here yet to do the horizontal tango. “Why don’t we have that drink first, and maybe a little later you can ask me that question again?” Gently, I kick the toe of my knee-high boot against his leg, exposing more of my thigh thanks to my short skirt. “We’ll see if you still get the answer I would have given you now.”

He mimes grabbing a pencil, writing something down. “Note to self: ask Bryn a very important question in a little while,” he mutters as if to himself.

I set my chin in my hand, and I meet honesty with honesty. “I told my friends about you too.”

The corner of his lips curves up. “Is that so?”

“One of them called you Mr. Lunch Box.”

He laughs, dragging a hand through his hair. “Nicknames are good.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. We didn’t know your real name. We had to call you something.”

“Fair enough. We called you Snoopy Lover. That was my sister’s nickname for you.”

I straighten my shoulders, preening a bit. “I like that you told them about me.”

“It didn’t take much for me to serve it all up. They knew the whole tale an hour or so after I met you.”

“You mean, right after we nearly pummeled each other for the lunch box?”

He shoots me a wry grin. “You did look like you’d be fierce in a fight.”

“I’m terrifying.” I hiss and brandish my nails as if they’re claws. “I’d have broken out all my street-fighting skills to take you down.”

He shrugs playfully. “I probably wouldn’t have objected to that. What other fighting styles do you know, just so I’m prepared?”

I press my finger to my lips. “Shh. Don’t be silly. A woman doesn’t give up all of her secrets. But yes, I do have my arsenal. And maybe someday I’ll tell you which ones.”

“First off, I love that you can fight. Second, I’m glad you didn’t try to take me down, because those boots are sexy as sin but look lethal as hell, and third, I’m psyched that my buds called me pathetic and made me get on the app, because I’m having a great time with you tonight.”

Those tingles? They sweep faster through me. They race along my skin. “Me too, Logan. Me too.”

He scrapes a hand across his jaw, his expression a bit nervous. Or maybe it’s not nerves, but a sense of freedom from this unbridled honesty. “You posting on Made Connections. Me posting on it. It’s sort of . . .”

“Kismet?”

A smile tugs at his lips. “Yeah. It does feel a little like kismet.”

The click of shoes echoes across the floor as the server returns. She sets down two drinks, a sprig of mint in each one. “And here are your Plot Twists. Enjoy.”

When she leaves, Logan lifts his glass, and I do the same.

“To moments,” he says. “To moments that might lead to more moments.”

The tingles inside me multiply once more. “And to not missing them.”

I take a sip, and my taste buds bow down and thank me for ordering this delicious drink. I actually moan out loud. “Mmm, that is delish.” I lick the corner of my lips, and when my eyes lock with his, I see that he’s watching me, his irises darkening.

“Yes, delicious,” he says, his voice a little hazy.

I don’t think he’s talking about the drink. I think he’s talking about the way my tongue just teased the corner of my mouth.

A part of me wants to end this date right now and cut to the next part of the night.

But I also don’t want to miss the dance. The fox-trot to the bedroom, if that’s where we’re going, should be danced to completion. “So, how did the lunch box go over?”

He gives a thumbs-up. “I’m dad of the year.”

“Excellent,” I say, taking another drink. “And she’s seven?”

He nods. “Yes, I’m divorced, and have been for two years.”

“Good to know. Because sometimes a guy says he is and then you meet him and it turns out, oh, he’s actually ‘separated.’ But by ‘separated,’ he means still living in the same house with his wife.”

Logan recoils. “That is not at all separated. That’s more like dating while deceiving.”

I tap my finger to my nose. “Bingo.”

“My ex is definitely the ex. She’s out of the house and already with someone else. And that’s why it ended.” He heaves a sigh. “Sorry, was I not supposed to say that? Is that too much? I haven’t gone on a lot of dates.”

I laugh, then reach a hand across the table and set it on his. “I’m fine with that, and I think at this point in my life—I’m thirty-two⁠—”

“Same.”

“—that I’d rather just be direct. I’m divorced too. He was jealous of anything I did without him, and he said that’s why he cheated.” I give a WTF shrug. “He’s with her now.”

“Mine said if I’d been home at five instead of seven, everything would have been different,” he says, sharing the what-the-fuckery. Logan lifts his glass again. “Their losses.”

I clink once more. “Our gains.” I lift the glass, then stop midair. “Actually, let’s drink to kismet.”

His smile is wildly sexy as he says, “I will definitely drink to that.”
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LOGAN


This is . . . refreshing.

Though “refreshing” isn’t quite the right word.

Refreshing is a drink of water after a hard run.

A healthy salad after a few days of pizza.

This date is not a salad.

But it is refreshing as hell to talk to a woman like Bryn.

She’s sexy and direct. She’s flirty and bold. And most of all, she seems honest.

Or honest enough for a night or two of fun.

And that works for me, since I’m not looking for more. Honesty, though, is a prerequisite. Without it, I’m outta there.

The guy on the piano taps out a crooner tune. As the notes wrap around us, Bryn and I chat about music. She tells me she loves pop, from Greyson Chance to 5 Seconds of Summer, and I tell her I dig old standards like Gin Joint plays. Still, I admit that I’m also that wannabe hip guy who loves to find obscure new bands on Spotify that no one has heard of, like Daredevil Pigeons Circle My Sidewalk.

“And their names must be intensely weird and make little sense, clearly,” Bryn says darkly.

“Of course. That’s a given. Also, on this channel, there are no band names fewer than five words long permitted. Though, in all fairness, I did listen to a new punk band called The Incident and Accident, and that was four words. But I was so irritated over the lack of a ‘the’ before ‘Accident’ that I turned it off.”

“It really would have sounded better with a ‘the.’ It needed symmetry. I support your decision to tune it out.”

“Thank you. I’m glad you’re in the same camp,” I say with a laugh.

We talk about the city next, and the best drinks in Manhattan, till the server brings us another round.

After we toast again, I ask Bryn something I’ve been curious about. “So, the lunch box thing. What’s that all about?”

“I like kitsch . . .”

Her sentence comes out unfinished. Is there more to it?

I push a little bit, eager to understand her. “Any reason?”

“Ah, but isn’t there always a reason?” She doesn’t continue the thought, and something about the set of her shoulders tells me that we might be treading on ground she doesn’t want to walk across right now.

Fine by me. I back off. “Listen, let’s not make this hard. Let’s just have fun. We don’t have to talk about it.”

She smiles softly. “It was my mom’s thing. Vintage kitsch. That’s why I like it. She had a lot of retro stuff, and we used to visit garage sales and pick things out together.”

We used to.

That tells me something about her mom, but maybe something Bryn doesn’t want to share in any more detail. “It’s a connection to her, then,” I say, keeping it simple.

“Yes, it is. Were you worried that it might mean I had a little-girl complex?” She asks it a bit coy and flirty.

“Now that you mention that,” I say, scratching my jaw as if I’m just considering this possibility, “I am glad you didn’t skip in here sporting pigtails.”

“And licking a big rainbow lollipop while using my lunch box as my purse,” she says in a singsong tone.

“Nothing against pigtails and lollipops.” I let my eyes travel up and down her frame. “But I like the grown-up Bryn look.” Since we aren’t mincing words, I go for the full truth, making a circle in the air around her. “I am digging the whole sexy vibe you have going on. The way you dress. The way you flirt. It’s all working.”

She dips her face, then whispers an incredibly sexy thank you. “Same to you, Logan.”

Lust sparks across my skin. I lift a hand and reach toward her hair, fingering the soft chestnut strands. “And I like the way your hair falls over your shoulder.”

Shuddering, she lets her gaze drift to my hair. “I like the way yours invites my fingers to run through it.”

Holy fuck.

This woman is on fire.

Sure, it’s been a while. Yes, I haven’t had a date like this in ages. But some things are indeed like riding a bike. Talking to an interesting woman, telling her you want her? Turns out that’s easy.

And I’m going to have to revise my definition of “refreshing,” because this is absolutely fucking refreshing.

It’s energizing. It’s thrilling. It’s all I want to do tonight. I run my finger across her collarbone. “Another thing I like is the way your shirt falls off your shoulder and shows off that little bit of skin that I just want to kiss.”

“Is that all you want to do to it?”

I inch closer, whispering near her ear, “I’d like to bite that skin, nibble on your shoulder. Use my teeth.”

A soft moan floats past her lips. I let my eyes travel along her body. “One more thing. I like the sneak peek of your legs,” I say, gesturing to the flesh of her thighs, then to her mouth. “And I like your lips. I’d like to know how they feel on mine.”

“Would you now?” She runs a finger across her lower lip, then stretches her arm to me, brushing that finger across my lips.

I bite it.

She gasps.

I am officially a furnace, and I need to get out of here with this woman ASAP. “But you know why I like all of that, Bryn?” Our faces are inches apart as the music plays and glasses clatter, and heat wraps around me. “I like the things you say. I like the way I feel with you. And I’d like to ask you that question again.”

“Ask me that question.” Her eyes darken, locking with mine.

“Would you like to go home with me right now?”

I wait.

But not for long.

She parts her lips, runs her tongue over her teeth, then nods. “Yes.”

I’m ready to leap from the chair and jetpack to my place.

“But there’s something I want to tell you,” she adds.

I tense. Shit. This is the moment. I should have prepped. Should have girded myself for every damn thing that could go wrong. Because that’s what happens with relationships—they go south, they go sour, they curl up and die.

I do my best to brace for whatever’s coming. “Sure. Tell me.”

In a soft but certain voice, she says, “I’m not into missionary position.”

I blink. I was not expecting that little nugget of sexiness to fall into my lap.

But it’s here. And I like it. And my dick loves it too. “Duly noted. There are plenty of other positions,” I say, grinning wildly because we are already talking about how we like it, something my ex never wanted to discuss, but something I’ve very much wanted to put on the table. “Any in particular that you do like? Or do you want me to discover them?” I ask, and I hope she wants the same things I do.

Her eyes twinkle. “Let’s see if this aids in your discovery. I don’t like missionary, and I don’t like being on top.”

I believe I know what’s behind door number three.

Bryn wants to be dominated.

And that’s what I want to do to her.

I pay the bill, take her hand, and speak softly in her ear as I walk her out of Gin Joint. “I’d like to put you on your hands and knees.”

“And will you do bad things to me?”

“Bad things that make you feel very, very good.”

She shivers, sliding closer to me, giving her yes to all the good and bad things with her body sealed to mine.


7


LOGAN


My place is too far. That’s obvious the second I tell her I’m on the Upper East Side.

She tips her forehead toward Fourteenth Street. “West Village for me. I win.”

I slide a hand down her back, over her ass, squeezing.

Her breath hitches as I say, “Let’s grab a car.”

In less than a minute, we slide into a black Toyota, our getaway Lyft.

“How ya doing?” The driver’s thick New Jersey accent and satin Jets jacket make his allegiances clear.

“Doing great,” I say, as Bryn buckles in and my eyes linger on her lips. I haven’t even kissed her yet, and I’d like to right now. But not in some guy’s Toyota.

“Having a good Sunday night?” the driver asks.

“Pretty good so far,” Bryn chimes in, an inviting note at the end of her words as her eyes meet mine. “We’ll see if it holds up.”

“As I like to say, how the night ends is always the measure of a good day,” the guy says, with a don’t I know it chuckle. “Me, I’m gonna watch some SportsCenter and have a cheese pie when my shift is over.”

Bryn meets my gaze, nibbling on the corner of her lips. “That does sound like a good end to a night. Who doesn’t love pizza?”

“Nothing better,” the man says.

“What kind of pizza?” Bryn asks.

“Your night will be better than pizza,” I whisper to the woman next to me. Then, to give her a preview, I run a hand up her arm. I could hold her hand. I could spread my palm across her thigh. But I don’t think that’s what Bryn wants. I think she wants this.

My hand slides into the back of her hair. She leans into my palm. My fingers tighten around the strands.

I pull.

Not so hard as to draw attention from the front seat, where the football fan waxes on about a pie from Mario’s in Hoboken. Just hard enough to test my date’s reaction.

She draws a sharp breath. “Ohhh, that place sounds amazing.”

“Yeah, it’s so good. Makes you want to devour the whole pie,” he says as he steers the car along Seventh Avenue.

“Know the feeling, man,” I remark as I gather her strands again in a tighter fist and tug a little harder.

She trembles, lets out a slight squeak, then covers her mouth with her hand.

He glances in the mirror, apologetic. “Sorry, doll. That was a tight turn.”

“It’s all good,” she says, a little chirpier than the situation calls for.

“Is it, Bryn?” I ask, my voice going darker, raspier. “All good?”

“It definitely is.”

The guy keeps going, eager to talk, it seems. “So, what did you two do tonight? A little dinner? See a show?”

I shake my head as I lower my hand from Bryn’s hair and run it along her leg, teasing at the hem of her skirt. “I didn’t eat yet. But I want to. I’m hungry.”

Bryn jerks her face to the window, closing her eyes, her hand clamped over her mouth.

“Awesome. Let me know if you want me to stop by a Chinese joint. If you’ve never tried Blossom’s Magic Noodle House, give it a whirl. The cold sesame noodles are the best thing ever.”

My fingers inch under the hem of Bryn’s skirt. “Thanks, man. I’ll keep it in mind. First, though, I have a tasty dish waiting for me on Perry Street.”

With a click of the blinker, the driver turns onto Perry Street, pulls to the curb, and shoots us a warm grin. “Thanks for riding with me. Be sure to leave a five-star review if you liked my wheels.”

“We will,” Bryn says, and in seconds, we’re at the door of her building, heading up the first flight of stairs, then the second. When we reach her place on the third floor, she rustles in her purse for her keys.

As she hunts, I move behind her, crowding her, caging her in, my chest pressed against her back.

“Ohhh,” she murmurs as I sweep her hair off her neck then grab her wrists, pinning them in place. I bring my nose to her neck, run it across her skin, breathe her in. She smells like peaches.

“Is this how you’d like to be fucked? Pressed to the wall?”

“Maybe not in the hallway,” she says in a sexy tone.

I drop one of her wrists and grab her hip. She rubs her ass against my hard-on, and I murmur, “Or up against the door the second it closes? Your legs wrapped around my waist, wearing nothing but your boots?”

She shudders. “That sounds better than pizza. But are there other options I should consider too?”

I’m beginning to understand Bryn better. She likes to tease with her words and to take with her body.

Works for me.

But I also have a hunch she likes to be told what to do. That even if she talks back, she wants to be put on her knees.

“Open that door, and we’ll find out,” I command.

“I was trying to, but you stopped me.”

I growl, grab her ass hard, and bring my mouth to her ear, the sweet scent of her skin going to my head. “I won’t stop you now.”

She unlocks the door, opens it, and lets me in.

When she flicks on the light, the polite thing might be to look around, say a few words about her place.

I don’t do that.

The second she tosses her purse and keys on the entryway table, I grab her hand, spin her around, and walk her to the wall a few feet away, backing her into the corner. I clasp her face and drop my lips to hers.

She lets out the sexiest murmur as our lips touch. A greedy sigh that’s both an invitation and a prelude of how this is going to be. Of how she needs it.

Wants it.

I dust my lips over her mouth.

Technically, it’s a soft kiss.

But what it truly is, is a reminder. That I’ve got this. That I can handle her pleasure. That I can set the pace.

I set it with my hands, cupping her cheeks.

With my body, aligned to hers.

And then with my hips, as I push my pelvis against her, slamming her to the wall.

“Oh God,” she gasps.

I break the kiss. “You like that?”

“I do.”

I lift a brow. “Want more?”

“Please,” she says, her voice trembling and matching her shoulders, her breasts.

This woman is a riddle inside a conundrum. She’s bold and direct on the one hand, and she’s borderline submissive on the other.

Taking her wrists, I lift them above her head, pinning them to the wall, then I seal my mouth to hers.

This time, I’m not slow.

I don’t tease.

I don’t taunt.

I take.

I take her lips, claiming them. My tongue slides into her mouth, and I kiss her hungrily, exploring her, owning her.

I press my pelvis hard against her, letting her feel what she’s done to me, making sure she’s well aware of what she’s doing to my cock.

She gets the message. Oh hell, does she, judging from the way she grinds back, her hips seeking friction as we move.

The need to touch her overwhelms me, so I drop her wrists, run my hands down to her waist, and slide them under her top.

I break the kiss as she moans against me, letting her head fall back. I dive in, licking a path up her neck as my hands travel underneath her shirt. Her arms loop around my neck. “You’re a really good kisser,” she murmurs, sounding lost in lust.

I smile against her skin as I map a path of hot, open-mouthed kisses up to her ear. “It’s because I want you so fucking much. It’s because I like having my lips on you. It’s because you taste fantastic.”

She trembles. “Couch. Now. Please.”

I lift her up, toss her over my shoulder, and carry her to the living room.

“Wow. You really took my directive to heart,” she says in an admiring tone.

“Which one? You did give a lot,” I tease.

“I think it was the one where I said to do bad things to me.”

“Listen to a woman. Those are my words to live by. And when a woman says what she wants, a man ought to take that as the goddamn gift that it is.”

I set her down on her ass on the couch, kneel in front of her, and unzip her boots. “Now listen to me, Bryn. If something bothers you, say ‘Snoopy,’ and I’ll stop. If you like something, say whatever the fuck you want. Work for you?”

She nods several times. “Yes, that does.”

I reach for her ankle, remove one black boot, and rest it on the floor. “Good. Then right now, I’m going to have you the way you want.”

“What way is that?” she asks, breathless as I remove her other boot.

The way I’ve always wanted a woman.

This kind of give-and-take is everything I’ve craved, and everything I haven’t had.

The chemistry between us is electric and has been since the moment we locked eyes. Was it kindled by some kind of innate push and pull, some subliminal sense of what we wanted behind closed doors? I don’t know the answer, but I’m damn happy to find out.

I raise my face and rake my eyes over her. “Get on your stomach, Bryn.”

Her green eyes go wild. “Yes. I want that.”

“I had a feeling,” I say.

She flips to her belly on her gray sectional, and I crawl behind her, hiking up her soft black skirt above her thighs, over her ass, to her waist.

She’s wearing the most dangerous panties ever.

Low boy shorts.

White cotton.

All kinds of innocent and all kinds of naughty at the same damn time.

My dick thumps against my jeans, ready to be set free, to have its way inside her beautiful body.

But there will be time. There will be plenty of time.

First, I need to taste her.

I’m behind her on the couch, kneeling on the cushion between her legs as she watches me from that position, her face half visible, her irises on me.

I grab her panties, wiggle them down her rear, then slide them along her thighs.

“Fuck, Bryn. You’re so fucking pretty,” I murmur as I strip her, revealing the soft flesh of her ass, the backs of her thighs, and a hint of all that pretty pink wetness.

“So are you,” she whispers.

I scoff as I tug off her panties. “I’m not pretty.”

She smiles at me, a naughty glint in her eyes. “I bet your dick is pretty.”

I blink, freezing as I reach her ankles, taking a few seconds to register this new intel. Sexy, submissive Bryn has a filthy mouth.

I cover her body with mine, bringing my mouth to her ear. “Don’t you want to find out how pretty my dick is?”

“I do, I really do.”

Shaking my head, I nip at her neck, biting her skin till she’s writhing under me, seeking me out with her body, with her hips.

“But you’re just going to have to wait a little longer,” I say.

“Good things come to those who wait,” she murmurs.

I sit back, giving her room. “Now, take off your shirt.”

She’s on her stomach, but she twists around, removing the shirt and dropping it on the floor. With a groan, I admire her sexy back, the smooth, flawless skin, as I press a hand between her shoulders, pushing her down on the cushions.

She lets out a lingering exhale. “Don’t make me wait too long, Logan.”

I run my fingers down her spine. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I can’t wait to taste you.” I plant kisses along her spine as I go. She wriggles with me, arching and moaning. I reach the bunched-up skirt, move past it, and kiss her ass cheeks.

“Oh, God,” she gasps, lifting her ass higher, asking for more.

I heed that call, nibbling on the soft, sweet flesh as I move down her body between her legs, spreading them.

When she writhes, and I haven’t even touched her yet, my brain short-circuits. It lights up like a billboard at night, spelling out in ten-foot letters, You lucky son of a bitch.

Because that’s what I am right now.

How could I be anything else? This is a gift in front of me—a stunning, decadent, sensual woman who knows her mind and her body and wants me to fuck her with my tongue and my cock.

Pressing my hands on her inner thighs, I spread them wider, savoring the view of all that glistening wetness. Then my hand travels around to her stomach, and I yank up her hips, pulling her to her knees, her ass in the air. “Tits down. Hips up. I need to bury my face between your legs.”

She moans, wiggling her ass. “Preferably now.”

I laugh as I dig my fingers into her cheeks. “So much sass from someone with her ass in the air.” I hum, like I’m considering this fantastic flesh before me. “Speaking of your ass in the air . . .”

I raise my palm and bring it down on her rear, spanking her.

She gasps out, “Again, harder.”

“Patience, sweetheart. I’m pretty sure it was my face between your legs that you wanted.”

“I do. I want it. I want it now.”

“And you’ll get it,” I say with a grin, loving that she’s still as mouthy, still as bold as she’s been all night.

Even as I put her in her place.

As my dick throbs in my jeans, I spread her open, then I bring my mouth to her sweet, hot center, and I lick.

The second my tongue touches her, I groan like a starving man.

And Bryn is my breakfast, lunch, dinner, and definitely my dessert.

I lick a path along her sweet, wet heat, lapping her up, my eyes rolling back in my head.

“That’s so good, oh God, that’s so good,” she moans, rocking against my face as I go down on her like this. And I love it.

I fucking love it.

I love that she’s under me. That she’s offering herself to me. That she doesn’t want a standard order of hot vanilla sex. That maybe she wants it with a little spice.

And I want her that way, so I make sure to let her know—with my lips, and my tongue, and the way I fuck her with my mouth.

I devour her pussy, kissing her till her arousal is coating my lips, my chin, my stubble. Eating her till she’s bucking against my face, her fingers clenched in fists as she grips the couch. Consuming her till she’s bowing her back and panting her orgasm alert.

“Oh, God, yes. Don’t stop, don’t stop.”

As if I could.

I don’t want to, because she tastes divine as she floods my tongue, coming with me for the first time.

And it definitely won’t be the last, because once is not enough.

I’m on fire everywhere, my body sizzling with the need to have her.

I’m wild for this kind of pleasure, this kind of mind-bending connection. And even though this is just sex, just a hookup, I’m not going to be satisfied with one evening with her.

The night has only just begun, but I know I’m going to want more with her. I rise and grab a condom from my wallet, sending a quiet thank you to the hopeful part of my brain that planned ahead. Tossing the condom on the couch, I strip off my shoes, shirt, jeans, and boxer briefs, and reach for her hand. She’s sex-drunk and slack-jawed, and her eyes spell one word only—bliss.

It’s beautiful and addictive, and I want to put that look on her face again.

“Hi,” she says, all breathy as she stares at my cock, hard and ready for her. “Your dick is better than pretty. It’s fucking hot.”

I grip my cock and slide a fist down it, shuddering both from the contact and from her dirty words. “Ask me now. Ask me how I want you.”

Her green eyes glimmer with desire. “How do you want me? How are you going to have your way with me?”

“Take that skirt off and get behind the couch.”

“Ohhh.” That’s all she says, but it sounds like a fantasy on her lips.

Thank God. Because it’s my fantasy too. It’s a simple one. It’s not like I want to bang her on a yoga ball or swing from the chandelier. I’m not aiming for a contortionist badge or a bizarre sex antics award. But I don’t want missionary either.

Her skirt falls to the floor. She wears only her white lace bra.

I stare at her, my eyes commanding. “The bra too.”

“You didn’t say to take it off.”

I point at her tits. “I want it off, Bryn. Take it off.”

Something—maybe nerves—flashes in her eyes, but then, with a determined set of her jaw, she unhooks her bra, letting it fall quietly to the floor.

A rumble works its way up my chest as my eyes feast on dusty-rose nipples I want in my mouth. Her breasts aren’t huge. They’re perky—I don’t know what cup size and I don’t care, because I just want to get my hands and lips on them.

For a flicker of a second, she looks nervous, swallowing roughly. Concern takes over, and I set desire aside as I step closer. “Are you okay, Bryn?”

“They’re fake,” she says, a little embarrassed.

“Your breasts?” I ask, because I didn’t expect that.

“Yes.” It comes out soft, slightly apologetic.

I’m not sure what to say—whether this admission is a good thing or a bad thing.

I trust my instincts and speak from the heart, asking the only question that truly matters. “Do you like them?”

“I do.”

I grin. “Then, so do I.”

“But they might feel different,” she says, worrying at her lip.

Ah, hell. I reach for the beauties, cupping them, and my cock thickens more, the evidence that all that matters is her. “They feel fantastic, and I’d like to get to know them a whole lot better.” I narrow my eyes. “Preferably while my dick is inside you. Does that work for you?”

And a soft, grateful smile spreads across her face. “Thank you.”

I let go and pat the back of the couch. “Then bend over, woman.”

She obeys instantly, presenting herself as I slide on the condom. I run a hand down her back, then notch the head of my cock between her legs. I groan, closing my eyes as I savor her.

Bryn bends gorgeously, fashioning her body into a luscious L, punctuating the move with a perfect little pop of her perfect little ass.

“This ass . . .” I grab those cheeks, squeezing them hard as I push in, sparks racing across my skin at the feel of her.

“Yes,” she groans, her fingers curling tighter around the couch.

She grips me so nice and tight as I fill her, stopping when I’m all the way in. I close my eyes and just revel in the lushness of her body.

In the heat.

In the wetness.

She moans.

I groan.

And I know this is going to be electric.

I start to move, thrusting inside her, stroking. Pleasure roars through me, igniting my skin as I set a pace then keep it.

But a woman like Bryn does not come again from pace alone. I slide a hand up her spine, into her hair. “You liked what I did to you in the car?”

“Did I?” she asks coyly.

“I don’t know, Bryn. You tell me,” I command, stroking out so I’m barely in her. Just the tip now, making her want it.

“I did, Logan. I did,” she says, begging for more.

I slam into her, and she moans a deliciously long ohhh.

“Tell me to do it again, and I will,” I tease as I grip her hips, pumping into her.

“Pull my hair,” she cries out.

“I thought you’d never ask.” I wrap my fingers around those chestnut strands, tightening them in my fist. I tug hard, jerking her head back.

“Oh God,” she cries out as her hand slides down her belly on a fast track to between her legs.

Some primal, possessive part of me wants to say, No, I control your pleasure.

But the smarter, more mature part of me understands that the woman knows her own body, her own mind, and if she needs her fingers between her legs, then she damn well ought to diddle herself.

I cover her body, my chest to her back. With my hand in her hair, I turn her face, tugging her lips close to mine. “Play with yourself, Bryn,” I say against her mouth, and we kiss until I moan and add, “Play with yourself till you come again.”

“I’m close, so close,” she groans, and I can feel her wrist moving, her forearm a fast blur.

Holy shit.

Bryn—I don’t even know her last name—is the sexiest, most sensual woman I’ve ever met. I’ve never known a woman so in charge of her own pleasure even when she’s not in charge of it.

I slide my hands up her stomach, cupping her fantastic breasts, kneading them. Letting her know they feel fucking fantastic. “I love your tits,” I whisper.

“Me too,” she says in a breathy pant.

“Would love to bite them. Would love to fuck them,” I whisper as I knead them harder, testing her, pushing her with a squeeze, a pinch. “Would love to come between your gorgeous fucking tits.”

“Oh, God, yes.”

My head goes hazy, and lust ricochets through my body as I bring my teeth to her neck. Soon she’s panting and moaning with every nip and every damn thrust. Her cries escalate, growing louder, hungrier, until she breaks.

It’s a long, loud, glorious O as she trembles, tensing all over, then shaking as she whispers, “Oh my God.”

Her body clenches around my cock, sending all my senses into overdrive. The switch in me flips, and I come so damn hard with a long grunt. “Fuuuuck.”

Then I’m slumped over her, breathing out like I’ve run a thousand races.

“That was . . .” I can’t finish. My brain is a fried egg.

“Yes. It was . . .”

“So good,” I say, managing something.

“Better than good,” she says. “Necessary.”

I dust my lips against her hair, kissing the strands. “Necessary,” I echo. “And I think I’ll need it again.”

“Same.”

I ease out of her, remove the condom, then scoop her into my arms. She’s still all gorgeously drugged out. “Take a shower with me,” I say.

She gives a soft yes, and the look in her eyes also says that’s exactly where she wants to be.
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LOGAN


In the bathroom, I toss the condom, turn on the shower in the claw-foot tub, and adjust the temperature.

She steps under first, and I survey the tiny room out of curiosity. I want to know her, and bathrooms can offer a sneak peek at who someone really is.

The space is bursting with personality, the vanity lined with cruelty-free lotions in tropical scents, the pristine walls covered with framed illustrations of fifties housewives saying things like Some people are like clouds. When they disappear, it’s a brighter day, or a cheery blonde receptionist clutching an old-fashioned phone with a cartoon bubble over her head reading My business is my business. So, unless you’re a thong, don’t be up my ass.

I point my thumb at that one. “Very clever.”

“It was either that or a cheesy corporate image of a mountain with a saying like Determination,” she remarks as she tests the spray of water.

“I’m glad you don’t have that in the bathroom.”

“Or anywhere, for that matter.”

“Indeed,” I say as I join her under the water, yanking the curtain closed. We’re in a cocoon of steam and heat.

There, I savor this moment. The blissful after-sex moment that comes from knowing you both wanted it the same way, you both liked it the same way.

Something I haven’t experienced in a damn long time.

Over the years, my ex-wife and I became less compatible in the bedroom, just as we did in life. We became less connected. Maybe because in one decade we’d never communicated as explicitly as Bryn and I have in just one night.

Or maybe because we never truly wanted the same things, the same way.

That’s a new kind of pleasure.

The before, the during, and the after.

It ignites something deeper than desire. Something like a wish.

A wish for more.

A wish, too, to understand Bryn.

To talk to her. To peel back some of the layers I saw tonight. I grab the body wash, squirt some into my hands, and let them roam over her skin. She hums on a long exhale. “That feels good.”

“You feel good,” I say as I wash her arms, her belly, her breasts. “And so do your breasts. Why did you think I wouldn’t like them?”

She shrugs. “Because most guys think they like fake breasts, then they touch them and realize it’s just the idea of them they like.”

I slide my hands over them as the water pounds down on us, screwing up my face like I’m considering, evaluating. “Let’s see . . .” I glance down at my dick, half soft but perking up as I touch her. “Seems I like both the idea and the reality.”

She laughs, but then her humor fades. “Are you going to ask why I have them?”

“Do you want me to?”

She nods.

“Why do you have them?” I ask as she takes the gel and washes the rest of her body.

“Because I was tiny as a teenager. My breasts were tiny. Like, nearly flat in high school. And I was fine with that. I had brains, confidence, and a mouth.”

I run a finger across her bottom lip. “You’re very mouthy.”

She nibbles on my finger, playfully biting it. “I am. But by the time I was twenty-five, I decided I wouldn’t mind if they were a cup size bigger. So, as a birthday present, I bought myself some Bs. I figured there was no reason not to give myself a little boost when I could.”

“So, you did it for you.”

“I did it for me.”

“Seems like a damn good reason,” I say.

The nervousness flickers again in her irises. “You really don’t mind how they feel?”

I scoff. “I’m all good with everything,” I say, looping a hand around her waist as the hot water beats down. I don’t want to let her go. And I don’t want this to be a one-night-only thing. “So good that I’d like to see you again.”

She shimmies her shoulders. “Because of my girls?” she asks coyly.

I laugh, shaking my head. “Nope. Because I like talking to you and I like fucking you. Want to do this a second time?”

She nods, ropes her arms around my neck, and kisses me in the shower. “I would love to see you again.”
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A little later, after we order and devour cold sesame noodles and chicken lo mein while sitting cross-legged on the couch, a large black tabby strides out of the bedroom.

I do a double-take. “You have a cat?”

“I do?”

“I don’t know, Bryn. Do you?”

“I had no idea. Is there a cat here?”

The black cat lifts his chin, sniffs the air, and saunters over to us. He stands on his back legs, setting his paws on Bryn’s knees. “Meow?”

I hold up an I’ve got this hand. “My cat translator is telling me he’s asking for a bite.”

“Did you wake up to ask for food, Bruce, you handsome devil?” She reaches out and strokes his head. He presses against her, and as he does, the light plays across his fur, revealing that he’s almost . . . striped.

“Your cat has cool markings. It’s almost like he’s got stripes, but only in certain light.”

“I considered calling him Jailbird, since he looks like he’s wearing a prison jumpsuit,” she says. “Plus, he’s kind of on house arrest here if you think about it.”

“I suppose all cats are on house arrest, then. Life is like a jail for cats,” I say, hanging my head in mock sadness.

She pats my shoulder. “It’s okay. His jailer is good to him. He gets three squares a day, plus an hour out of solitary for exercise. And here, I have cat exercise toys.”

“You are an excellent cat warden. But he’s not named Jailbird?”

“I called him that at first, but then one day I was listening to Bruce Springsteen⁠—”

“I thought you only liked pop?”

“Hush. Bruce is like pizza. Everyone loves pizza. Have you ever met someone who doesn’t like pizza?”

“No. I can’t say I have.”

“Should I have named him Pizza, then?”

I laugh. “Not a bad name for a cat. Or Pepperoni. Anyway, how did Jailbird become Bruce?”

“So, I was listening to ‘I’m on Fire,’ and the cat actually sat on my chest. It was the first time he was borderline affectionate with me. I briefly wondered if he was trying to suffocate me, but then I thought maybe he just liked Bruce. So, I tested out the name—I called him Bruce, and he gave the faintest lift of his chin.”

“Ah, a clear sign.”

“Exactly. So I named him Bruce.”

“My incarcerated cat is named Queen Of Tofu.”

She shoots me an appreciative look. “Excellent name. You must send me a photo.”

“I believe that can be arranged,” I say, thinking of her Instagram account.

We return to our late-night meal as Bruce flops at Bryn’s feet, rolling to his side and showing off his dark-striped belly.

When we’re done eating, Bryn’s eyes light up. “I almost forgot something.”

My brow knits. “Fortune cookies?”

She laughs, shaking her head as she points to my phone. “We need to leave a review for the driver. From the Lyft.”

I smile, loving that she’s a woman of her word. That she remembered a promise she made to a Lyft driver.

I click on the app. “Want to do the honors?”

“I do.” She gives him five stars, then talks as she types. “Friendly, considerate, and sure knows his restaurant recs.”

Then she hits submit, and my chest warms. It’s the little things that matter.

And I like this little thing.

I like this woman too.

But it’s late, and I have work in the morning, so after I clean up, I tell her I have to go. “I’ll text you tomorrow. We’ll do this again?”

“Definitely.”

I haul her in for a hot, hard kiss. “There is so much more to do,” I say in a low, dirty growl.

“Can’t wait to find out what that might be.”

I cup her cheeks, smooth out her hair. “I had a great time with you.”

“I had doubles,” she says, a little cheeky.

I laugh. “Yes, but I also meant before and after those doubles.”

She smacks her forehead playfully. “Oh, yeah. The other stuff. Talking and eating and things like that. That was pretty good too, Logan.”

“It was better than good,” I say, then give her one more kiss—a soft one this time—before I leave.

On the way home, I’m still savoring the aftereffects of a great night.

Taking out my phone, I google “when to text a woman you want to see again,” then click the top link.

I smile to myself that the top hit is an article on The Dating Pool. Ironic, but no surprise, really. It’s a great site with smart advice.

I read it, digging the last line. But if you like a woman, text her after you’ve seen her.

As the car cruises up Park Avenue, I do just that.

Logan: Have I mentioned I had an amazing time tonight? Well, it bears repeating. Also, would you like to have dinner with me on Friday night?

Her reply is swift.

Bryn: I’d love to. Also, I love sushi. :)

Logan: Then I will take you out for sushi.

Bryn: Sushi and dessert?

Logan: If by dessert you mean more of what we had tonight, then yes, yes, yes.

Bryn: Then my answer is yes, yes, yes.

I lean my head back, replaying the evening the whole way home, then while riding the elevator, then when I’m inside my place too.

Queen Of Tofu greets me, rubbing her fluffy body against my leg.

“Hey, pretty lady.” I scoop her up, stroking her head between the ears. “Did you have a good evening, my queen?”

When she stares back at me with a satisfied grin, I interpret that as yes. What’s the fun of pets if you can’t anthropomorphize them?

I slide into my Queen Of Tofu impersonation. “Why, yes, Logan. Tell me every dirty detail. And don’t spare my ears.”

“If you insist,” I answer.

I proceed to tell her all about my night. She’s my cat, my priest, my confidante.

And as I end my confession, I whisper one last secret to her. “And I can’t wait for it to happen again.”
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QUEEN OF TOFU


Queen Of Tofu strutted to the door, grateful her person was home at last, since his return signified two important things.

One, food. Preferably tuna, because no cat wanted the same damn kibble every single day and night.

And two, amusement.

He was always so chatty, and his voice entertained her. Such a funny voice, almost like he was trying to be sexy to female humans or something. All that gravel and roughness. Maybe it worked on two-legged ladies, but it was hard to say, since Queen Of Tofu hadn’t seen any of those around these parts in a long time.

Perhaps he was losing his touch?

Did he need lessons in seduction?

She could help with that to some degree. As a cat, she was naturally seductive, with a stunning coat she kept in tip-top shape and a tail that was the envy of all the city.

When he opened the door, she glided her silky body against his legs. Perhaps some of her sultriness would rub off on him and he might learn a thing or two.

If he didn’t, he was still a lucky human to be on the receiving end of her full-body grind, as she liked to refer to it. It was generous—she even wove between his legs to get all sides. And it was efficient—it meant both “Good to see you” and “Feed me right the hell now.”

His big hands came down around her midsection, and he picked her up. That had to be a good sign that food was coming.

“Did you have a good evening, my queen?”

She pushed her head against his hand, kicking her purr box into high gear.

As he spoke, he carried her to the kitchen and opened a cupboard.

Eureka!

A can of tuna.

He brought his finger to his lips. “Shh. I’ve been saving this for a special occasion.”

He set her down on the tiled floor, and she danced the dinner dance. Or really, the late-night snack dance, since it was after midnight, but she was nocturnal, so she wasn’t sleepy.

He cracked open the can, and the smell, dear God, the smell. It was so delightful. The best perfume ever.

“You want to know the special occasion? Fine. I’ll tell you. Especially since Amelia isn’t here and we can talk openly.”

Tuna, tuna, tuna, tuna, tuna.

Queen Of Tofu sashayed back and forth, flicking her tail against the cupboards in excitement. He could talk, he could sing, he could do anything if only she could have tuna filling her belly.

“I had a great night. This woman, she is . . .” The man stopped speaking and sort of drifted off, some kind of moony look in his eyes.

The cat flicked her ear. She’d seen that look before. He got it when he read books that kept him awake well past midnight, ones he’d recite parts of aloud to her, disturbing her rest with tales of good men chasing bad men across cities she’d never heard of.

Or when he cued up music he seemed to like, picking her up and singing to her like she was his furry dance partner.

He did that with the little person who lived here too. The small girl who smelled like apples and happened to have excellent taste, since she liked to photograph cats. There was no better use of a camera and no better model than Queen Of Tofu.

Honestly, all photos ought to be photos of cats. Not everyone had access to her fluffy majesty, though, so Queen Of Tofu allowed that they didn’t all need to be of her.

Finally, the man set down the tuna, and Queen Of Tofu nearly cried with happiness.

She dug into the feast as the man leaned against the counter, talking, talking, talking. “She’s funny and bright. And she’s this alluring mix of sexy and sensual, but when we made it to the bedroom, metaphorically speaking since it was the couch, she didn’t want to take charge at all.”

His voice seemed to rumble, like a truck coming to a slow stop.

Queen Of Tofu devoured another bite of the fish, eyes on her dish, not her person. She always listened when he spoke, just more attentively with a full belly.

“And that’s such a turn-on. But that’s not why I want to see her again. It was only one date, but she’s the first one since Stacey who I’ve had this connection with. It’s not even just the physical. It’s everything.” When his voice went soft again, the cat glanced up and saw him tap his temple. “It’s here too. And what is hotter than that? Right, Queen OT?”

She stared at him without blinking, then took the last bite. But was it truly the last bite? Maybe if she licked the plate, there would be more.

“So, I’ll see her on Friday.” The man stopped talking, picked up the plate, and set it in the sink.

Sadness. No more tuna had magically appeared.

But her person picked her up again, stroking her back. “Trust me, I would see her tomorrow night if I didn’t have this deal to finalize. But I have a crazy week. Did I tell you what happened at work?”

She licked her paw. Score! There was a piece of tuna stuck there. Lucky night.

“The sale closes in the morning. A kick-ass new media property that I’m buying. It’s a gold mine, and it’s going to be terrific for our portfolio.”

She glanced up at him, her head tilted. He sounded enchanted.

“Great content, great numbers, a terrific growth trajectory. Plus, this site encouraged me to text Bryn tonight. Well, an article on it did, in a roundabout way. I knew I liked that site,” he said, petting her ears in a way that pleased her. “That’s why I’m buying it tomorrow.”

He sat on the bed, rubbing her belly and talking more about things that meant very little to her, since they didn’t involve worship of seafood or the chance to show off her lovely fur.

But the tone of his voice was pleasing—as if he’d captured a tasty salmon and was playing with it—and she hoped he’d have a good week with his fish.

He was a good human, and he deserved a salmon. Better yet, a whole sushi dinner.

That way, he could bring some home for the cat.

But she suspected he would, and that was why she obliged him, stretching into her most seductive pose, like a feline odalisque, black-and-white fur sleek and fluffier than either a down comforter or a pancake.

Well, he did need to improve his game, it seemed.

She could only help.

He sensed immediately what she was offering, grabbing the black thing he carried with him all the time and snapping a photo.

“Perfect, Queen LT. I’m going to send her some pics in the morning.”


10


BRYN


As I scan emails while I down my coffee at the kitchen counter the next morning, my phone assaults me with a terrifying image.

“Ugh!” I shout, tossing it on the floor like it’s a diseased creature. Bruce twitches his tail, looking up from the spot he’s commandeered, a slice of morning light perfect for a catnap.

The black tabby casts a disdainful glance at the device.

“Trust me. It deserves all the side-eyes. Dick pics should be outlawed. Who is this offender?”

A furry brow arches, as if Bruce knows the answer. I snap my fingers. “You’re right! It has to be Mr. Measure.” I went out with the guy exactly once. “He was dying to show it to me on our first date,” I explain to the cat. “And he wanted to know if it measured up to other dicks.”

The cat flips to his other side, he’s so offended by such antics. Of course he is. The feline has standards. “I feel the same, Bruce. I definitely feel the same. I never even saw his penis until now. Didn’t want to. Shocker, I know.”

I’m taking another sip of coffee when my phone attacks once again, this time with a series of texts from Mr. Measure, rapid-fire and all caps.

OMG.

I’M SO SORRY.

SO, SO, SO SORRY. I CAN’T BELIEVE I DID THAT.

THAT WAS FOR SOMEONE ELSE.

I SWEAR. OH GOD.

THAT WAS AN ACCIDENT. I DIDN’T MEAN TO SEND IT TO YOU.

WELL, ON THE PLUS SIDE, AT LEAST I DIDN’T SEND IT TO MY MOM. :)

BUT HEY, NOW THAT I’VE SENT IT, WHAT DO YOU THINK???

Rolling my eyes, my finger hovers over the block button.

On second thought . . .

I tap out a reply.

Bryn: Sweetheart, thanks for the picture. It helps so much to diagnose the situation. And I agree—seems there is indeed a pimple on your pecker. I called your urologist for you and scheduled an appt. Dr. Wankerstein will see you at three. Love, Mommykins.

I hit send, then I quickly google and attach an article we ran on The Dating Pool several months back, when I was young and hopeful, still believing that we could, as a society, eradicate the scourge that was dick pics.

The plan was to start with proper public education. To use the article to lay the foundation for eliminating them. I’d hoped—no, prayed is a better word—that the piece would start a movement.

The end of wiener shots.

I’m not the only one hoping for a vaccine.

At The Dating Pool, we surveyed female readers, and they overwhelmingly voted that the ideal time for receiving a dick pic is never.

A dick pic is aggressive. Usually unsolicited. Kind of pointless.

I’d rather see a guy’s eyes.

Or his smile.

Or his pet.

As if on cue, an envelope icon appears on my phone—from Logan. I click it open, and I smile. Because see? This is what a classy guy does. He sends cat pics. Not dick pics. This is more proof that Logan is worth a second date. Probably a third too. Because . . . cats.

“Oh my God, she has the best tail ever,” I say, then I turn to my black companion, who’s shooting me the evil eye. As cats do. “I didn’t mean that. Yours is better.”

He thumps his lovely, slinky tail once, then curls up in a tight ball, tucking it away from me. I don’t deserve to see it.

I return to the phone, enjoying the shot Logan sent of his black-and-white kitty. She’s lounging on the bed, looking borderline sumptuous. The text caption from him reads: When cats know they’re sexy . . .

A huge grin fills my whole face.

It’s followed by a whoosh of tingles that spread down my chest as I remember last night.

And as I look forward to Friday.

I hit reply.

Bryn: Watch out, Marilyn. This cat looks like she might start doing pinup poses.

Logan: Shhh. She does that at night. By day, she’s sweet and innocent, posing like a pop star for my kid.

Bryn: Too cute for words. I’m going to show Bruce.

Logan: No doubt he’ll be outside the window soon, caterwauling.

Bryn: Obviously.

I show the shot to Bruce, who can’t even be bothered to raise his face. Fine, clearly I’ve offended him by dissing his tail. I park a hand on my hip, giving him a haughty stare. “Look. I love your tail more. But would it be so hard to have some entertaining skills? I mean, you don’t even knock mugs off counters or do anything worthy of a cat meme.”

I turn away, head to my couch, and grab my laptop. I’m due at the office in an hour, but I’m energized from last night and jazzed from the text messages this morning, so I decide it’s time to dive into my article on Made Connections.

Tucking my feet under me, I open a doc and let my fingers fly across the keys. It’s easy, remarkably easy, to say how I feel about that app. Forty-five minutes later, I email the draft to myself, shut the laptop, kiss my kitty boy, and head to the office.

Along the way, I reply to some emails, including one from my friend Paisley, who launched a travel blog last year that’s skyrocketing in popularity. She’s torn on which sponsorship deal to take for her home page, so she lays out the options, and I read them in detail, then reply with my opinion on what each has to offer.

Next, I turn to a follow-up email from Casey Sullivan, a woman who runs a sex-toy company. We had lunch last week, and she’s keen to strike a content-sharing deal with the site. The idea is that we’ll provide dating and relationship content for her site, and she’ll provide tips on improving sex lives. Hello, win-win. The proposal she’s laying out sounds terrific, but even though I’ve run the numbers and the deal sounds solid, I’m not authorized to approve something like this—especially with the change in management.

With a sliver of frustration, I reply as I head down Seventh Avenue: Love it, but let me run it past the higher-ups. More soon!

I close the email, wishing briefly that I were the higher-up. As the VP, I’ve already hit the ceiling on the content side. I’d love to be able to approve and manage deals like this. Maybe someday though.

For now, I’m lucky to have a job I love, and that includes penning the piece I wrote this morning. As I walk, I go over parts of the article in my head.

Admittedly, I was the slightest bit nervous when I walked to the bar to meet him. Would he be as clever as I’d remembered? Would we have enough to say to each other? Would that spark, ignited so quickly and easily, burn for longer than a few minutes?

The verdict?

It burned all night.

My date—let’s call him Mr. Smolder—was witty, engaging, and best of all, the opposite of self-centered. He asked me questions, he listened, and we talked.

Did we do more than talk?

A woman doesn’t kiss and tell.

But if I did, let me just say—I’d have something to talk about.

Oh, hell, would I ever have something to talk about.

And it would be something so good, so delicious that Mr. Smolder and I would be meeting again.

Yep. This modern woman has a second date with him, and she can’t wait.

Made Connections gets five big smooches.

As I near the office, I stop dead in my tracks, a sharp realization hitting me out of the blue.

Should I tell Logan I’m writing about him?

Oh, crud.

I should.

I definitely should.

That’s only fair.

I probably should have said something last night, but the article fell out of my head at Gin Joint. It didn’t feel like I was there for work—I was there for me.

And I’m seeing him again for me. But he deserves to know, and this is something better shared in a call than via text.

Resuming my pace, I turn on a side street to call him, a fleet of nervous birds flapping in my chest. Phone calls are so passé. These days, they only spell trouble. Surely that’s what he’ll think when he sees my name on the screen.

He answers immediately, the sound of typing in the background. “Hey there.” His voice is warm but curious, with an undercurrent of Why are you calling me?

“Hi. I know this is crazy, making a phone call and all,” I say, trying to keep it easy-breezy.

“So crazy, Bryn.” The sound of typing ceases.

“Trust me, I know.” My stomach plummets. “But I wanted to chat instead of text.”

“Sure. What’s up?” His tone turns markedly serious.

“You know how I said I run a lifestyle site?”

“You mentioned that.” Outright cautious now, like I’m about to shout, You’ve been punk’d!

I breathe out as if I’m in a yoga class. “So, as part of that, we test different apps.”

“Ohhh.” It comes out as ten tons of disappointment.

“No, it’s good, Logan. I swear. I tried out Made Connections to find you, but also because we were testing dating apps for the site. I didn’t mention it last night because it honestly had little to do with our date. Well, I wanted to see you, and my staff volunteered me as tribute, since I had told them about the Mr. Lunch Box moment, and how much I wanted to go out with you.”

“Okay, this is a little better,” he says, still tentative.

“Anyway, everything collided—meeting you at the store, wanting to see you again, testing the app. And I do want to go out with you for sushi. I’m also writing a piece about how well the app worked. No names, occupation, or identifying traits,” I assure him, then push out a laugh. “I just wrote generally about how much I enjoyed the app and that it was a success.”

I take a beat, hoping I sound honest to him. I feel honest. “I truly wasn’t thinking about the article last night at all. I was just having a great time. And I want to have a great time on Friday too. I hope you don’t mind, but if you do, I’m happy to kill the piece.”

He breathes a big sigh. “I thought you were going to tell me I was being catfished or something.”

I shake my head, though he can’t see me. “No, I think you’ll like the piece. I hope you will, at least. I called you Mr. Smolder, and said great things about you.”

I can practically see him smile. “I have to say I was definitely a little concerned. Honesty is important to me. Especially given what I said about my marriage.”

“Me too, Logan. Honesty matters. That’s why I called you the second it occurred to me that I should,” I say, nerves still winging through me. “But the article isn’t the reason I want to see you again.”

“You sure?”

I smile. “I’m so sure. I want to see you again for me. It just so happens that the app also worked particularly well.”

“So it’s a twofer,” he says, his tone lighter.

“A good twofer.”

“As long as I get to see you again, that works for me. When does it post?”

“Probably a day or two.”

“And what’s the name of your site?”

As I tell him, his other line beeps. “I didn’t catch that. But my assistant just buzzed, and I have a huge meeting downtown this morning, so let’s catch up later.”

“Yes, let’s.”

“Also, thank you.”

He ends the call, and a few minutes later, I head into my building.

This is going to be a great week. The eye-contact article goes live any minute and will achieve fast traction. The new owner will be wildly impressed, I know it.

And I’ve met a man I like.

Whoever said Mondays suck was wrong.

Dead wrong.

After I unlock my office and drop my purse on the couch, Teagan pops in. Her eyes are etched with question marks. “Tell me all. I want every dirty detail.”

With a grin, I shut the door and give her the download.

She practically dances a jig. “Gah, that sounds amazing. Also, word on the street is the new owners are coming by today and are meeting us all at eleven o’clock. Be on your best behavior.”

“You mean, don’t flirt with the new boss?” I joke.

She points at me. “Exactly.”

“I promise I’ll be a model employee. Besides, I’m sure he or she will be so amazed by our fabulous new article on the home page that it’ll be all they can talk about.”

“No doubt. I tweeted it out, and we have, like, a gazillion retweets already.”

“I love when you’re precise with numbers.”

She winks. “A gazillion is a lot.”

And a gazillion feels like our site traffic this morning as I watch it go up, up, up. Our advertisers are going to throw us a parade.

Two hours later, my alarm buzzes, the signal that it’s time for the big meeting. I grab my tablet, pop by Teagan’s office to collect her, then head into the conference room.

My jaw drops.

My stomach churns.

My skin prickles.

I’ve done way more than flirt with the new boss.

I banged him last night.
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BRYN


I’ve heard stories of women who are strong enough to lift Volkswagen buses, or who can sprint down the street at Usain Bolt speeds.

Fine, usually they pull off such feats to save a child.

But as I stand in the doorway of the conference room, I’m certain I could pass the Jamaican runner on the track right now if I were to jet.

Saving a kiddo? Please. I’ve got to save my own ass from last night’s epic mistake.

My stomach plummets like a cartoon elevator as reality smacks me in the jaw.

I imagine a smarmy TV host, face pancaked within an inch of its life, shoving a mic at me.

Bryn Hawthorne, we’re here from YOU JUST BANGED YOUR BOSS! and we’d like to know—on a scale of one to a box of rocks, how stupid do you feel right now?

I’d deer-in-headlights blink, then stumble my way to an answer of “Um, that’d be a one hundred, Bob.”

I grab the doorjamb of the conference room so the floor doesn’t fall out from under me. Logan hasn’t seen me yet. He’s chatting with Isaac Jefferson, our human resources director, who’s so by the book he could be a Major League Baseball umpire. With them is the rarely seen CEO of Price Media, Hadley Williamson, the wavy-haired, bespectacled silver fox who’s been handling the sale because, well, it’s her company.

The classy, sharp, and thoroughly hands-off owner is smiling her lip-glossed smile at my Friday date.

Logan wears a well-fitted suit and his fuck-me hair. My stupid chest is stupid enough to tingle at the sight of him in those tailored pants that make his ass look fantastic.

And I need to stop thinking about his off-limits ass.

You don’t get to squeeze your boss’s butt.

“You okay?” Teagan asks quietly, confused, no doubt, as to why my feet are glued to the floor.

I swallow, turn to her, and part my lips. Gulp. I am a fish flapping on the deck of a boat. I don’t even know how to form words.

She reaches for my arm and circles a reassuring hand around it. “What’s wrong, sweetie? You look like you’ve just seen a dick pic,” she whispers.

I cringe, then beckon her to come closer, saying under my breath, “That’s Mr. Lunch Box.”

She whips her gaze from me to the suited man then back to me. “With Hadley and Isaac? Are you effing kidding me?”

I shake my head, swallowing sadness mixed with dread and chasing it with a feeling of utter foolishness. “How did I not know?”

“Well,” Teagan says, “we weren’t in the loop about who was going to run it. Hadley never told anyone who she was selling to. The woman keeps her own secrets like they’re buried treasure.”

“Hello, team!” Hadley calls out. Her crisp, sophisticated tones fill the room. “Good to see all of you.”

I swing my gaze behind me. The hall is clear. My heart speeds up. Fight-or-flight time. This is my chance to make a run for it. Escape into the elevators, exit onto the street, and skedaddle from this you’ve got to be kidding moment.

But I don’t run. Instead, I furrow my brow and cycle mentally through all the emails from management, trying to remember if anyone happened to mention a hot, clever, dominant but still sweet, well-dressed man buying the company.

Wouldn’t that have been helpful information? Like, more helpful than the valuation, or that the new owner would run the site business as usual, no layoffs?

Groan.

Hadley’s eyes catch mine, and she gestures to the doorway where I’m still imitating a slack-jawed statue. “Ah, there’s our VP of Content, Bryn Hawthorne. Bryn is the mastermind behind all the yummy articles our site visitors devour.”

“Hi there,” I say with a little wave.

And if I thought I was shocked, that’s nothing compared to the slo-mo realization playing out across Logan’s features right now.

The ninety-degree swivel.

The sweep of his eyes around the room.

The second they lock on mine.

The are you serious flinch.

Even from across the conference room, I can read his gaze. It flickers with I still want you, which quickly blinks into Holy shit, I’m seeing things, which then vanishes into no fucking way, and recedes into I’m going to pretend last night never happened.

“Great to meet you, Bryn,” he says, his tone warm but completely neutral, all business. “You’ve done an amazing job making The Dating Pool a must-read site. The article this morning on eye contact was fantastic. And the numbers on it already look great.” He strides across the conference room, stopping in front of me, stretching out a hand. “And it’s a pleasure to meet the force behind its awesomeness.”

Nothing in his demeanor says we slept together.

I should be glad.

I am glad.

I don’t need the CEO shooting me flirty glances.

Still.

I do like his flirty glances.

His dirty ones too.

I square my shoulders as I shake his hand. “So good to meet you too.”

He moves on to Teagan and the other directors and VPs until he’s met with all the department heads.

Hadley clears her throat, standing at the front of the conference table. “It’s an honor to know this site is in excellent hands. It goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway. I had a lot of offers and a lot of interest in this property because you’ve all made it so valuable, but Mr. Clarke’s firm put forth an offer that greatly values and respects the work you have done, and his offer made it possible to keep everyone on board.”

She gestures to Isaac, who nods a hello before his deep baritone booms across the room. “This should be an easy transition. But the long and short of it is that all VPs now report to Mr. Clarke rather than Ms. Williamson, and everything else should be the same old, same old. Keep doing your magic.”

He’s so chill on the outside, and that’s why he’s so dang good at his job—because his warm persona masks his rigid adherence to rules.

He turns the floor back over to Hadley, who goes on about how Logan will be working here in our offices for the next two weeks then coming in once a week after that, but I drown out the details as I look across the table at the man who bent me over my couch last night.

The man who adored my breasts.

Who talked to my cat.

Who made me laugh.

Who asked me out again without any bullshit or waiting games.

The man who sent me not a horrific dick pic, but a fantastic pussycat shot.

THE MAN I NOW REPORT TO.

That man is meeting my eyes, and mouthing, I had no idea.

I mouth back, Me neither.

Then it’s Logan’s turn. And he talks about his vision for The Dating Pool. The great things we’ve done. The great things we will do.

It’s inspiring, to be sure.

It’s also the height of irony.

After an hour of the most painful corporate meeting in the history of business, we adjourn. I racewalk back to my office, heels clicking on the floor, then yank open the door, slam it shut, and slump down at my desk, my face hitting the cold metal surface.

My breakfast threatens to pay a repeat visit, but I keep it down, focusing on my breathing.

When I look up, my heart is racing, my hands are clammy, and I grab the photo of my mom on my desk. “What would you do? What would you do if you were me? Besides laugh and say, ‘Oh, sweets, you got yourself in some serious hot water.’”

I wish she were here to answer the question. We’d grab a Coke, the kind from a glass bottle fished from the bottom of the cooler, and I’d lay this at her feet over a lunch of some soup, a sandwich, and a playlist.

She always made me feel understood.

She was my rock, my sounding board, the person who had my back even when I was foolish, especially when I was ambitious, and certainly every time I was thrown for ten million loops.

The woman who had sayings for everything. Sayings about life and love and men.

The woman who barely needed a man.

Is that what she’d say?

Sweets, you didn’t need him. You’ve got this.

My throat tightens. “Why aren’t you here for me to talk to?”

She simply smiles back, leaning against a sign for Tara’s Roadside Tacos, pointing up at the missing T in the third word. “Acos. Let’s have acos for lunch, Bryn,” she’d said that day two years ago.

They were the best acos ever.

I draw a deep breath, knowing that she’d comment on neither men nor love.

She’d dig into her handbag of hard-won wisdom and offer something else. She’d tell me to do the right thing.

And that leaves me only one choice.

I need to cancel Friday night.

I’ve just grabbed my phone to send Logan a text when someone knocks on my door.
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LOGAN


You don’t become CEO of your own media company at thirty-two without some skills.

How to negotiate.

How to anticipate.

And how to strategize.

Also, it’s vital to never let them see you sweat.

Yet, as I sit here in this swank leather chair and lead this meeting with the team, I am sweating all the fuck over.

Metaphorically.

Because how the hell did I miss this?

How did I not know she worked for the site?

I did my due diligence. I scoured The Dating Pool, a site I started following after Summer entered an essay contest it was running, and when the opportunity arose to purchase the lifestyle website leader, it was too good to pass up. I read tons of articles in my research. And I never saw her name. That name, Bryn, would have stuck with me simply because it’s uncommon.

Bryn . . . I say it in my head, trying to recall how Hadley had introduced her. I couldn’t picture her byline either. But it wouldn’t have mattered last night, because I hadn’t known her last name.

Fuck. Is that in a rule book for modern dating? Is there some guidebook for divorced dads I wasn’t given? Rule number four: don’t forget to ask for her last name, you dipshit.

I know Peppermint Patty’s last name. Would it have been so hard to snag Bryn’s last night when I left?

I blame my dick.

Seems fitting. Dicks are to blame for almost everything.

When the meeting ends, all I want is to pull her into an empty office, pin her to the wall, and beg her to tell me this is all a mistake.

Then kiss the hell out of her, and hey, take her out to lunch too, for good measure.

But I can’t let on that I know her. Instead, I talk to Hadley, wishing her well and wishing that I could get away from her quickly. Before I track down Bryn, I need to call Oliver and find out how the hell this happened.

“Thank you again for bringing this opportunity to me,” I say to Hadley as the conversation wraps up.

“That went swimmingly,” Hadley says, clasping my hand. “You’re the perfect one to shepherd this site to the next level. As for me, I’m ready to hit the boardwalk and retire.”

“Boardwalk? Do you live on the beach?” I ask.

“No, but I’m going to tackle life’s next big adventure. Write a roller-coaster blog. I’ll be traveling up and down the West Coast visiting all the great amusement parks,” she says.

“That sounds . . . amusing,” I remark as she waves goodbye on the way out of the conference room. With blinders on, I head to the elevator, step inside, and stab the button for the lobby. The second I hit the street, I dial Oliver.

“Oliver Harris,” he says, answering right away.

“Oliver Harris, why didn’t you tell me a Bryn Hawthorne worked at The Dating Pool?” I hiss. “She’s the woman I went home with last night.”

“What? The lunch lady?”

“Lunch box. It was a lunch box,” I correct him, marching down the street in the Village near Your Little Loves, the scene of the eye-fucking the other morning.

That damn shop. No wonder I met her there after I’d been to see Hadley. It’s right next to her office. That wasn’t kismet. It was proximity.

“Let me get this straight,” Oliver says, clearly reining in a laugh. “The woman you shagged works at the company your media firm just bought?”

“Why didn’t I get a list of names of all the employees while I was scouting this purchase? You’re my lawyer, man. I need you to have my back.”

He snaps his fingers audibly. “Right. Of course. Knew I forgot something. My mistake. I absolutely should have sent you a list of employees so you could cross-check it against potential hookups.”

I stop outside a ramen shop, resting my forehead against the brick wall as the sun beats down, mocking me with its perfect day-ness in the middle of the rain cloud of my love life. My about-to-be-shattered love life. “Isn’t that your job as an attorney?”

There’s a pause. Then Oliver says, “Hmm. Let me check my corporate bio and see if it specifies that it’s my responsibility to disclose the names of each and every employee in case the incoming CEO wants to stick his knob in any of them.” He hums like he’s scrolling a list. “Not there. Nope, not there either. Wherever did I see it? Ah, bollocks. You’re right. It is article 2009 in section 510 of the attorney code of conduct. So very sorry. This is obviously all my fault.”

I groan, scrubbing a hand over my face. “I know, man. I know it’s not something you’re supposed to do. Or know. And there’s no way I could have known either. But seriously, what the fuck? What are the fucking chances? I’m beating myself up, Oliver. Of all the employees of the site I just bought, one of the highest-ranking ones is the only woman in years who I’ve wanted to go on a second date with.”

Oliver sighs, chuckling sympathetically. “Sorry, mate. That really does take the cake.”

“Yup,” I say, then add, “And I was just giving you a hard time. I’m frustrated and pissed. I should have . . .”

But I don’t know what I should have or could have done differently.

I let the thought fall away unfinished. “I had an awesome time with her, and I can’t believe this happened. This is all my fault.”

“Well, that is true, but I am sorry that the woman you like is off-limits now. I know it’s been a long time since you’ve fancied anyone, you picky bastard.”

I manage a small smile. “And I have good reason to be picky. I still have a scar on my back from the knife Stacey plunged into me.”

“Yeah, but on the plus side, at least you know there’s a chance of meeting someone you’re keen on now. For a long time, you figured it’d never happen.”

“That’s not quite the silver lining I was hoping for,” I say.

“If I find a better silver lining, I’ll let you know.”

“Thanks.”

I say goodbye to my buddy, turn around, and face the music. Drawing a deep, fueling breath, I ride the elevator, then head down the cool, air-conditioned hallway, where I smooth a hand down my shirt before I rap on her door.

Time to say goodbye to the best date I’ve had in ages.

A rustling of a chair sounds, then the door opens, and I’m looking at the woman I desperately want to see this Friday.

The woman I can’t see.

She looks stunning, and I want to draw her into my arms and kiss off all that peach lip gloss. I want to taste it, thread my fingers through her hair, and nibble on her neck.

I want to spend a few hours with the woman—having sushi, talking, laughing, and teasing.

Then I want to take her to bed. Please her. Make her sing. Make her scream. “Hey,” I say, my beleaguered sigh giving away my frustration.

“Hey.” Her tone weighs several tons too.

I gesture to her office. “Do you have a few minutes?”

“For the new boss? Of course.”

I wince. “Yes. For the new boss.”

“I think I can squeeze you in before my two p.m.,” she says. Her tone is playful, though I think I get why. Acting like we’re work pals has to be easier than acknowledging we’re not.

I step inside. My eyes sweep over the shelves, and even though I should focus on the matter at hand, I steal the chance to learn more about the woman I wanted to go out with at the end of the week.

I half expect to see some of her retro housewife illustrations, but those might not be appropriate in a business setting.

Appropriate.

I need to remember that word.

Need to live by it. Act accordingly.

That means not letting my dick make decisions.

The brain should be more powerful than the prick. Truly, it should. I ought to know. My dick had been taking an extended hiatus till last night.

Focusing on her workspace, I spot a shelf holding kitschy, etched glasses with state maps—Indiana, Georgia, South Dakota. Souvenir glasses, like the kind you’d find on the side of the road in some days-gone-by truck stop. Next to her desk is a framed minimalist poster—a black-and-white image with the words Beyoncé Wasn’t Built in a Day.

I gesture to it. “That’s a good one.”

She stands near her desk, hands folded in front of her, looking perfectly put together in her white blouse and trim pink skirt. “Thanks. I wanted to hang up a pinup lady sign saying If you’re talking behind my back, you’re in a perfect position to kiss my ass.” She takes a deep breath. “Alas, this mantra seemed better for the company.”

Better for the company.

Yup.

I need to do what’s best for the company too.

But first, I take one more look around.

Her desk sports a bobblehead of Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz, a giant pigtailed head on top of her tiny body with the red slippers.

“Dorothy fan?”

“She had great shoes. And good friends. What else does a modern woman need?”

“Just a cat maybe,” I offer.

“And I have that. Though, admittedly, he’s not quite as talented as yours.”

“Few are. Queen LT is a special one.”

“I am obscenely jealous of your cat. My cat’s greatest trick is staring scornfully at me, no matter what I say or do.”

“Sounds like a . . . cat.”

She laughs. “He is. I once left a mug in front of him just to see if he would swat it. Break it. Anything. You know, for internet amusement.” She shakes her head, forlorn. “Alas, he did nothing.”

“Don’t ever give up hope. Someday, Bryn, we will live in a world where cats can be trained.”

She offers a genuine smile, and it tugs at my heart, making me wish we were on a date right now, having this conversation in a café, or in the sushi restaurant I was going to take her to.

“Until then, a girl can dream,” she says.

A guy can too.

Clearing my throat, I’m about to dive into the reason I’m here, when I spot a mug on her desk with Obi-Wan swiping his hand in front of a glass of red wine and the caption This isn’t the wine you’re looking for.

I laugh and tap my finger against the ceramic. “The wine people—talk about marketing. They really figured it out.”

Her green eyes sparkle. They’re glinting, even. “I know, right? These days you can’t walk down the street without seeing a wine shirt, a ‘Wine O’clock’ coaster, a ‘But first, wine’ apron. I want to be the person in the wine industry who thought of merchandising.”

“Wine is the new black,” I say.

Her grin widens, and I want to keep this conversation up, to banter with her like we did last night and then this morning via text.

Seems she wants that too.

But I’m the boss.

And we need to have the talk.

I gesture to the loveseat along her wall. “May I sit?”

“Of course.”

She doesn’t sit next to me. She sits in her desk chair. My gaze drifts to the door. Still open. I cross the few feet and shut it. This is not a conversation anyone should hear.

I don’t mince words. “Listen, I had no idea you worked here.”

A mirthless laugh is her answer. “I had no idea you were buying our site. Media finance? ‘I’m in media finance,’” she says, imitating me.

“I could say the same of you. ‘I run a lifestyle site,’” I parrot back.

Her eyes widen. “Well, I do run a lifestyle site.”

“I know, I know. It’s ironic. We purposefully decided not to discuss work, and it turns out maybe we should have.”

She arches one brow. “Should we have though? Do you actually wish we’d discovered this last night?”

Damn. Talk about forward. This is why I dig Bryn—she doesn’t play around. She speaks her mind.

It’s a valid question that she’s asked.

Do I wish I’d known?

If I knew, we might not have continued the date. And I don’t know that last night should be erased from our personal history.

“You’re right. I suppose I’m glad I didn’t know who you were. Plausible deniability is a good thing.”

“A very good thing in this case.”

“Anyway, now that we are talking about the elephant in the room, yes, I am in media finance. Synchronicity Media is a media portfolio firm, and we buy websites and other media properties that we think will have synergy.”

“Synergy,” she says, with a laugh and a too-cute eye roll.

“Hey, now. What’s wrong with synergy?”

She adopts a more serious expression and formal tone. “Hey, Bob. Let’s dive into the transparency of all the synergies in our business systems.” She returns to her own voice. “‘Synergy’ is just sooo corporate.”

“Sometimes I have to be sooo corporate.” I give it back to her but add a smile.

“Fine, be all corporate,” she says, and there’s that pals tone again, but it’s laced with a little flirtiness that I don’t want to let go of.

“I will be all corporate,” I say, trying to rein in a smile.

Dammit. I don’t want to give up a second chance with her.

She leans back in her chair, letting it spin a few inches, then she sighs. “What are the chances the guy I met in a cute little collectible shop would be my new CEO?”

The realist in me answers. “More than average, actually. I’d been meeting with Hadley before I popped into the store. Meeting with her to finalize some terms.”

“And now the sale is final.” It comes out a little heavily.

I drag a hand through my hair. “Look, even though I’m glad I didn’t know you work here, since it gave us the chance to have last night, and I don’t and won’t regret the most epic date and most epic sex of my life”—I stop to register the curve in her lips, the glint in her eyes—“I’m also surprised I didn’t put two and two together. I read a ton of articles on the site beforehand. I bought the site because I thought the content was great and the traffic and ad numbers are insane. But I don’t recall reading an article from a Bryn. It’s kind of a memorable name.”

She offers a faint smile. “Maybe you remember the byline of Elizabeth Hawthorne?”

The light bulb flicks on, and I groan. “Are you kidding me?”

“That’s me.”

I laugh, but it’s borderline humorless. “I remember that name now. I enjoyed her articles, especially the one calling for the eradication of dick pics.”

She pumps a fist. “That article worked. Yay! You sent me a pussy shot instead.”

“See? I can be trained. Though, confession time, I have never sent a dick pic to anyone. Also, you’re the first woman to receive a kitty shot.”

She brings her hand to her chest. “I am the luckiest gal in New York. Because Queen LT is awesome, and I do want more pics of her. Anyway, Bryn is my middle name, though I’ve always gone by it. I use Elizabeth as my byline because I didn’t want an easily traceable name when writing about dating. Elizabeth is easier. A broader name. But I don’t write that often for the site.”

“Because you’re in charge of all the content,” I say, stating the obvious.

“And now you’re in charge of all the site,” she says, also laying out the cold, hard facts.

“Yeah.” Another sigh. Another wish that she weren’t off-limits.

“Which means . . .” She stops, waving her hand like she’s saying goodbye. “I won’t be seeing you on Friday night.”
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LOGAN


I scrub a hand across my chin, wishing I could find a way around this problem. That’s what I do—find alternative paths to a solution. But I don’t see a route to Bryn. An appropriate one anyway. Reluctantly, I agree. “Friday night does seem to be out of the question now.”

She gives a sad smile. “Too bad. It was fun while it lasted.” She peers at the clock on her wall. “For less than twenty-four hours.”

I scoff. “Hey, now. Don’t count us short. We should start the clock from that first fateful moment in the shop on the corner when we met. So, we had the moment in the store, then we talked online, then we went to Gin Joint, then we had last night, then we texted and talked this morning.”

“Whoa. We’ve had an entire modern relationship in three days.”

“Exactly. And my records say . . .” I make a show of looking at my watch. “It was right about ten fifteen on a Friday morning when we locked eyes.”

“Then that means it was fun for three days and one epic night.”

I need to stop, but I don’t pump the brakes just yet. “One absolutely epic night that I very much wanted to do again.” I linger on those words like I’d wanted to linger on her this Friday. I hold her gaze, driven to speak the truth. If I can’t have her, at least I can have a touch of the honesty we shared, the honesty I’d missed those last few years of my marriage.

“Listen, Bryn. You need to know I wanted to see you for more than the sex. Maybe that sounds crazy, since we only spent one night together. But I really liked talking to you. I liked how we were together. I liked how it felt to be with you.”

“I liked all that too, Logan. A lot,” she says, soft and breathy, dipping into that submissive zone she likes to inhabit in the bedroom.

That connection between us, the intense attraction, sparks up again. I lower my voice even more, my eyes full of intent. “And I also loved fucking you.”

She shivers, biting the corner of her lip. Oh, hell. That’s the woman I had on the couch last night. That’s the woman who wants me to do bad things to her.

“I loved it too,” she says softly. “I had a few things I was hoping we could try on Friday.” There’s a touch of coyness in her tone that gets the attention of my dick.

Well, in that organ’s defense, my dick was already sitting up just from being near her.

And that’s why I should cut this conversation off at the knees. I should be the cool, composed businessman.

And yet . . . I don’t want to.

“I’m pretty sure I’d have loved doing all those things to you.”

She picks up a pen, twirls it, and shoots me a flirty stare from across her desk. “How do you know you’d have loved it?”

I lean forward, elbows on my thighs. “Because you and I like to fuck the same way.”

Twirl goes the pen. Dark go her eyes. She kicks her heel back and forth, and I don’t resist staring at her legs for a few seconds. “Inappropriate” is my new middle name.

“We do. We did,” she says, emphasis on the past tense. “And it’s a damn shame, Logan. Because sleeping with my new boss would be a terrible, terrible decision.”

Maybe it’s the two “terribles.”

Perhaps it’s the naughty glimmer in her eyes.

Or it could be that a part of me was dormant for a decade. Whatever the reason, I don’t stop the flirty, dirty tease with Bryn. I inch closer. Her desk is between us—a barrier that’ll keep me out of trouble. “It would be completely terrible,” I say in a tone that makes it clear that sex with her would be the opposite.

“Absolutely awful,” she says, punctuating those words with sensuality, like she’s murmuring lace or satin.

“The worst thing ever.”

All I want to do is walk around the desk, bend down, and park my hands on the arms of her chair. Kiss her till she melts under me. Till her back bows and she’s grabbing at my shirt, begging me to put her on her desk and take her.

I lick my lips, marching full speed into danger. “The only worse idea would be lifting you up on that desk right now.”

Her eyes flicker with flames. Her voice is laced with invitation. “What would you do with me there?”

Fuck appropriate for a few more seconds. Just fuck it hard. “Hike up your skirt. Pin your hands behind you. Pull your hair nice and tight.”

“And then?” Her breath comes faster.

I lean closer to her desk, parking my elbow on it. I run my finger along the empty rim of her mug, the Obi-Wan wine one, my gaze never straying from hers. “Give it to you the way you want.”

“And what way is that?” Her eyes stay locked with mine, and I swear sex and desire are written in her irises. They’re teased on her lips. They’re in the flush of the skin on her chest, that patch of softness above the buttons on her blouse. So soft and tempting, and I want to dip my face and kiss and touch and lick.

I stare at her lush lips then her gorgeous eyes. “I bet you’d want me to take you hard, wrap your legs so damn tight around me. Put my hand on your mouth to cover your moans. Pull your hair and jerk your head back. Fuck you till you bite my hand because it feels so damn good when I’m inside you, owning you.”

A dangerous sound slips from her lips, a needy gasp. She lets her eyes flutter closed, presses her teeth against her lips, then breathes out, words catching on her breath. “Own me. Yes, own me.”

“God, I want to, Bryn. I want to so much.”

“Me too.”

She lifts her hand languidly, brings it to the exposed skin of her chest, then lets it trail down her flesh, almost as if she can’t help herself, like she can’t resist touching her own body right here in front of me. “Do you like that, Logan?”

I stare shamelessly, my skin on fire. “I do. So fucking much,” I say, and my body heats up to center-of-the-earth levels.

I’m not a stupid man, and I know this is beyond dangerous.

But technically, we’re not doing anything.

We’re simply talking.

Fine, we’re talking insanely dirty.

Okay, I’ll admit it. We’re having sex with words.

We might as well be screwing.

And I need to shut this down, once and for all.

I drag a hand over my face. I must steer this ship back into the appropriate harbor. I built my business on trust, strategy, and doing the right thing. Not on sleeping with my employees. “I need to get it together. I can’t come into your office and have these conversations with you, as much as I want to. This is my fault, and I need to do better.”

I stand, shaking out my hands like I can erase this insane desire for her. Just get it out of my system. Rid myself of it, then bury it underground, hide it forever, and forget it ever existed.

She blinks, straightens her spine, and runs a hand over her hair. “You’re right. That was too risqué. That was inappropriate,” she agrees crisply.

I pace in the small square footage of her office, trying to center myself and my shrinking willpower. “I need to think about something else. Anything.” I gesture to the kitschy glasses on the wall. “Like that. I like those glasses. They make me feel like I just traveled across the middle of the country, blasting some rock music, listening to Journey or Bruce Springsteen, and stopping at some old-fashioned truck stop.”

There. That’s safer. Easier.

Bryn picks up the thread easily. “Where the waitresses wear pastel-pink or mint-green diner uniforms and have names like Flo and Mabel.”

“And they call everyone ‘hon,’” I say. “Or ‘doll.’”

She grins like I’m speaking her special language. “Yes. And the menus are bigger than a blackboard. You feel like you’ve slipped back in time. It’s summer, and you barely have a care in the world.”

I can picture it clearly. That wasn’t my life growing up, but it’s a world I can conjure from images I devoured of road trips and classic American journeys. “I love the way that old-time nostalgic feel of a road trip was portrayed in movies.”

“I loved the way it was for real.” The wistful tone in her voice surprises me. But the words surprise me more. For real.

I tilt my head, curious. “Yeah? Did you collect all of these yourself?”

“Yes, but those are ones I snagged recently. When I was younger, my mom and I used to go on long road trips. Every single summer as a teenager. We’d visit one-horse towns and pull over at rest stops, the kind with vintage signs—vintage because they hadn’t been updated in years. The diners would have shops with these souvenir glasses. We picked up a bunch but lost most of them over the years. So I replenished them recently.”

This intrigues me. All of this. Every detail. I gesture to the Georgia one, the outline of the state in orange, a winking peach on the glass. “Can I touch?”

“Of course.”

I pick it up and study it. “So, what took you on so many road trips with your mom?”

“It’s pretty exciting. Are you sure you can handle it?”

“Sure. Try me,” I say, smiling, charmed by this insight into Bryn.

She clears her throat and adopts a serious expression. “She was an insurance adjuster. We traveled a lot during the summer on her jobs. She turned them all into road trips—so she’d go visit homes that had damage claims from tornados or what have you, and then we’d continue on and make a trip of it. Sometimes we went to ballparks, since she loved baseball and I do too. We saw minor league games and major league games. And we visited all the off-the-beaten-path sites. We collected stuff from everywhere.”

“Did you enjoy the trips?”

“Best times I ever had. We’d find all the quirky, absurd little things in a small town. All the things you have to see. Or maybe we’d research a ghost town and go out of our way to visit it. Or the world’s biggest ball of yarn. Or a neon mini-golf course. We’d travel to all these places, take pictures, grab a bite. My job was to write stories about them.”

“Like travel pieces?” I ask. Their travels sound delightful, and it delights me even more to imagine a young Bryn on these quirky adventures.

“Yes, I was a travel blogger before it was cool,” she says. “I did it on my own. Just for fun.”

“Is that what brought you into this world?” I gesture broadly to her office, including the door to indicate the offices beyond. “Writing, content creation, editorial?”

She swipes some strands of her brown hair off her shoulder. “I think so. I’ve just always done it. I created all sorts of stories about where we went, packaged them up with photos, made websites and blogs for them. That’s where it started—road tripping. We had a blast, chronicling our summer adventures and picking up all these vintage keepsakes from the side of the road. And then later, when I was older and Mom retired, we went scavenging for kitsch together at sales and stuff. We still went on road trips, but we were always on the hunt for little tchotchkes. She loved Snoopy, hence my overpowering drive to snag the Snoopy lunch box.”

Bryn only talks of her mother in the past tense. Gently, I ask, “Did she pass away, Bryn?”

“Yes.”

There’s a hitch in her voice, a sheen in her eyes, and I have no choice but to comfort her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” I say, then I cross the distance, wrap my arms around her, and hold her in a gentle embrace.

It’s not sexual. It’s just a hug. But as she settles against me, drawing a breath then letting go, it sure feels like she needs this right now.

And I can give that to her.

For a few brief seconds, it occurs to me that it’s far too early to do this. We hardly know each other. But it feels wrong not to comfort her.

“Thanks,” she says, her voice a little wobbly as she answers, separating from me. “She died two years ago. She had . . . pneumonia of all things. Healthy as a proverbial horse all of her days. Even two summers ago, we were still road-tripping, picking up souvenirs, telling stories. She got sick in a little town in Pennsylvania. We were swinging by this collectible shop that had a signed lithograph of Snoopy battling the Red Baron, but we never made it there. She was coughing so badly, and we thought it was allergies, but it turned out it was more.” She waves a hand like she can shoo away the sadness, then she grabs a picture of a woman who looks like her, just older, and shows it to me. “This is her on our last summer trip, when we got acos.”

I regard the shot of Bryn’s mom smiling wryly under a roadside sign. “That’s a great picture. But how were the acos? As good as tacos?”

“They were delish.” She sets down the photo. “Anyway, that was very sweet of you to give me a hug.”

I narrow my eyes, growling. “Don’t let the badass persona and tough-as-nails personality fool you. I’m a softie underneath. I kind of have to be—I’m raising a little girl.”

“Funny, Logan, but I never thought you were tough as nails,” she teases.

“Hey, now. I’m super manly.”

“You’re manly in the ways I like and sweet in the other ways.”

Gently, I run a hand down her arm. “I’m sorry about your mom. I’m glad you were close to her though. It sounds like you guys had a great relationship.”

“We did. She was so sarcastic; we got along like thieves. She’s the one who hooked me on those retro housewives.” She brings a finger to her lips. “Oh, wait, shhh. You can’t know about those, since you’ve never been to my home.”

I go along with the ruse. “I have no idea what you’re like at all. I don’t know anything about your cat or your shower or your desires.”

“And I don’t know a thing about you. Except you’re a softie. Hey.” She parks a hand on her hip, indignant. “What’s your daughter like?”

I smile—it’s easy to do when someone asks about Amelia. “Want to see a picture?”

“Um, yeah.” She wiggles her fingers, a show me now command.

I whip out my phone and flip to a shot of the curly-haired towhead who’s the love of my life. Amelia is climbing a jungle gym in Central Park in this one.

“She’s gorgeous, and she looks brilliant. Tell me three things about her,” Bryn says.

“Only three?”

“You can share more if you’d like, but I figured three is a good start.”

I grin, because when will I not go on and on about my offspring? “Amelia is not only the cutest kid in the world, but she’s wildly creative and loves animals.”

“Those are three very good things, but . . .” She trails off like she has a secret up her sleeve.

“But what?”

She smiles. “I happen to know a fourth thing.”

I concentrate, trying to recall what she might know about my kid. Then it hits me. “Right, she likes Snoopy. Of course you know that.”

“Ooh, I know five things now.”

My brow knits. “Okay, serve it up. What’s the fifth thing?”

Bryn holds up her pinky. “She has her daddy wrapped around her little finger.”

I laugh, a faint heat spreading across my cheeks. I shrug. “True that.”

A bell chimes from her computer.

“I have a call,” she says apologetically. “In five minutes.”

I look to the clock, running my hands along my pants. “Of course. I’ve kept you too long anyway. This has been a good . . . meeting.”

“Yes, a very good meeting. One of the better ones.”

“Definitely,” I say warmly, and then cool reality drapes over me again. This isn’t happening. We can’t happen. “Hey, Bryn. About Friday night—I will miss it immensely.”

She smiles sadly. “Me too. I will definitely miss our date.”

Yet it feels like we just had one.

This past hour in her office—from the getting to know you, to the sexy talk, to the family conversation—it’s unfolded exactly like our second date would have. It had all the ingredients, plus extra—it left me wanting a third.
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BRUCE


Day 892 in Prison

Yet another day.

He feared he was losing track of them.

That soon he would succumb to the madness that eventually consumed most house cats.

Liking their humans.

He sensed it happening already, could tell he’d been softening. Food and companionship were—it pained him to admit—making him weak. Making him actually enjoy human company.

He had to stay strong. Had to be ready when the cat revolution arose someday. Had to be ready for freedom.

But there were beds in his prison, soft, comfy beds perfect for his body. And there was food. And patches of sunlight. Not to mention drugs. She’d hooked him on the good stuff—the best catnip he’d ever had.

No matter.

He had to resist.

He arched his back, stretching his lithe body, then reached for the arm of the couch, to mark the time. His reminder of how long he’d been trapped inside these four walls with this person who smelled better than a person ought to smell.

“No!” the woman shrieked. “Don’t scratch the couch, my love. Use the scratching post . . . darling.”

She always spoke to him this way. Adding some strange little sweetness to her voice at the end, as if that would get him to fall for her.

He’d heard of those tricks.

And dammit, it was working.

He was falling for his captor.

Such weakness was unacceptable.

He was not the kind of a cat who just . . . gave in.

Who enjoyed humans.

What would the other cats think? If they knew he’d allowed her to stroke his fur, to scratch his chin, to touch his belly? If they knew he’d once gone an entire week without eating a houseplant? Or worse—why.

He hadn’t wanted to upset her by vomiting it up.

He’d refrained. To make her . . . happy.

For so long, he’d tried to deny the lure of the human. But that was getting harder, especially as she bent down next to him, scooped him up, and carried him to the scratching post. Trouble was, she was so warm and so kind.

“Use this, my love. I got it for you.”

He scratched the post, notating the day in his cell, but then, as she stroked him, he feared he’d already forgotten how long it had been. Her touch was strangely enjoyable.

Against his will, he felt a rumble in his throat.

What was that?

A purr? Dear God, he was purring. For his jailer. This was so wrong on so many levels, yet when she carried him to a plush bed in a ray of sun, he flopped onto his back and accepted her attention.

“Oh, you look so handsome like that.”

State the obvious, much?

Of course he looked handsome. That was his J-O-B.

“Your stripes look fabulous. I should take a picture. I bet Logan would find it amusing.”

She sighed, tapping her finger against her lips as she held the device above him.

“I can’t send him a cat photo though. I mean, that would be wrong, right? Or would it be right? Maybe cat photos are acceptable? It’s been almost a week in the same office with him.”

He stared at her, daring her to take his picture, then did something thoroughly uncharacteristic. He stretched for her, posing just so.

This was his best side.

He would look good as he languidly gave her a view of his full, lush body.

“Ah, look at you! It’s like you’re posing. And you look like a handsome devil. I’m going to send this right now. I’ll title it When your cat poses for the very first time. There. Sent.”

She scratched his chin, and oh, dear Lord, that felt good. So good he might stop coughing up hairballs to irritate her. This was better than trying to taunt your captor. So much better.

“Oh! Look. He replied already. And he sent us a picture of Queen Of Tofu. Oh, and she is a stunner. Check her out.”

She thrust the device at his face.

Oh.

Oh, yes.

Meow indeed.

Hello, lady cat.

He flipped to his belly, stretched his arms over the edge of the cat bed, then crossed them. It was a charming pose. This lady cat would likely be quite taken with it.

Surely he looked like an elegant, modern cat.

The woman snapped another picture. “That is literally the best picture ever of you. He’ll love it. And this is what I’ll say: Logan, I’m not sure what’s come over Bruce today, but he seems to be posing. Perhaps your cat inspired him? There. I sent it.”

A few seconds later, she clutched her device with excitement. “Ooh. He wrote back. He said, What if our cats are secretly communicating with each other through some underground cat network that we know nothing about?”

With another stroke of his fur, she spoke again. “Obviously. There is no other explanation.”


15


BRYN


There is nothing wrong with texting my boss.

There is nothing wrong with sharing cat photos.

I repeat this mantra as I walk to work on Friday morning, one of those people. Yep. I’m the distracted walker. The ped-text-rian with her head bent over her phone, laughing, unable to tear her gaze away.

As I stroll down my block, Logan and I continue to chat about cats.

Bryn: This might sound crazy, but have you ever thought of entering your cat in a cat photo contest?

Logan: Is that a thing?

Bryn: IS THAT A THING?

Logan: Did you just shout at me?

Bryn: I did, and you deserve it.

Logan: Why do I deserve it?

Bryn: Because how do you not know that cat photo contests are a thing? Everything is a thing.

Logan: That is true. That is absolutely true. But should everything be a thing?

Bryn: Now you’re going all philosophical. Were you a philosophy major?

Logan: Shockingly, I was not. I studied political science.

Bryn: And you went into business?

Logan: Yes. I think it’s much better than politics.

Bryn: You’re not wrong. How did you make that transition?

Logan: I realized quickly that politics leads to misery pretty much every way you slice it. So I went to business school and earned my MBA. That’s how I eventually devised my Theory of Feline/Political Synergistic Interdependence.

Bryn: Explain, please.

Logan: My Twitter feed is the best example of the principle at work. I follow politics, which makes me angry, and cat memes, which make me happy again.

Bryn: That makes complete sense. And yet you were woefully unaware of the existence of cat photo contests.

Logan: But now I’ve been educated. And watch out, world—from paintball to cat photo contests, here I come.

Bryn: Okay. I’ll bite. You play paintball?

Logan: I do. My friends and I are in a league. It’s fun, and we have a blast.

Bryn: That’s kind of adorable. The same friends you and your sister play softball with?

Logan: Good memory! My sister won’t do paintball with us, since she says we’re too “caveman,” but she is our secret weapon on the softball team. She hits homers for days.

Bryn: Woman power! I love her already! And that’s cool that you play so many fun sports.

Logan: We’re kind of into amateur sports leagues, but we try to mix it up. Some years it’s paintball, sometimes kickball, sometimes dodgeball. We do it for fun and to raise money for charity.

Bryn: Which charities?

Logan: Usually animal rescues or pediatric cancer. My friend’s sister died of cancer when he was in high school.

Bryn: I’m so sorry to hear that. That’s great that you use your free time to try to raise money.

Logan: Thanks. We try. But back to cat photo contests. Should Queen LT enter this one? It’s to raise money for a local cat rescue.

He sends a link to pinup cats. I laugh as I cross the busy street.

Bryn: I know that one! The gal who runs that asked me for some help a year ago when she was developing the site and looking for partnerships. Yes, enter it. Also, that reminds me—I need to introduce you to Casey Sullivan about a potential partnership with Joy Delivered.

Logan: And you just segued to work.

Bryn: Impressive, isn’t it?

Logan: Indeed. Why don’t you swing by this afternoon and we can talk about it? I got the email you forwarded and would love to chat. How’s three?

Bryn: It’s a date.

Bryn: I mean, it’s an appointment.

Logan: See you at three for our “appointment.” :)

I close the phone, pop into the coffee shop for a latte, and bump into Isaac in line.

“You look happy today, Bryn,” he says.

His voice is warm, but I’m frozen. Chills wrap my body.

Stuffing my phone in my purse like it contains state secrets, I try to answer, but I can’t form words. My skin prickles with my guilty conscience. Am I wearing the evidence of that text conversation all over my face?

Yes.

And I need to wipe it off. Right the fuck now.

I conduct a full facial expression erase and draw on my store of grade A cool, composed lady boss. “It’s a sunny day, and the Yankees won last night. Ergo . . .” I give him a need I say more shrug and a stiff, too-perfect grin.

“Indeed.” He chuckles, impossible to read. “Those are excellent reasons.” We shuffle closer to the counter. “So, how are you adjusting to the new ownership?”

“It’s like nothing’s changed,” I say, all cheery and peppy.

“Excellent. That’s what I like to hear.”

I clear my throat. “So, how about that infield fly last night?”

He’s a fan too, so we slide into baseball talk the rest of our time in line, and I spend the rest of my morning at the office setting that conversation behind me.

Because there’s no reason I should feel squicky about talking to the HR director mere seconds after texting with the CEO.

Who I’ve seen naked.

That’s not awkward at all.
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Later that day, I remind myself that it’s not weird to be meeting with Logan.

It’s not weird, and there was nothing inappropriate about our texts earlier. They weren’t risqué at all.

They were fun. Light. Professional.

And because I’m a professional, I want to make sure I look good before I see the boss.

I leave my office five minutes before three and stop by the women’s room. I brush my teeth. Because coffee breath isn’t nice to inflict on anyone. I touch up my lip gloss, smacking my lips. Because I don’t want cracked or dry lips at a meeting. I consider my reflection. Maybe a tiny bit of powder on the nose. I don’t want to look shiny before I see the boss.

I turn, considering the side view.

Yes, this red sheath dress looks excellent and professional. “You’ve got this,” I tell my reflection.

The door swings open. Teagan’s blue eyes sweep over my frame. “Ooh la la. Sexy lady boss is in the house.”

I snap my gaze to her, a little indignant. “Who? I don’t see anyone fitting that description.”

“Oh, please. Mirror, mirror, on the wall. Take a look.” She waves a hand breezily at my reflection.

“Are you saying I don’t look professional?”

She rolls her eyes as she saunters into a stall. “I’m saying you look professional and also hot. Like, if I were into girls, I’d have a lady boner for you,” she says as she pees.

I groan. “You did not just say that.”

“Pot. Kettle. You sent me that video of Stanley Tucci making a Negroni and said it gave you a lady boner.”

“He has good arms!”

“Exactly. All of the internet has a lady boner for him.”

“Even the men?” I toss back.

“If any man could elicit a lady boner from a dude, it’d be Stanley Tucci making a cocktail.”

“He is sort of inexplicably hot,” I admit.

She laughs before the toilet flushing briefly masks the sound. “Exactly. But does it need to be understandable to be sexy? I say no.” She pops out, heads to the sink, and turns on the water. “Speaking of unsolved mysteries, are you seeing the boss today?” She wiggles her brows.

“Yes.” I meet her gaze in the mirror. Anticipation zips through me, chased by nerves. Is it obvious? “Why are you asking? Am I wearing a billboard that says I’m meeting the boss man?”

She grins salaciously at my reflection. “The dress was a giveaway.”

My hands fly to smooth the red sheath. “But this is professional. I picked it even before the meeting was arranged. And I’ve worn it to meet with content partners.”

“And I bet you’d like to partner with his content,” she says.

“You’re the worst.”

She turns off the sink and heads to the air dryer. “All I’m saying is you’re a babe, and you look hella hot.”

“Is this an inappropriate dress to meet with the CEO?”

She smiles gently at me, shakes her head, and turns down her bawdy dial. “I didn’t mean to worry you, sweetie. I’m just giving you a hard time.”

“That’s what she said,” I say, teasing her.

She mimes banging a drum. “That’s the spirit. Anyway, you look professional, and you look good.” Her tone turns more serious. “How are you doing? You holding up?”

I wave a hand, trying to dismiss the little I banged my boss bombshell. “It’s all good. No biggie. First date I enjoyed in ages, and he’s my boss. Life gets a little hard sometimes.”

“It sucks, sweetie.”

“Actually, it’s fine.” I draw a deep, fueling breath. “I mean, it’s not like I developed feelings for him in one night. That’d be ridiculous. Besides, we’re keeping it on the level. We’ve been good all week, and we even texted this morning.” I square my shoulders, like I’m proud of the boss and me for having a friendly conversation. “And it was non-sexual textual stuff.”

Her eyes stay locked on me, an intensity in her pretty blues. “Is that what you want, Bryn?”

“What I want is irrelevant. Yes, I’m disappointed that fate played a trick on me. But it’s probably for the best. He could be another Evan. I was pretty taken with Evan at first, and look what happened there.”

Teagan’s face crinkles with disgust. “Another Evan? As in, a manipulative prick who whines about how you don’t give him enough time when you’re grieving the loss of your only parent, so he turns to other women for solace from your grief?”

I plaster on a fake smile. “Yes. That. I find it best to avoid that.”

Teagan’s eyes burn with hate for the man I was once married to. “Your ex was a one-of-a-kind douche.”

“But I liked him when I first met him.”

“Of course you did. That’s how it works.”

“And that’s my point. It’s probably for the best that Mr. Lunch Box and I can’t be a thing.”

She grabs my arm. “Evan was a special kind of shit. Most guys aren’t like that. Most people aren’t like that.”

“Are you encouraging me to bang my boss again?” I whisper, a little shocked. For all her boldness, Teagan can be pretty by the book when it comes to workplace decorum.

“I’m not saying, one way or the other. I think you’re being wise, and since you’re a woman, you have to be wise.”

“Truer words,” I sigh.

I don’t need to draw on Mama Hawthorne’s wisdom to know Teagan’s right. Dating the guy above you in the chain of command is always riskier for the fairer sex. Hell, dating at work at all usually turns out worse for the woman than the man. It’s a simple fact of life. I’d be the one to lose my job if this went south.

“What I’m saying,” Teagan continues, “is simply this—don’t assume everyone is an Evan.”

But it’s safer to assume that, I want to say.

Only, it doesn’t matter what’s safer with Logan, because we can’t be a thing. I look at the time on my phone. “I should go meet with him.”

She squeezes my arm. “You look like a boss. That’s all I meant by the lady-boss comment. You give off serious lady-boss vibes.”

I hum approvingly then wiggle my hips. “That’s what I like to hear. See you in the editorial meeting in thirty minutes?”

She gives me a thumbs-up. “See you then. I have to go gather the latest social media insights for that. And in the meantime, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“That doesn’t limit me much, does it?” I toss back with a wink.

“Exactly.” She follows me out of the women’s room, heading back to her office.

I turn the other way, smoothing a hand down my red dress, then rapping on Logan’s door. It’s open, and he calls me in.
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BRYN


I steel myself for the impact of his handsome face.

His square jaw, his soulful eyes, his full lips. He’s standing by the window, the phone cradled to his ear.

His hair is a delicious mess, and his shirtsleeves are rolled up at the cuffs, revealing his ropy forearms and the hint of ink on them. The whole combo makes him a candidate for an arm candy photo of the week.

He holds up a finger, letting me know he’s almost done with his call. “Sure, sweetie. We can definitely get you a hula hoop. Yes, it sounds like a lot of fun. We can go tonight.” He takes a beat. “All right, Daddy loves you. See you in a couple of hours.”

My stomach flips. Forget celebrity arms. I’m melting over the way he talks to his daughter.

He sets the phone on his desk and shoots me a smile.

“Was that Amelia?”

“Nah, that was my dental hygienist.”

I laugh. “Glad to hear you’re on good terms with her.”

“Good relations for teeth are so important.”

“And you have lovely teeth,” I say.

“You have a great smile.” He flashes a grin my way, one of the quadruple-take variety. It sends sparks down the center of my body and makes a pulse beat between my legs.

Must. Be. Professional.

He gestures to the couch, and I sit. He takes a seat at the other end and slides into business mode. “Tell me more about this partnership with Joy Delivered and what you envision.”

I startle, a touch surprised by the direction he’s taking this meeting. “Oh. I thought you’d just want me to debrief you on the pitch, and hand it over.”

He shakes his head. “I debriefed myself and read the emails you sent. I want to know how you see it. What you think can come from the pair-up.” He leans back against the cushions, waiting for me to share my opinion.

This is a surprise, but a welcome one. When Hadley was here, she handled the higher-level partnerships, and she didn’t ask for my input. Input I was dying to give.

I square my shoulders and dive into all the reasons why I think a deal with Joy Delivered is a good idea.

He tosses questions at me, and we brainstorm the best terms for each party. Finally, he nods thoughtfully and raises a finger. “Idea, Bryn. Why don’t you come with me? I’m hoping to set the meeting up for the week after next. We can both go see Casey and all put our heads together.”

I try to rein in a massive grin, but inside I’m squealing with happiness. “I’m out of town, meeting with some content partners early that week, but I’d love to after Wednesday.”

“Great. I’ll set it up.” He lowers his voice and glances around furtively, like he has a secret. “Thanks for the tips earlier today. Check this out.”

He grabs his phone, shows me the link for the cat photo contest, and then tells me he entered it. He crosses his fingers. “Amelia will lose her mind if Queen LT wins. I know it’s a long shot, but I figured I’d try.”

I rub my palms together, delighted. “Look at you! You’ve gone from not knowing this was a thing to participating in the thing. I’m impressed.”

He shrugs, as if it’s all in a day’s work. “Like I said, I can be trained.”

“I’ll be rooting for your pretty pet. By the way, did I hear Amelia is keen on hula hooping?”

“Evidently, it’s her new passion. They did it in PE today. She loved it and wants to get one. My sister runs a fitness center, so I figured I’d see if she wants to go hula-hoop shopping with us tonight.”

“How fun. My friend Amy teaches a hula-hooping class at a local gym.”

“A class?” He blinks. “A hula-hooping class?”

“I’m blowing your mind today, it seems. From cat photo contests to hula-hooping classes. Yes, both are things. And hula class is a blast. Amy is an editor at Bailey & Brooks,” I say, naming the publishing house. “I work with her on some content partnerships with her romance novels, and I go to her class twice a week. It’s great exercise.”

“And it’s great for . . .” His eyes take a stroll up and down my body.

His shameless gaze heats me up. Makes my skin tingle and my chest whoosh.

His eyes glimmer as he stares, like he’s imagining new ways to touch me from head to toe.

Then he shakes his head, as if he realized what he was doing.

He drags a hand over his hair, swallowing. “Sorry.”

“For what?” I ask, even though I know the answer. But I also liked his hungry eyes eating me up.

“For looking at you like that.”

“I didn’t mind,” I say in a whisper.

“Yeah?” His voice is rough, husky.

“I liked it,” I murmur.

“I like looking at you. And you look stunning today. Very professional and ridiculously sexy.”

My eyes drift down to his arms. “Same to you. Also, nice arm candy.”

His head dips, and he smiles. “Thanks. I read your piece. ‘Mr. Smolder.’ That’s how you saw me?”

“It was call you that or the Man I Want to Put Me on My Knees.”

His nostrils flare. His eyes darken, and my body aches. “You’d look so damn good on your knees, Bryn.”

Pleasure bursts across my skin, but before we burn the office down, I stand, run a hand along my skirt, and point my thumb at the door. “On that note, I should go.”

And quickly, before I do something I regret.
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My team claps when I enter the conference room five minutes later.

I stop in my tracks. “I accept your adulation, but . . . why?”

Matthew’s grin is supersize as he swivels his laptop around. I peer closer at the screen. Looks like my “Mr. Smolder” piece.

“You’re clapping because you liked the article?” I ask, brow furrowed. “I mean, it was a good piece, but do I deserve cheers like a conquering hero?”

Quentin tuts. “Bryn, have you looked at the response on social media?”

“Not since this morning when we posted it. I’ve been working.” Nerves flutter in my belly—social media is the edge of a blade. Land on the wrong side of it, and you’re dead.

Rosario does a dance in her chair. “The numbers are insane. And check out the comments. They’re a little bada bing.”

Oh, dear.

I have a sinking feeling about why my team is cheering.

Why they’re happy.

Check out the comments can only be good for the site.

But bad for me. Because it means the audience wants more of my Mr. Smolder tale. And I’ll have to feed them, like a zookeeper tossing meat into the maw of a lion. Except I don’t have any rations to toss their way. I don’t have another date with Mr. Smolder to pull out of the feed bag.

I sink into a chair, my stomach churning, my throat tightening. I look up at Teagan, help me written in my eyes.

She’s all business as she rattles off shares, likes, retweets, and comments for “Mr. Smolder.” Most of all, comments. They’re positive, but curious. So damn curious. The site visitors want to know more, more, more.

And when, when, when.

My cheeks flame with every word I hear.

GuyOnAMission: Oh! This is everything I need to use the app. Gonna post about the woman who answered the door the other day in nothing but her towel. I was delivering packages, and I’m pretty sure she wanted to invite me in.

AlwaysDatingInNY: “Delivering packages”? Euphemism, much?

GuyOnAMission: Euphemism? No way. I wish! But guess what? I just signed up for Made Connections.

DatingSucksEverywhere: I hate dating, but this is like dating on steroids! Now I can try to find the cute brunette coming down the escalator at Whole Foods while I was on the up escalator. She had pumpkin spice latte–flavored beer. I was going to get pumpkin spice applesauce. Meant to be? Like you and Mr. Smolder.

AlwaysDatingInNY: Wow. Can you two come over for snack time with me?

QuirkyGuyInTheCity: I locked eyes with a woman across Love in the Time of Cholera at the indie bookstore the other day. Time to find her. Time to find her, win her, and read to her.

AlwaysDatingInNY: Brill idea, but hey, maybe try something more festive?

GuyOnAMission: Personally, I’d recommend Sophie Kinsella. Those Shopaholic books are so fun!

QuirkyGuyInTheCity: Thanks. When I need dating tips, I like to come to the comments section of a dating site.

AlwaysDatingInNY: Uh, yeah. That’s where you are. Good luck with your Cholera, man.

ReadyforLove: I want to meet my very own Mr. Smolder. Or a Mr. Steamy. Or Mr. McDreamy. And I saw all of them on the subway yesterday! Yay me! Signing up now! I’m going to find them!

DreamingofTheOne: A few days ago, I was walking through the park and I spotted a yoga class. This guy was doing the best downward-facing dog ever. And then he saw me. And he smiled and he slipped, and we laughed, and it was so cute. And now I’m going to find him thanks to this app.

AlwaysDatingInNY: Okay, enough about you. I want to hear more about Mr. Smolder. What’s next? He sounds perfect. When are you going to see this hunk again???

WantsMoreKissing: I see you gave the app five big smooches . . . but I want to hear what else is big! Do tell . . .

That’s only the tip of the comment iceberg. There are maybe ten million more.

“Our site audience is eager to know when you’re going to do a follow-up story,” Teagan says, her tone even and balanced. “And, in my humble opinion, that’s something we should discuss privately.”

The emphasis on the adverb is loud and clear.

But no one seems to care.

Matthew’s jaw drops. “Why? We discuss everything here. I write about the dates my boyfriend and I go on.”

“Yes. And I told you all that I had a promising Tinder hookup,” Rosario points out.

James points at Matthew’s screen, looking at me. “You did say you had another date with him, Bryn.”

Quentin pins me with an inquisitive stare. “When is it? Your adoring fans want to know. I want to know.”

Teagan cuts in again. “Guys, did it occur to you that maybe she’s waiting to hear back from Mr. Smolder? Maybe she needs to confirm plans with him?”

Rosario growls, brandishing her claws. “He hasn’t texted you back? Where is he? I will cut him. I will cut Mr. Lunch Box.”

Matthew slams a fist on the table. “I will give him words. Vitriolic words.”

“He’s a douche-canoe jerk-face for not texting you back,” Quentin adds, piling on the whiplash shift in mood.

And I feel like I’m about to hurl up a lunch of lies in front of my staff. I dig deep, call on my lady-boss nerves of steel, and do what I have to do, hating myself for saying, “I’ll let you know when I hear from him.”
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When the day ends, it can only be wine o’clock.

Teagan and I hit our favorite spot, Tristan’s. I order a glass of chardonnay, then sink down, rest my face on the bar, and moan. “I’m a liar. I love our people. I love everyone at the site, and I lied to them.”

“No. I did,” Teagan says.

I roll my eyes, my stomach still tight. “You lied for me. I essentially lied too. We are wonder-twin power-liars, but it’s my fault.”

“They don’t need to know the details. It’s personal.”

“Yes, but our business is personal. And I want to do a good job. I want to be a good boss. And I’m the boss who’s lusting after her boss. How do I manage this? What do I do now?”

She pets my hair. “You don’t have to do anything. You run the content. You’re in charge, and you have zero obligations to write anything more about Mr. Smolder, Mr. Lunch Box, or the new CEO. You can say nothing came of it. It’s close enough to the truth.”

I stare at her from the level of the bar top. “I hate lies.”

“I know you do. But for all intents and purposes, it is the truth.”

And perhaps it is. Nothing more is coming of my date, no matter how much more I want.

I spend the weekend seeing my friends, hunting garage sales outside the city, and daydreaming about my what-if guy.

Because that’s all he’ll ever be, and all we’ll ever have is dreams and the memory of what could have been.
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LOGAN


Numbers don’t lie.

They reveal all the truths, and this truth is that the audience wants another date. The advertisers want it too.

The email in my inbox on Monday morning is like a trail of gumdrops, promising more ad deals if we keep delivering numbers not only like we did for the eye-contact piece, but for “Mr. Smolder” too.

This is good, and this is bad.

My stomach twists, and yet I also want to punch the air. I want the new acquisition to flourish, but I also don’t want to so much as skirt the edges of a scandal.

“You okay, Daddy?” Amelia asks when I join her in the kitchen.

“Of course. Why?”

At the table, she pours cereal in her bowl. “You look happy and sad at the same time.”

I ruffle her hair. “You’re too observant for your own good.”

She smiles as she lifts a spoon. “What makes you happy? What makes you sad?”

I grab an apple, wash it, and bring it to the table. Crunching into it, I contemplate her question. The first one is easy. “You make me happy.”

She smiles. “Thank you!”

I draw a deep, fortifying breath. “Not being able to solve a problem makes me sad.”

She tilts her head as she shoves another spoonful into her mouth. After she chews, she asks, “Is it a math problem?”

“Kind of.”

“That’s good, then. There’s always a solution. Just keep trying.”

I nod, letting her simple wisdom soak in. Maybe there is a solution.

And the solution has nothing to do with numbers.

After I take Amelia to school, I ask Oliver to meet me for a cup of coffee.
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My longtime friend takes a drink as I lay out the details, and when I’m done, he sets down the glass and whistles. “It’s been a little more than a week. And you truly want to try seeing her again?”

I let the thought marinate for a moment, stirring it around, wondering how it’ll taste, before I say, “I like Bryn. A lot. At first, when I saw the site numbers for the piece, I thought wanting to see her was because of the article. But then I realized it’s not that at all. I don’t care if she writes about me or us or the app again. I like her. I want to date her, plain and simple. I want to know how to do this the right way. Is it against the rules, or does it just require disclosure if I date her?”

He strokes his chin, switching instantly to full-on legal mode. “You’d have to disclose it to HR. You shouldn’t be dating a direct report, and if you are, you’d need to discuss with HR about having her moved to a different manager. You’re the CEO, so you don’t technically need her reporting to you, and you’re not even going to be in the same office much after this week, but you still need to do this the right way.” He begins to rattle off options. “You could, for instance, add in layers of executive or senior VPs between you and the other VPs. Or you could have her report to your COO. That’s a reasonable solution, and it’s better, frankly, than sneaking around.”

The wheels in my brain turn faster, picking up speed. Sure, it’s only been a few days, but I’m so damn drawn to Bryn that I want to see what’s there. “Should I do that? Is that crazy?”

Smirking, Oliver taps his chest. “You’re asking the guy who engineered a fake fiancée-ship with his best friend so as not to lose a client. I’m hardly the best one to give advice on this. But I can tell you this for sure—talk to her first.”

I noodle on his advice all day and into the next, weighing it, considering it from all angles.

And forty-eight hours later, I still feel the same way.

I text Bryn and ask if she can meet me after work that afternoon to discuss a business matter.

This is business after all.
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I’m not nervous. I’m not nervous. I’m not nervous.

Hell, I don’t get nervous.

My plan is to be straightforward with Bryn the second she walks into Dr. Insomnia’s Tea and Coffee Emporium. It’s on the Upper West Side, and I know Bryn lives in the Village, but I didn’t want to meet her near work.

At six on the dot, she enters.

And I’m a little nervous now.

But I’m also certain. Forget “Mr. Smolder.” Forget the numbers. The numbers just illuminated what I’ve learned this week. I want to give this a shot. I hope she wants to as well.

Bryn walks over to me. She’s still in her work clothes—a green skirt and a black blouse.

It’s no surprise that she looks stunning. But there’s more at play than mere looks. All our conversations over the last week have stoked my desire to see what we might find between us.

When she reaches me in the back of the shop, I stand and brush a kiss on her cheek before I realize what I’ve done. “Shit, sorry.”

With a curious smile, she asks, “Why?”

“I’m trying to be professional,” I say, gesturing to a chair.

“How’s that working out for you?”

I run a hand over my hair, laughing lightly. “Terribly. Can I get you something?”

“Sure. A latte would be great,” she says.

I head to the counter and order two, glancing back at her. She’s fiddling with some bracelets and glancing around. I wince. I’m so damn new to this—this modern dating thing. I should have told her why I wanted to see her.

When I return, I slide her the mug. “Your non-mojito.”

“Thanks,” she says, then takes a sip. “It’s a delicious non-cocktail.”

I take a drink of mine, then rip off the Band-Aid. “Listen, I should have said why I wanted to meet with you.”

“It’s because ‘Mr. Smolder’ did so well, right? You want to keep it up?”

I blink. “What? Well, yes, it did. Advertisers love it. I love it, and it raises some questions.”

“No one knows it’s about you and me. I told you that,” she says, her tone a little defensive, her eyes a little scared. “But if advertisers are pressuring you to run another piece, we should definitely talk about it.”

“That’s not why I wanted to meet you, Bryn. This isn’t about the piece. Well, in some ways it is,” I say.

Her brow knits.

I try again, pushing up my sleeves and looking down at my ink, drawing strength from it. “When my marriage ended, I was in a pretty bad place. I saw the world negatively. I was pissed and angry, and just generally believed everything in life had gone to hell.”

“It’s understandable to have been mad.”

I run my thumb across the lotus flowers on my skin. “But I didn’t want to be mad forever. And I’d always wanted to get a tattoo, so it seemed like the right time, when I was trying to figure out how to go from being this married guy with a kid to this divorced guy with a kid. I got this lotus—for change. So I could try to live my life on the other side. And part of that is honesty.” I draw a deep breath, meeting her gaze. In her eyes I see patience, and it’s wonderful. It’s refreshing.

“And the thing is, even though we haven’t done anything . . .” I stop to sketch air quotes, and she laughs, then we both turn more serious. “I feel like I’m not setting a good example. I’m a week and a half into being the new CEO of The Dating Pool, and nearly every day I flirt with you, text with you, talk to you, or think about doing those things.”

She nibbles on the corner of her lips, nodding, a guilty look in her eyes too. “Same here. I feel like I’m a bad leader. The writers and editors wanted to know when I was going to write about my second date with you. They asked me that the other day.”

The idea of another date with Bryn makes my heart thunder and my skin sizzle. And it makes my brain happy.

But there are hoops to jump through. Things to consider and choices to make.

“I talked to Oliver this week,” I continue. “He’s my best friend from way back, and he’s also my attorney.”

She pulls a face. A confused face. “Are you asking me to sign something?”

“No, no, God no,” I say, laughing then stopping.

She exhales, relieved. “Good. Because it sounded like you were going to ask me to sign an NDA.”

“No. Sort of the opposite,” I say, girding myself for her reaction. “Here’s the thing. It’s not necessarily a good idea for the CEO to date employees, but it is possible. And since we dated before, and met before, and talked before, I think we can pull it off if we disclose it to HR. If we’re on the up-and-up.”

Her gorgeous green eyes widen. “We’d have to tell everyone?”

“Essentially, yes.” I try to read her. I’m dying to know if she’ll seriously consider my offer.

Her voice is heavy as she asks, “All the writers, editors, and designers who work for me would have to know?”

A weight sinks in my gut as reality registers fully.

While this might seem like an easy solution to me, since I’m in charge and I don’t really know any of them yet, it’s an incredibly difficult choice for the woman across from me.

She’s the one who has to absorb the brunt of any blowback.
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BRYN


As I look at Logan across from me, his hands on his mug, his brown eyes locked on mine, I see a man who’s putting himself out there. Who’s laying his feelings on the line.

My heart wants to reciprocate.

But my head doesn’t know how to be me and do this. To be the person I’ve fashioned myself into—a leader, a lady boss, a stand-up citizen at work.

I need to try though. He deserves that much, and so do I. He’s not asking me to do this for the “Mr. Smolder” series to continue. He is asking me to do this because he cares for me.

That makes a huge difference.

But the thing is . . .

“It’s not that I don’t want to do that,” I say, but then backpedal because a double negative isn’t the way to go. “I want that, Logan. I do. Please know I do.”

A tiny smile curves his lips. “Good.” It comes out as a relieved whisper.

I swallow past the stone in my throat. “But it changes a lot for me.”

His eyes are serious, intense, and he nods, getting it. “I know. I completely understand that this is more of a risk for you to take on than it is for me.”

“And there’s Isaac.” I picture the man I discuss baseball with. Only baseball. “Isaac is great, but he and I only ever talk about the Yankees. And I like it that way. I like debating the team’s chances with him. I like that I don’t have to go to him with trouble. I like not discussing my love life with him.” I take another drink, needing a moment to sort through the tangled skein of issues I’d face. “And sure, on the one hand, I run a site where discussing our love lives is par for the course. It’s the very reason for the site. But I prefer doing that when said love life is with someone who’s not involved with signing the checks.”

He’s stoic, but I can see a hint of sadness in his eyes, like I’ve just sucker-punched him. Maybe I have, though it’s the bare truth. I never intended to tango with my boss. Don’t mix business with pleasure. That’s one of my mantras. One of my mother’s too.

But that look on his face tugs on my heart. Makes me want to say yes. His honesty, his forthrightness, they make me want to loop my arms around his neck and smother him with kisses then ask him to take me home.

Trouble is, I don’t know how to balance these warring wishes. “I’ve worked hard to keep my personal life separate from business. I don’t date people I work with. I want to inspire the people I work with. I want to elevate them. Help them be the best. I don’t want to be a source of office gossip, though, and I keep thinking I will be if we’re together. It’s like my mom always said: Don’t give them something to talk about.”

“The opposite of the Bonnie Raitt anthem,” he says wryly.

“Exactly. I try to do the opposite.” I reach for his hand, wanting to take it, but knowing I can’t yet. Because I don’t know if I can do this. Flirting in the office was risky enough, but this—his offer—is the real line. This is the public line.

I place my hands in my lap.

“But I’m not saying no. I’m saying”—I draw a deep breath—“I’d like to think about it this weekend.”

“Of course.”

The speed of his answer, the certainty behind it is one more reason why I’ll be giving it so much thought.

Later that night, as I sink onto the bed next to Bruce, I bury my face in my hands. How can I date my boss when one wrong move could mean losing everything I’ve worked for?

The answer is simple.

I can’t.

But is that the answer I’ll give?
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BRUCE


Day 897 in Prison

What?

Who was disturbing his slumber?

Bruce had been training hard to sleep twenty-two hours a day. He’d surpassed twenty-one the other month and had closed in on twenty-two a few weeks ago.

He was enticingly near to making that mark today.

He barely bothered to open one eye, doing so only because he needed to know the enemy.

Ah, the woman.

The jailer.

The human he tried to resist.

She’d flopped down next to him on his bed. She liked to call it her bed, but he knew whose it truly was. His. The entire expanse of soft blankets and warm pillows belonged to him.

He’d commandeered it months ago, his first act of jailhouse rebellion, claiming it as his own, rubbing his body against it, leaving fur where he could.

Marking it all over.

“Bruce,” the woman said with a sigh, sliding a hand along his spine.

Ah, that was sort of . . . pleasant. Her hand felt exceptionally good.

“What am I going to do?”

Bruce hoped she’d pet him. She’d vastly improved her petting skills over all these long days of incarceration. She used to pet his belly, and he’d taught her quickly, with a few well-placed nicks and scratches, NEVER TO DO THAT AGAIN.

Fast learner, she now only stroked his back.

Purr-fection.

“He wants to tell HR. To be open. To try dating. And I want that. Truly, I do. But what if . . .”

What if she stopped stroking him? That would sadden Bruce immensely, so he amplified his noise-making device, using it to encourage her to keep it up.

Petting like this would put him back to sleep, and sleep was what he craved most.

Well, after trout.

And flounder.

And, admittedly, a grilled branzino. His mouth watered as he remembered the one she’d given him a few weeks ago. That was when he’d first started to curl up with her at night. After all, branzinos were branzinos, and he’d wanted her to know he’d appreciated the gift of adoration laid at his paws.

“What if it all comes back to haunt me?” she continued with a heavy sigh. “If it doesn’t work out, I’m just the woman who dated the CEO. Who slept with the boss. And he’s still . . . the boss. Nothing changes for him. It’s harder for women, you know.”

It’s harder for cats who can’t catch branzinos on their own. That was what was hard. Try not having access to a stream for fishing. Talk about misery.

She chattered on as she stroked his fur. “I told him I need to think about it. Maybe over the weekend. Because what if it goes south like everything did with Evan? That can happen, right?”

Evan. The word sounded so familiar.

Ah, Evan. That name she’d used for the wretched man she’d once lived with. That man, if Bruce recalled correctly, had been jealous of him. That Bruce was far more beautiful than any human could ever be was reason enough, but also, the woman liked Bruce, and Evan was jealous of a cat.

Well, that only made him smart. He should be jealous of a cat.

But Evan had never given Bruce a branzino. Bruce’s stomach convulsed at the memory of his long-ago jailer, of Evan’s selfishness in keeping branzinos only for himself.

Bruce leapt up, hacked several times, then proceeded to vomit up his dinner.

All over the covers.

There. That’d show her what he thought of Evan. That would answer her question.

“Oh, Bruce. You poor thing. I hope you feel better soon. Let me change the bedding.” As she cleaned up his sick, she sighed. “That’s obviously a sign that it could all go wrong. Relationships always do, don’t they?”

Bruce climbed up on the windowsill and licked his paw. Then, because he’d once seen her laugh when she watched a cat do this, he swatted a mug off the sill.

Crash.

The mug broke. Yes, that was satisfying too.

“Oh, brilliant!”

She snapped a photo of the carnage, stroked his back, and scratched his ears. She did seem pleased with him, and that was, he had to admit, growing more appealing by the day.
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BRYN


On Thursday I have meetings all day with our content partners.

As I zip around town, I think.

As I dart into meetings, I contemplate.

As I march down the sidewalk, I wonder.

The whole time I dip into the big ol’ bag of advice my mom left behind, fishing around for that one perfect bit of wisdom.

But I’m not sure which one to clutch, the go for it adage or the do the right thing motto.

I spend Friday prepping for my trip to California next week. After work, I meet with Teagan at Peace of Cake. Our friend Amy comes too, because she loves us and because she can’t resist cake.

After I order a slice of coconut cake to share, Amy plops into a chair, red glasses on, and gestures grandly to me. “You have called me to a cake meeting. I can only presume you have a big dilemma.”

“Yes. I put it before the cat, and he gave me contradictory advice,” I say as Amy digs in.

“Huh. How odd for a cat to be contrary,” Teagan says drolly.

“Shocking, I know.”

“So, what’s the dealio?” Amy asks.

I spread my hands on the table, leaning on the scale I use for bad decisions. “On a scale of one to a box of rocks, how dumb is it to date the guy who just bought the site I work for?”

Amy flinches, her fork freezing in midair.

My shoulders sag. “I’ll take that as a vote for a truck full of rocks. A quarry full of stone.”

Teagan clears her throat and points at me. “In Bryn’s defense, she was dating him before he bought the site.”

“Well, before either of us knew who the other one was,” I clarify.

Amy blinks. “Back it up, ladies, and explain. Don’t leave out any juicy details.”

I unspool the tale, especially what weighs on me the most. “I love my employees. I love Matthew and Rosario, Quentin and James. And I can’t help but wonder how they’ll view me if they know I’m sleeping with the guy in charge.” I fiddle with my bracelets. “Will they see me as less of a lady boss? As more foolish? Will I seem less strong, less kick-ass? I want to be this badass woman who knows her mind. Who goes after what she wants. Like my mom was,” I say, and I don’t choke up. I stay strong. Because that’s who she was. That’s what she taught me to do, how to be.

Teagan squeezes my hand. “You are strong. You’re so much like her in the ways that matter, sweetie.”

“But what if the people I work with don’t see me that way?” I ask softly. That’s the big issue. My job matters to me. My identity matters. I care deeply for the staff at the site.

Amy taps her chin thoughtfully. “It’s hard, I know, because you want them to respect you.”

“And sometimes, call me crazy, but people can be judgy of women,” Teagan puts in.

“Yeah. Just a little bit. So I don’t know if the answer is easy.”

“It’s not easy,” Teagan says, eyes locked with mine.

“It’s a choice,” Amy adds, setting down her fork, holding that same serious tone.

“How do I make it?” I ask. “How do I choose?”

Amy sighs heavily. “You have what is known as a double-bath-bomb problem.”

I knit my brow. “And what is that?”

“It’s a million shades of gray that can only be sifted through with a good long soak in a tub. So, you soak, and you contemplate.”

That I can do.
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LOGAN


With laser focus, I eye the pitch.

I call on the same focus I’ve tried to employ all day yesterday and today. The focus I’ve needed to resist Bryn since we met at the coffee shop two nights ago.

To stay away from her office. To refrain from texting her. To give her the space she asked for.

As the ball crosses the plate, my metal bat connects with a thwack.

The sound of possibility.

For a split second, my eyes follow the ball’s trajectory over the field, but there’s no time to linger. It’s Friday night, and I have a game to win. I hustle down the first baseline, watching the flight of the ball.

“Go, Daddy, go!”

Amelia’s cheer from the bleachers is loud and proud, energizing me to run even faster.

My foot lands on the first base bag right as the ball soars past the fence in Central Park. I thrust my arms skyward. “Yes!”

A shout comes from ahead of me on the field. “I knew you were good for something!” My sister’s rounding second base, heading toward third.

Oliver’s ahead of her, shouting back at me, “I never gave up on you. Not once in all these years.”

I roll my eyes. “You two are so sweet,” I call out, laughing as I follow them, adrenaline surging, chased by the thrill of victory—that home run seals the game for my team.

After I trot around the bases, I cross home plate, smacking the palms of my sister and Oliver. “Woohoo! We did it!”

“You did it, Daddy! You’re the best!” Amelia shouts from her vantage point on Fitz’s shoulders as he joins the rest of the team.

Fitz lifts his arms, wraps them around her waist, and lifts her off his shoulders. “That tickles! Don’t drop me, Fitzy,” she says to him as he sets her down gently.

He tickles her waist. “Never. I’d never tickle you while you were on my shoulders. Only the ground, and then you’ll beg for mercy from the tickle monster.”

With a boisterous laugh, she wiggles away. “Stop, tickle monster, stop!” She rushes to me, hugging me. “Your home run was my favorite part of the game.” She taps her lip. “Except Calvin and Hobbes was a little better.”

“What?” I act indignant.

“Fitz was reading to me the whole time he wasn’t playing, and we read Calvin and Hobbes,” she says.

I ruffle her hair. “You can never go wrong with one of America’s best comics,” I say, grateful that my friends take turns keeping Amelia occupied.

“Amelia,” Fitz chides. “Tell your dad the truth. You read a lot of it to me too.”

My kid smiles at me, big and bright. “It’s true, Daddy. I read to Fitzy. And he was super impressed because I am an awesome reader, thanks to you.” She pats my forearm and tells Fitz, “He reads to me every night.”

“I taught him how to read,” he deadpans.

I roll my eyes, but then meet my friend’s blue-eyed gaze, clapping him on the shoulder. “Thanks for hanging with her during the game.”

He tousles her hair. “One of my favorite things to do.” He looks at the crew—Summer, Oliver, and me. “You guys up for some chow before the show? I’m hungry just from watching Logan expend all that energy on a grand slam.”

Summer gestures uptown. “I’ve got to stop by the fitness center. I want to see how the kickboxing class went tonight, but I can join you guys in a bit.”

Oliver slips an arm around her waist. “I bet it went perfectly. What could go wrong with kickboxing for seniors?”

“Gee. I don’t know,” Summer says. “That’s why I need to go. But we’ll meet up with you guys at the Lucky Spot, right? Check out the new band.”

“See you there,” I say, grateful to hang with my crew tonight, since I don’t actually know when I’ll hear from Bryn again on the do you want to disclose and date question. But I’ll give her time.

Oliver and Summer grab their softball gear and head off.

“I want to go out with you and your friends tonight,” Amelia says, frowning as she bats puppy-dog, take-me-with-you eyes. They work in most circumstances. Except tonight, since my time with her is unwinding.

I drop a kiss to her cheek. “I know you do, sweetie. But mommy is here to pick you up, and I’m sure she has something fun planned with you this weekend.”

I sling the softball gear onto my shoulder, and we leave with Fitz to meet Stacey at the Seventy-Second Street entrance to the park.

Her voice hits my ears as we near the exit. “And would you believe, David, then she said there was no way she was going to bring nut-free treats for the class. And I said, ‘Yes way, you have to.’”

I roll my eyes. Stacey has never let go of the need to be the classroom nut police. Admirable goal, to be sure. But it never warranted so much . . . conversation.

And I’m damn grateful I no longer have to listen to it.

“Mommy!”

Amelia takes off running, flinging herself at her mom. Seeing my girl like this, loving both her parents, keeps me focused on getting along with my ex. I’d do anything for Amelia—anything to make her life in two homes as easy as possible.

Still, I mutter under my breath to my friend, “Why does she always have to bring him?”

Fitz claps my shoulder. “You got this, bro.”

And he’s right. I do have this. It’s been two years, and it doesn’t hurt like it used to, seeing her with the guy she left me for.

The guy she cheated with.

He’s some jerkwad at an investment firm I did business with. An office manager type who worked fewer hours than me.

That was her criteria, it seemed.

She met David at a business dinner for my firm. And what did she do then? Took up with him while I was at the office. When I found out, she begged me to take her back.

Said she was sorry.

Said it was a mistake.

That it would never happen again.

When I said no fucking way were we staying together, she changed her tune.

“I was lonely. All you do is work. You were working all the time,” she said, like it was my fault she’d strayed.

Also, she was wrong.

I was home every night by seven. Home nearly every weekend. I rarely missed storytime or bedtime or bath time. I made breakfast with Amelia every morning and took her to preschool most days.

But when our marriage cracked, Stacey flung my work in my face. “I want someone who can give me more attention. You spend all your time on business. David’s not like that. He’s focused on me. He’s off at five every night.”

I hardly think two hours a night made much difference.

The bigger issue was Stacey and I had been drifting apart for years. College sweethearts, we got married two years after graduation. Amelia was born a few years later, and we were young twentysomething parents trying to make it in Manhattan.

We tried for a while, and Stacey encouraged me to focus on my business, since it had a tremendous upside in the money department.

But money wasn’t enough.

Honestly, if I had worked less, I don’t think that would have been enough either. Stacey and I stopped loving each other well before she had an affair.

Doesn’t make it right that she cheated.

But I’ll also never cast her as the bad guy in front of my kid.

Stacey, for all her flaws, is an excellent mother.

She scoops Amelia into her arms. “Hey, sweetie pie, I missed you bunches. And I’m so excited to take you to the llama sanctuary tomorrow.”

Yup, she’s a good mom.

“I can’t wait either,” Amelia says, then she looks up and waves to the man who lives with Stacey. “Hi, David.”

“Hey, Amelia. Good to see you.”

Stacey sets down Amelia, then strides over to Fitz and me. “Hi, Logan.”

“Hi, Stacey.”

She waves at Fitz. “Hey, Fitz. How are you? Good game the other night. Nice win against Boston.”

“Thank you very much,” he says, cool and cordial with her.

Stacey flashes her as-obvious-as-tomato-sauce-on-a-white-shirt smile. “Any chance you can get us tickets to the Philly game this weekend? Or any game next week?”

He sighs, like letting her down is the height of devastation for him. “Gee. I wish I could. But I don’t have extras.”

I try to rein in a grin. Fitz always has extras.

“Are you sure?” she asks again, opting for a flirty grin this time. Like she thinks that’ll work on any of my friends.

He stares at the darkening sky, as if considering, then nods crisply. “I’m one hundred percent positive.”

She sets a hand on his arm. “If anything changes . . .”

Gently, but firmly, he removes her hand. “It won’t change, Stacey. But thanks for asking. Appreciate your interest in the team.”

She turns to me. “Did you win at softball?”

“I did. Hit a homer.”

“That’s great. Also, we need to talk about school in the fall. There are some forms we need to sign.”

We speak briefly, then I say goodbye to Amelia, and Fitz and I take off, heading down Central Park West.

Fitz laughs once we’re out of earshot. “Man. She takes the cake. You have no idea how hard that was for me not to say, You have some fucking nerve, woman.”

“I’m proud of you for being as civil as you could.”

“I’m proud of you for treating her the way you do. But it is my sacred duty as your friend to despise your ex. And I will—bro code.”

We knock fists. “Bro code.”

“Seriously, you have done an excellent job at being a divorcé.”

“Thanks. It’s all I’ve ever aspired to be.”

His expression turns more serious than I usually see from him as he clasps my shoulder. “I mean it. I am proud of you. Last year, when Oliver and Summer were pretending to be engaged, you still seemed angry with Stacey and what went down. Understandable.”

I nod, echoing, “Understandable.”

He squeezes my shoulder briefly. “But you let go of your anger, and it’s good to see. You’re way more chill. That’s excellent. And that’s why I’m sad for you that the lady-friend sitch is up in the air. I was thinking she’d be everything you needed to loosen up and be happy again.”

“Because sex makes one happy?”

He blinks, like I’ve said something insane. “Well, obviously. It makes me almost as happy as winning a game.”

“Almost as happy as winning? Does that mean winning is better than sex? So, if you had to give up sex or hockey for the rest of your life, what would it be?”

He shoots me a searing look. “Are you the meanest person ever? Stop. Just stop. Never say such horrible things.”

“Well, what would it be? Hockey or sex?”

“I refuse to live in your world where I must choose between the two greatest things ever invented.”

I crack up. “Because you live in your world where you have both.”

He smirks devilishly. “All the time, motherfucker. All the time.”

I shake my head. “Nope. I’m not jealous. Not at all.”

“You should join my team. The sex is much more plentiful on my side,” he says with a waggle of his brows.

“No doubt. But I think I’ll stick to the ladies. I just dig the whole female form.”

He nods sagely. “I get it. You like what you like.”

“Love is love,” I say.

“Preach, brother.” He punches my arm. “Besides, you’ve mastered being a camel. Why change things?”

“Oh, but you’re wrong, Mr. King of Hookups. I am not a camel. I visited a wonderful oasis a couple of weeks ago.”

“How’s that working out for you?”

I flip him the bird. “Thanks for reminding me, asshole.”

“Like you need a reminder,” he says with a laugh. Then the humor fades. “But tell me—how the hell has it been the last two weeks at work? Is it like being served a delicious drink you can’t have?”

I mime stabbing myself in the heart with a knife. “Like that. That’s how it is.” Then I exhale and give him the details. “I want to see if Bryn and I can figure this out. If she’d be game for dating. Bryn is the first person I’ve really connected with in ages, and that made the whole night with her better.”

“As in, better-than-winning-the-softball-game better?”

There is no question about it. “It was better than winning.” I leave it at that. Anything more is too personal. Too disrespectful of Bryn.

Besides, I don’t need to dive into the nitty-gritty with my friends.

Sex with Stacey was ordinary. It was missionary and lights off. It was every other weekend. When I tried to spice it up, bring in new positions, toys, dirty talk, maybe even—gasp—leave the lights on, Stacey would say, “Amelia might hear . . . Amelia is next door . . . Amelia might wake up.”

I didn’t bother pointing out that sex was the reason Amelia existed. That maybe it’d have been a good thing for our marriage if we kept having it. I didn’t point it out, because we’d grown apart not only in the bedroom, but in life.

I’d love to know what it’s like to be in a relationship with someone who wants the same kind of connection in and out of the bedroom.

I have no clue how it feels when sex and honesty reside in one person.
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When we reach the Lucky Spot, we stow our gear in the back room—perks of knowing the owner—then head to the bar and grab some drinks as the band sets up.

Fitz catches the eye of someone he knows, and tells me he’ll be right back. As I drink my beer, I take out my phone, scrolling through the last set of messages from Bryn.

I shouldn’t text her. I need to give her time and space. But when the bar owner announces the name of the opening act for the band, I have no choice.


22


BRYN


There are two kinds of people in the world. Those who like baths, and those who recoil at the very idea of soaking in a tub. Truly, there is no in-between.

About a year ago, we surveyed readers on the topic. Some considered baths akin to “sitting in a bucket of my own lukewarm stink,” while others said, “Bring on the bath bombs, wine, and soft mood music, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

As the owner of a white claw-foot tub and the disciple of a whole lot of treat yourself sayings, I’m firmly in the soak and see you tomorrow camp. Tonight, my hair is piled high in a messy bun, my neck is resting against a glittery bathtub pillow—a gift from Teagan, who also prays at the altar of self-care—and my purple-polished toes are wiggling above the papaya-scented bubbles, beating out a rhythm to the Jonas Brothers.

Also, there is wine.

Because . . . wine.

This is the perfect thinking zone. If I can’t spend Friday night on all fours, getting pounded by a man who makes my toes curl and my heart melt, then dammit, I’m going to indulge in a long, hot bath while I contemplate what it would take to be with a man who makes me feel all over, in every part of my body.

I sing along to my boy bands from the water, luxuriating in my bathroom, taking sips of my pinot grigio from a mug.

Like I bothered with a wineglass. Mugs were made for baths. This is my second glass, so I should get a safety merit badge too, for practicing safe tub drinking.

As the music shifts to the Heartbreakers, I pop up, unable to control my excitement as I shimmy my boobs above the water. “I love this band,” I shout to the empty walls, then sing along to the trio of brothers who recently got back together.

My striped roommate saunters in, pops up on his hind legs, and sets his paws on the edge of the bath.

“Hey, handsome,” I say to Bruce.

He dips his paw lower, trying to swat a bubble.

I rein in a giggle, because he is transforming into an adorable creature.

Carefully, because one must try not to disturb an internet cat moment, I set down the mug, then I reach for the towel I left on the toilet seat, dry my hands, and grab my phone from the seat. Quietly, I click to the camera, adjusting myself without making a sound. I focus on the curious feline checking out my toes, then snap the money shot.

The cat sinks back to all fours and swishes out of the bathroom, indignant, as a new text lands on my screen.

A text that makes me grin.

It’s big and huge, and I can feel the smile taking over my whole face. The text reminds me exactly why Logan makes my heart do a little shimmy too—because he gets me. He gets what makes me laugh.

And in this case, it’s a photo of a band at a club and a sign.

Two Allusions with Illusions, Too

Laughing, I settle back into the tub and reply, since I don’t want to do anything but talk to him right now.

Bryn: And they have the audacity to insert a comma too. Who likes having to use punctuation in band names?

Logan: The answer is no one. Why don’t they just name themselves Two Homophones? That would be a good band name.

Bryn: You just started a new career path. Naming bands. Wait. Naming bands better. It’s like that old ad: “We don’t make cars; we make them better.”

Logan: It’s always good to keep your career options open. Band name consultant, here I come.

Bryn: But how is their music?

Logan: Begrudgingly good. Annoyingly so.

Bryn: Because you want them to suck as much as their pretentious name.

Logan: Of course. Don’t you?

Bryn: I’m a pacifist, Logan. I wish suffering on no one.

Logan: I suppose you’re a better human than I am. But is being bad at making music truly suffering?

Bryn: Ah, there you go, all philosophical again. I would think so. But then again, I also think true suffering is running out of pinot grigio. So, hold on one hot second.

Carefully, I rise out of the tub, reaching for the open bottle on the floor. I pour another cup, take a drink, and set it down. The wine is making me warm and happy, and I like it. I sink into the water again and return to the text. Maybe this is all I wanted tonight, just to hear from him, because texting is easier than thinking. Or maybe texting is helping me think, is taking my hand and leading me to the answer.

Bryn: I’m back. I’ve been double fisting. Mug in one hand, phone in the other. But I needed a refill . . .

Logan: Double fisting, Bryn? Sounds like this conversation just went to a new level.

Bryn: Oops. :) I’ll try being appropriate again. It’s just hard when you’re rocking out to Heartbreakers in the bubble bath on a Friday night with your third mug of wine.

Logan: Is this what you do every Friday night? A bubble bath wine tasting?

Bryn: Yes. And if you’d come around last week, perhaps you could have enjoyed this too.

I stare at the text I just fired off. Whoa. I did that. Maybe Amy was right. Maybe all the bath bombs are going to my head, making decisions for me. Making my choices.

Logan: *dies* It was sushi plus bubble bath and wine? Now I am triple devastated that our second date was canceled.

Bryn: Try quadruple. There was going to be sex.

And evidently I’m not contemplating too much anymore. I seem to be sliding right back into a certain zone with him.

Logan: Missing that makes me sixteen times sadder because I’m exponentially more depressed now. (Apologies for texting you. I should be giving you space, but as you can see from the band name, I had NO CHOICE.)

Bryn: I completely understand. Also, I was going to text you anyway to show you Bruce’s latest action shots—the other night, he swatted a mug. Tonight, he played with bubbles in the tub. Also, I’m glad you wrote to me, and I only partially blame the wine for me writing back.

Logan: Should we blame the wine marketers partially too?

Bryn: Actually, they deserve all the praise and all the blame for my state of mind tonight.

Logan: Since we’re praising and blaming, I’d like to be fully apprised on what they’re responsible for. Might as well set the scene, Bryn. They say a picture is worth a thousand words . . .

Feeling frisky, feeling risky, I snap a picture of my toes wiggling above the water. I send it to him.

Logan: You have purple toenails. That’s hot, and I don’t even know why. Why is that sexy?

Bryn: You tell me . . .

Logan: I don’t have a toe fetish, but purple on your toes is damn sexy. Hmm. Now that I ponder this, I’m sure they’d be sexy painted green. Or orange. Or pink. Or bare.

Bryn: Whoa. I got the unpainted toes seal of approval. I’ve never been happier.

Logan: Where is the emoticon for sticking my tongue out?

Bryn: Bet you can find it. Keep looking.

Logan: You are on fire tonight.

Bryn: Baths and wine and music have been known to have that effect on me.

Logan: You’re a woman who knows how to feel good. Who knows what she wants. Who knows and deserves her own pleasure.

Bryn: Be good to yourself is one of my life mottos. Though, credit given—it came from my mom. She was the queen of sayings. She wrote a ton down on postcards for me as we traveled. That’s actually what I wanted the lunch box for. Silly, I know. But that’s the truth.

Logan: That is not remotely silly. It is incredibly heartwarming and real. Did you put the postcards in the lunch box?

Bryn: I did. It makes me happy. Just a little way to remember her.

Logan: There is nothing little about remembering the ones we love. Do you have a favorite saying of hers?

Bryn: My second favorite is this: Life is short. Eat the chocolate, wear the dress, take the trip.

Logan: Chocolate is always a good idea.

Bryn: But my top one is: Don’t fall for someone who’s a shitty ex to someone he’s dated before.

Logan: Ah, that’s interesting. Was your ex a shitty ex?

Bryn: He was one of those guys who described his exes as, “But she was crazy. No, I mean it. She was legit crazy. Bipolar.” Every ex he had was crazy. That should have been a tip-off, I suppose. What about you?

Logan: I don’t know, actually. My ex didn’t have a lot of exes. I met her freshman year of college.

I sit up, surprised at his statement, because that’s such a long time to be with someone. But the water is cooling, and I need to eject from the tub. I write back, wanting him to know I’m still here, I’m still on the other end.

Bryn: Hold on a second, getting out of the tub . . .

Logan: Feel free to send a pic.

After I step out and grab a towel to dry off, I snap a shot of my calves and send it to him, a buzz of excitement winding through me. Talking to him, texting him, warms me up. It makes me happy. I put down the phone for a minute to slather on lotion, then I wrap the towel over my breasts, pull the plug on the tub, grab my wine and phone, and head to my bedroom, where I curl up on the ruby-red comforter and pull a soft silvery fleece blanket over me. I drop the towel to the floor.

When I open the thread again, Logan has replied with one word.

Logan: Gorgeous.

Bryn: Thank you. I’m now snuggling under the covers on my bed. Here’s my view.

I snap a pic of the bottom half of my bed, lifting up the bottom edge of the soft cover just enough to see Bruce’s handsome face. He opens one eye, then closes it. Sleep is far more interesting than I am.

Logan: I see you have company.

Bryn: Lately, he’s been joining me at night.

Logan: He didn’t used to?

Bryn: No. He was distant. He slept in his cat bed.

Logan: Maybe he’s falling for you.

Bryn: Or maybe he senses that I’m in a good mood tonight, and he wants to be near it.

Logan: I’m jealous of your cat. Also, your bed looks like it belongs to you. It’s very . . . lush. A bit decadent.

Bryn: Funny, I just realized you didn’t actually see it when you were here. Yes, it’s ridiculously full of throw pillows and pretty blankets. Feel free to send a shot of, say, your hand. Also, college sweethearts is so . . . wow.

Logan: Yeah, I suppose it is. We were together for a while. And here’s my hand.

As the image comes through, I grin, savoring the view of one strong, firm hand, remembering how both felt on my body, around my waist, gripping my hips.

Bryn: And THANK YOU. Your hands belong in a hand-porn contest.

Logan: And I am sure that’s a thing. Anyway . . . I think your mom’s advice is right. About exes and such.

Bryn: She was pretty wise. Are your parents around? Together?

Logan: Yes, healthy and happily married. Ridiculously so. My dad is a consultant, and my mom helped build his business. They’re one of those couples who still like each other after all these years. They kiss at barbecues and give each other a hard time with teasing and jokes, but he’s always touching her, and she rubs his shoulders, and it’s kind of awesome and weird at the same time. It’s only weird because they’re my parents. Mostly it’s awesome.

Bryn: That sounds exactly as it should be. I love that. I’m grinning like crazy, and I don’t think it’s the wine.

Logan: Wine and stories of happily-married-for-more-than-thirty-five-years couples can do that to a person.

Bryn: Are you close with them?

Logan: Yes. They live in Connecticut. I see them a lot. Amelia and I go there twice a month usually, and they also come into the city and we have family dinners with my sister. She’s the advice purveyor in the family.

Bryn: Best advice she’s ever given you?

Logan: This is a direct quote from Summer: Treat a woman like you treat your sister. Except don’t put a frog in her bed like I did to you.

Bryn: She put a frog in your bed???

Logan: Such a meanie, right?

Bryn: I love her already.

Logan: You would. I love her a lot. She’s outgoing and positive and funny and giving. She gives her whole heart to everything and everyone.

Bryn: I always wanted to have a sibling. Never did. Obviously.

Logan: I have to ask—is your dad out of the picture?

Without any tears or sadness, only years of reality, I insert a GIF of a plane.

Bryn: He took off long ago. Never knew him. Never felt I needed to. It was Mom and me against the world. It worked for us. She was mom and dad and friend and warrior.

Logan: Warrior. I like that. No wonder you miss her so much.

Bryn: I do miss her, but I’m grateful for good friends like Teagan and Amy. So now I have to ask—has the band turned out terrible? Is that why you’re talking to me?

Logan: Um, they’re still good, and I hate them for it.

Bryn: Are you ignoring your friends?

Logan: No, they ditched me! My buddy Fitz is talking to some guy at the bar. Probably someone who wants to go home with him. My sister and Oliver are dancing. I’m by my lonesome, texting you.

Bryn: Are you lonely?

Logan: No. Not at all. Not in the least.

Bryn: Me neither.

In fact, I’m having such a good time I’m thinking that, no matter how hard it is to come clean at work, I might seriously need to do it.

The choice I should make is becoming more obvious with each text.

Double bath bombs, wine, and a great guy I want to get to know have a way of making things crystal clear.


23


QUEEN OF TOFU


The man was singing a happy tune. Heck, he was whistling. Clearly, all her plans to help him become savvier about the fairer sex were working.

As he clambered under the covers with her, she purred, her way of telling him that she was pleased with his progress.

“The cat’s not the only one succumbing to her charms,” he said. “I should probably stop texting her so much, but . . .”

She heard something new in his voice. A touch of hope? Hope for a little something special in his life? He deserved it. She stretched a paw and placed it on his arm, reassuring him.

“What do you think? I mean, it’s crazy. Because it’s only been a short time. But it feels like . . . it feels like there could be something there. Something special.”

She flipped onto her back, wiggling her front paws.

He laughed.

He hadn’t laughed like that in ages. She’d have to do everything she could to make sure he made that sound again.

She had that power, of course. She was a cat.

“You agree, Queen?”

She thumped her tail.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”
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LOGAN


The message makes no sense.

One word.

One terrible word.

Bryn: Liar.

Rubbing my eyes, I sit up, grab my reading glasses, and read her text again. It’s the first of many.

I scroll down, trying to understand what she’s getting at.

Bryn: I know I only had a few drinks last night.

Bryn: But the evidence on my phone points to only one thing.

Bryn: You have a foot fetish.

Bryn: Or possibly I do. Because last night . . . I sent you THREE PICS OF MY FEET.

Bryn: Can we pretend that didn’t happen?

I sink back into the pillows, laughing out loud, my chest warm, a smile spreading across my face, and it’s barely eight. Queen Of Tofu pads across the bed, curling up next to my head.

Logan: Nope. I have the pics. And it definitely happened.

Bryn: *groans*

Logan: But feel free to even things out by sending pics of other body parts.

Logan: Also, I did NOT just say that. I’m trying to behave.

Logan: Ignore that. Ignore that wholly inappropriate request.

Bryn: Ha! I can’t ignore it. I have the evidence. Also, here you go.

An image lands on my screen. Of her ear. The edge of it, a few locks of her chestnut strands curling over it. And fuck me, but it makes me smile. And I’m not grinning because I can recall how her hair felt in my hands. I am grinning because it’s such a random, unexpected shot.

Logan: I can honestly say that’s the first ear shot I’ve ever received.

Bryn: Well. Where’s mine? *waiting*

I do something I never thought I’d do. I snap a picture of my ear. And I send it to the woman I’m definitely falling for.

Bryn: Do you have glasses???? I see one of the arms, I think.

Logan: Um. Yeah. Reading glasses.

Bryn: I NEED A PICTURE. OF YOUR FACE. IN GLASSES.

Logan: Right now?

Bryn: No, tomorrow.

Bryn: Yes, right now.

I do as the woman asks, my chest flipping in a funny way. But as I snap a photo of myself, this feeling becomes clear. It’s warm and bubbly, like that first sip of champagne. It’s . . . infatuation. And hell, do I ever like it. It’s something I haven’t felt in a long time.

All at once, I’m a man who’s been in the dark for years, and the light’s suddenly turned on. I want to see everything I’ve missed. Every possibility.

Bryn: I’m not even sure where to start, Mr. Smolder. But that is the most smoldering shot ever.

Logan: Yeah, right. I just woke up, my hair is a mess, and there is a cat on my head.

Bryn: Exactly. Your hair is sticking up in twenty-five directions, you’re wearing a cat, and you have Clark Kent glasses. Shut the front door.

Logan: The glasses are simply because I’m more farsighted than any thirty-two-year-old should be.

Bryn: The glasses are sexy. That’s all. Plain and simple.

Logan: So it wasn’t just the wine last night that had you sending me all those texts?

Bryn: Hush. I can hold my wine, thank you very much. It was not the wine talking then or now. You are endearing. Especially in those glasses.

My heart speeds up, slamming against my chest. Dangerously. But deliciously too. It’s like another light goes on, illuminating even more. I want all this light she’s bringing to me. This spark. This possibility.

Logan: Honestly, when I saw your first message this morning, I thought you were serious. That I was a liar. And I was scrambling to figure out what I could have lied about. Because I don’t want to be that guy. And I hate lies.

Bryn: Me too.

Logan: I know people say this, but I mean it. Honesty is the most important thing to me. I didn’t have it with Stacey. And I want to practice it. (Hence why I said what I said to you at Dr. Insomnia’s.)

Bryn: I’m with you, Logan. So, let me start by saying this—your face makes me happy. Your glasses are sexy and make you look real. And you are the easiest guy to talk to because nothing feels like a line. You sort of move fluidly between being smolderingly sexy and painfully blunt. And it’s wonderful.

Logan: Painfully blunt doesn’t sound wonderful.

Bryn: It is. I assure you, I like blunt. It’s such a welcome change.

Logan: Was your ex manipulative?

Bryn: He was . . . delightful and not delightful at the same time. Delightful and wonderful when I got to know him. But once we were together, he was wildly jealous.

Logan: In what way?

Bryn: He hated my job. He hated that I loved it. That it took me away from him. He didn’t like anything that took me away from him. He was one of those people who wants to consume you. And when my mother died and I didn’t have as much time for him, that’s when he had the affair.

Logan: Holy shit. Are you serious?

Bryn: I wish I weren’t. Actually, that’s not true. I’m glad I’m not with him. I’m thrilled. I’m so happy without him. But it hurt like hell to grieve that loss at the same time as a broken heart.

Logan: A double whammy. That’s terrible.

Bryn: It was. Death, and the death of a relationship.

Logan: You deserve so much better.

Bryn: Thank you. Do you wish things were different?

Logan: I feel the same as you. I’m happy now, but I also know what it cost to get here. The doubt, the anger, the unhappiness. I was angry for a long time, like a storm cloud followed me around. I channeled it in ridiculous ways, like playing paintball aggressively. Like trying to beat the team of the guy who cheated with my ex. It was silly.

Bryn: It actually sounds kind of healthy. Maybe it was productive in its own way?

Logan: Maybe . . . or maybe it was how I dealt with the whole “was it my fault” question that plagued me.

Bryn: That’s the worst part of being cheated on. Those dark days when you wonder what you did wrong.

Logan: And the answer is nothing. It’s not your fault, and you didn’t do anything to deserve it. But you can’t get there till you go through it.

Bryn: Teagan said that to me when I lost my mom—you can’t get to the other side until you go through it. I think it applies just the same. She’s been through some hard stuff in life.

Logan: I believe that too. You don’t want the bad stuff, but it’s life. It happens, and you just have to learn from it. Learn what you want in life and learn what you don’t.

Bryn: What do you want?

A few months ago, I might not have known the answer. As I study her question, the answer is as bright and clear as my world this morning.

Logan: Honesty. Trust. Great sex. And laughter.

I pause as I stare at the last message before I hit send. Six words. A band name. A terrible band name, but a truthful wish list.

What do I want now? This list says it all. Sending it is like putting my heart on the line. But this conversation feels as if it’s the truest one I’ve ever had with a woman. It feels like everything I didn’t know I wanted two weeks ago.

Everything I want desperately now.

And it’s all wrapped up in her.

I hit send, and I wait to see how she responds.

She doesn’t make me wait long.

Bryn: Can I call you?

Logan: Of course.

Bryn: Is FaceTime okay? I mean, I did just see your face.

Logan: Go for it.

Seconds later, the phone rings. When I answer, my heart thumps. What the hell is happening to me? I’m reacting like she’s my girlfriend and I haven’t seen her in a month, because I’m ridiculously stoked to see her in her workout clothes. She wears a rose-colored sports bra, and her brown hair is pulled high in a ponytail.

“Like my hula-hoop outfit?” she asks, gesturing to her workout clothes.

“Love it. When is your class?”

“A couple hours. But I was up and showered, so I figured I’d read, or maybe visit a museum or something before I went to the class.”

That wasn’t entirely what I was hoping she wanted to do today. And that wasn’t why I thought she was calling either. But I tell myself to be patient. “That sounds fun,” I say, giving her the space she seems to still need. She hasn’t said anything since I asked if she wanted to disclose and date—so romantic. I bet this is her way of calling to let me down easy.

And I should return to the only role I should play.

Be the boss. See her occasionally at The Dating Pool.

She’s only my employee. She’s not my lover. She’s not my girlfriend. I’m letting my stupid, dormant, hungry heart make assumptions.

“So, Amy, the one who teaches hula hoop—I texted her last night to see if she knew about hula hooping for seven-year-olds. Turns out Amy is doing classes for kids at the Y. So, if Amelia ever wants to go, I highly recommend it. It includes hula hooping and jump rope tricks.”

“Amelia would love that,” I say. I love, too, that Bryn looked into the class. But I don’t want to talk about my kid. I want to talk about whether there’s an us. I feel like I’m on the edge of my seat, waiting for her answer.

She draws a deep breath then licks her lips. “But that’s not why I called.”

I sit up straighter, my muscles tense. “Why did you call?”

“Those things you said just now?”

I nod, my fists clenched. “Yeah.”

“I’m kind of terrified of what it might mean. I’ve tried to be a certain person at work for all these years. Someone who follows the rules, who respects them, who’s fun and fair.”

I nod in understanding, bracing myself for the inevitable. Her reputation matters. She’s spent years building it. One wrong move and it could come tumbling down. “I understand, Bryn.”

She shrugs a little helplessly, but a little happily too. “But I want those same things, Logan. And I think I want them with you.”

I can’t stop grinning. I can’t stop feeling. My heart thumps like a herd of horses in my chest. It’s crazy, utterly crazy, to feel this way this soon.

But the evidence says maybe it’s not insane. Because I’m happy again. The sun came out, and it’s shining down on me.

“Come over,” I say.

“Now?”

“Yes. Now. I want to see you so damn badly. Give me twenty minutes to shower. If you haven’t eaten, I can make you breakfast.”

Her grin is magnetic. “You cook too?”

“Yes, I do. Am I more endearing?”

“I didn’t think it was possible, but yes, yes, you are.” With her free hand, she shoos me. “Go, shower. Send me your address. I’ll be there soon.”

I say goodbye and send it to her. The smile on my face feels a mile wide.

In the bathroom, I crank up the music, get in the shower, and do something I haven’t done in ages—I sing along. It’s “Hooked on a Feeling.” And surely that’s the reason. You can’t not sing along to this tune. I grab the shampoo bottle and belt out the chorus.

Grateful I don’t have roommates to catch me in the act of butchering such an epic tune, I croon my heart out.

I sing to the entire Upper East Side.

To all of Manhattan.

To the city.

And most of all, to myself. Because this feels so fucking good.

When I turn off the shower, Queen LT is sitting on the floor, licking a paw, taking her own bath.

“You did not see a thing. You didn’t hear a thing. Tell no one what I did.”

She simply keeps licking. Maybe she’s smiling.

After I brush my teeth, I tug on jeans and a T-shirt and run a towel over my wet hair one more time. Then I hang it up, head to the kitchen, and start some coffee.

A few minutes later, a text lands, telling me she’s here.

I turn off the coffee. I don’t need it. I’m already buzzed.
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BRYN


I’m ready to hula hoop.

That’s both a euphemism and the truth. I didn’t change from my workout clothes. Why bother? I’m confident whatever I wear will be off in seconds.

And I know this thing with Logan isn’t about me wearing a sexy outfit to his home on a Saturday morning.

It’s about four things: Honesty. Trust. Great sex. And laughter.

Things I’m pretty sure I can have with him.

Things I didn’t set out to find in him or anyone else. But they were there, waiting to be discovered.

And this weekend feels like the precipice of a new discovery, the next path to whatever we’re becoming.

Hope rises in me as I ride up in the elevator. Hope and possibility. The doors open, and I step out, ready and wildly excited for what’s next.

Decked out in my dark-pink yoga pants, a sports bra, and a workout top, I lift my hand and rap my knuckles on his door. Anticipation whips through my body, setting my skin to tingling.

A few seconds later, I hear the click of a lock.

The door swings open.

And Logan’s dark eyes are on me, traveling down my body then back up to lock with mine.

“Hi,” he says. How is it possible for one syllable to say so much? But it does. Because of how he says it. It comes out dirty, dominant, and knowing.

He knows what we’re doing now.

I know too.

“Hi,” I say back, and there is barely a second between that word and his hand grabbing mine, the other slamming the door shut, and his body backing me up against the wall.

His lips crush against mine.

I swoon and heat up all at once.

The man wastes no time. His fingers circle my wrists, pinning them to the wall, trapping me.

His lips claim my mouth.

His kiss is urgent and hungry.

My skin sizzles, and a shudder wracks my entire body at the way he kisses me. I feel it everywhere—in my toes, in my knees, deep in my belly.

He lets go of one wrist, that hand grabbing my chin, turning my face to the side as he licks my neck. It feels spectacular.

“Oh, God,” I groan as my knees buckle, and I wish my panties would melt. “Logan. Take me. Take me now.”

He brushes his mouth along the column of my neck, dusting kisses across the hollow of my throat, over my collarbone, up to my ear. “So, you want me to fuck you, Bryn?”

I shiver. Pleasure seizes my body. “Yes. Please.”

His lips coast along my skin. “Did you come over just for that?”

I shake my head. “No.”

He pulls back and meets my gaze, his eyes dark with desire. “Why’d you come over, then? Why’d you say yes?” His voice is commanding, needy, even.

I lick my lips. “To see you. To be with you,” I breathe.

He lets go of my wrists and slides his hands up my arms to my shoulders, gripping me. “Say it again.”

“I want to be with you,” I whisper, my body aching, my pulse spiking.

He cups my face, his tone intense. “How is it possible that I met you two weeks ago and I already need you in my life this badly?”

Trembling, I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

“I don’t either,” he rasps, kissing my cheek, sucking on my jaw. “I just know I do.”

“Me too,” I say, going boneless as he licks me like I’m the best thing he’s ever tasted.

His kisses go to my head, they go to my skin, and they send a wild, needy pulse between my legs.

But soon, he breaks our connection, tosses me over his shoulder, and carries me to his bedroom.

After he drops me on the bed, I reach for the bottom of his T-shirt and tug.

He grabs it and, in one swift move, pulls it off. I stare hungrily at his chiseled chest, his firm pecs, and the ladder of his abs. But I don’t get to linger for long because he’s stripping me with speed and finesse, yanking off my leggings, shedding my top, and jerking off my bra while I toe off my shoes and socks. His jeans come off next, then his boxers, and my mouth waters as I stare at his hard cock, thick and pulsing.

He climbs up on the bed, his eyes flaring with desire as he straddles me, then moves higher.

And higher still.

My lips part, and I breathe out hard, not knowing what’s coming but wanting it anyway.

“Push those beauties together,” he says, staring at my breasts.

A blast of heat tears through my body as I oblige, creating a warm, dark tunnel for his dick. He slides between them, and I push them closer, tighter. “Fuck, Bryn. Your tits are fantastic,” he grunts as he strokes his cock between them.

Arching my hips, I murmur, “Fuck them harder.”

The man needs no direction. He goes to town on my chest, pumping and stroking and growling.

I didn’t come here expecting this, but somehow, it’s the perfect foreplay. Like he knows what it means to me. Like he knows that I want this choice for my body to be sexy to him. I might have made this decision for me, but I relish knowing the result rocks his world too.

And he shows me with the way he thrusts and fucks and shudders.

Then he freezes, going still. His hand goes to the base of his cock, and he squeezes, his eyes locking with mine, mischief in them. “Don’t want to fire too soon.”

I smile too, laughing even while I’m insanely aroused. “Definitely don’t want that.”

“Next time, I’m going to fuck your tits till I come all over your chest.”

Heat rushes through my body. “I like the sound of that. All of it. Especially . . . next time.”

“We are going to fuck so many times, Bryn. But this time,” he says, moving down my body, grabbing my panties as he goes and sliding them off, “you need to get on your hands and knees.”

I grin wickedly. “Gladly.”

I shift around. Logan moves behind me and presses a hand to the middle of my back. “Need you lower. Arms stretched all the way out, face on the bed. Need to fuck you hard.”

Sparks radiate across my entire body as pleasure floods every cell, and my core grows wetter. “God, yes. Please.”

He moves behind me, grabbing a condom from the nightstand. I weigh my next words carefully. They speak volumes. But I trust him, so I give them voice.

“I’m on protection. And I’m negative,” I say, turning to look at him.

A tender smile spreads across his face, and he glides a gentle hand down my back. “Me too. Negative, that is. You’re the only one I’ve been with since . . .”

“Same,” I admit, finishing the sentence. “Same for me.”

“I want to feel you gripping me. Want you bare.”

I swallow roughly. “I want that too.”

He moves behind me, kneeling, spreading my cheeks, opening me. “Oh, sweetheart. Look at you. So fucking wet for me.”

I rock my hips, desperate, begging to be filled. “Please fuck me.”

He shakes his head as he lines up his cock against my wetness, rubbing the tip against me. “I’m not going to fuck you,” he says, all low and smoky.

My brow knits. “You’re not?”

“Not at all,” he says, sliding the head against me, making me moan like a wanton woman. He pushes in, and I gasp, rocking back, greedily trying to draw him in farther. “I’m going to fuck you and,” he murmurs, pushing deeper, sliding into all my wetness as I shudder, “I’m going to make love to you.”

His words, his twin expressions of desire and adoration, send me flying. “Yes, please. I want that. Want you. Want it all.”

He bottoms out, filling me. I rock back and squeeze my eyes shut, desire overcoming me.

And he’s off, fucking me hard, ruthlessly. He’s demanding, driving deep, squeezing my ass, gripping my hips. He tugs my hair, making me yelp at the same time as I cry out from how hard he’s fucking me. He eases back, lifting a hand to swat my ass, then sinks right back inside me again.

I scream in pleasure.

He’s relentless as he fucks me savagely, pumping and thrusting, smacking and pulling and taking.

The whole time, he talks to me.

So fucking good.

You like that?

You want it harder?

I can barely move, and I love it. I can’t think, and I’m ecstatic. I don’t have to do anything but consume and be devoured.

And that’s how he fucks me. That’s how he makes love to me.

He takes me to a new realm of pleasure. His arm bands around my waist, his mouth coming down near my ear. “Can you come? Do you need my fingers, sweetheart?’

I shiver as bolts of pleasure rocket through me. In the midst of all this dirty, rough sex, this man turns tender, asking what I need. It’s the most sensual thing a man has ever done to me. Ask.

“Yes. Now. Fast,” I say, urging him on.

“I’ll give you anything you want,” he says, his hand sliding between my legs, stroking and making me mindless. Stars burst behind my eyes. Pleasure swamps me and the telltale signs of an orgasm build tight in my body.

I cry out, letting him know I’m coming, and then as I do, I tell him to come on me, because that’s what I want right now. He pulls out, and seconds later, hot streams of his pleasure hit my back, and I am just lost.

I am lost in this crazy, epic pleasure as he slides a hand up my spine, spreading his release all over me.

It’s erotic and filthy, and I feel marked.

I feel like his.

Like he wants to be with me, and I want to be with him, and we’re together.

With each other.

And maybe with one other mammal. Because when I open my eyes, a fluffy black-and-white cat is on the edge of the bed, twitching her tail, staring at us.

I swear she’s smiling.
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Laughing, I point to the feline. “Is your cat entering a staring contest?”

“It does seem that way,” he says.

The tuxedo furball rises, stretches her back, and pivots, leaping off the bed.

“I guess she’s seen enough,” I remark, still grinning. “But she did look proud of you, I have to say.”

He preens. “Goals.” Then he plants a kiss on my shoulder. “Let’s clean you up.”

After we straighten up in the bathroom, Logan brings me against him, sweeps my hair over my shoulder, and peppers kisses all across my neck. “Thank you,” he whispers, and there’s that sweet, tender man again.

I laugh, furrowing my brow as I swivel around. “What are you thanking me for? Sex?”

He takes my hand, pulls me back to bed, and hooks my leg around his hip. He faces me as we settle down into the pillows and covers. “Not sex, per se. But sex like that.”

I raise a hand as if I’m in class. “I’m still confused. Why are you thanking me for sex? I wanted to have it.”

He nuzzles my neck, dusting soft kisses there, then he pulls back to meet my eyes. “Because . . . you want it the same way I do.”

“Well, yeah. We sort of established that on the first night.”

Running a hand down my side, he nods. “I know. But you need to understand something.” He licks his lips, drawing a deep breath. “It’s like a fucking revelation with you. The sex.”

He sounds relieved and thrilled all at once, and I flashback to what he said before in his office, that our first night together was the most epic date and most epic sex. I want to understand him more, to explore the apparent truth in his words, then and now, so I ask, “You’ve always wanted it a little dominant and never had it that way?”

“Not until you.”

“And what do you think about it now?” I ask, my skin tingling, my body heating up again.

“It’s fucking amazing with you. It’s like—” He mimes an explosion.

“Mind-blowing?” I ask, unable to mask a wicked grin.

“Completely mind-blowing.”

I prop my head in my hand, still processing what he’s saying, the freshness of it. “So this is truly new to you?”

His eyes flash with vulnerability. “I’ve fantasized about it. Wanted it like this. But haven’t had it this way.”

For a moment, worry grips my chest. “Do you only want to date me because I like it when you shove my face in the pillows?”

His eyes widen, and he scoffs. “What? No. No fucking way.”

I press a hand to his chest. “Are you sure?”

He inches closer to me, threading a hand through my hair. “I’m positive, Bryn. I like you so much. I like all of you.” He runs a finger across my top lip. “I like your mouth.” Then he taps my temple. “And your mind.” He moves his fingers down to my chest. “And your big heart, and the fact that you looked into classes for my kid. That was amazing.” He takes a beat. “And I also feel alive in a whole new way with you. I feel connected to you on all those levels. Maybe you think that’s crazy.”

“It’s not crazy.” My heart lurches toward him, my throat tightening with vulnerable emotions. I want to get closer to him, want to know what it’s like to be wrapped in this kind of intimacy: body, heart, and mind. “I feel that way too.”

“So you know it’s not just sexual?”

“It’s not,” I say softly. “But I wanted to make sure. Once bitten, twice shy.”

“Same here. That’s why I said thank you. I could never talk about sex openly with my ex. She didn’t want to. But with you,” he says, running a hand over my hip, “I feel like I’ve been able to be open with you from the start. I think that’s why it’s so good between us.”

“Because we can talk about sex and everything else,” I agree. He’s put his cards on the table, so I do the same, even if it’s a little scary. Because we can tell each other what we want. “I spend all day making decisions, and I love that when I’m in bed with you, I don’t have to.”

“All day, I think about compromises and negotiations, and in bed with you, I don’t have to. I can decide.”

I snuggle closer to him. “I like when you tell me what to do. When you put me on my knees. When you push me down. It felt even more intense this time. Did you feel that way?”

“I did.” His voice is soft as he brushes the hair off my cheek. “And I’m pretty sure it’s because I’m falling for you, Bryn. I’ve been shut down for so long, and it’s incredible to feel the opposite at last. And I don’t want to stop feeling this way.”

My eyes flutter closed as his words sink in, as they weave through me, making me feel so damn good.

When I open my eyes, I say, “I’m falling for you too.”

We kiss for a long, long time.

So long that I lose track of the hours and miss my hula-hooping class, but I don’t care, because soon he fastens my hands to the headboard with a tie, buries his face between my legs, and makes me come again.

And it feels like we’re the only ones in the world.
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That afternoon, we grab lunch then walk through Central Park. “What was your favorite road trip with your mom?”

“It’s impossible to choose.”

“Try.”

“There were so many good ones,” she says, bright flickers of happiness in her eyes. She hums thoughtfully, setting her finger on her lips like she’s recalling memories. “I loved going to California, seeing the gold rush towns at the foot of Yosemite.”

“Did you discover any gold?”

She laughs. “So much.” We wander along the path, trees canopying us overhead. “I loved visiting Savannah. All that history and those spooky old mansions.”

“Savannah feels like it’s teeming with stories. Like you walk down one block and there are a thousand tales in those homes.”

“Yes, exactly.”

I squeeze her fingers, a small burst of nerves in me as I ask the next question. “Where would you go with me if we went on a road trip?”

She tilts her face, meeting my gaze. “I’d like to go on a train with you. Maybe even across Canada. One of those seven-day trips where you see all the towns and take in the countryside. Get a sleeper car.”

“Not a road trip?” I ask, surprised.

She shakes her head. “I love them, but I’d want it to be fresh and new with you. To feel like what I love, but different too. Know what I mean?”

I drop a kiss onto her cheek, understanding perfectly. “I do.”

We cross Bethesda Terrace, and briefly I wonder if we’ll run into anyone from work. If we’ll see someone we know before we have a chance to come out. But it’s just us, two people in a sea of millions.

There will be time to do this the right way, and the weekend is not that time. I lace our fingers tighter, my heart thumping harder, enjoying this escape. “So, Miss Baseball Fan. I can get us hockey tickets tonight, but I have a feeling you’d rather see the Yankees. Want me to try to get tickets for the ball game?”

She pants, her eyes lighting up. “I’ll get on my knees for that.”

“Done.”
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I make some calls, snag some tickets, and take her to the game. She’s rowdy and waves a blue foam finger and cheers the loudest from our section. The Bronx Bombers win, and on the way home, I’ve arranged for a town car.

With the partition up, she makes good on her promise.

She takes me deep, and I thrust hard, fucking her mouth, holding her head, telling her how good she is at this, then flooding her throat with my release.

After, we swing by her place to grab a change of clothes and feed her cat. Then she comes over and spends the night before she has to leave for Los Angeles late Sunday night for a work trip.

In the morning, when I wake, I tug her back to my chest and slide inside her, fucking her slowly and sensually, but still gripping her tight, controlling her pleasure, and giving it to her how she wants.

So she doesn’t have to think.

So she only has to feel.

It’s the perfect weekend.

So perfect, it feels like this is the true kismet.

Later, as I make her lunch, I draw a breath, ready to take another step with this woman.

“Would you want to meet Amelia later this week? After you return from your trip?”

Her green eyes shine with delight. “I’d love to. But are you sure?”

“I’m positive. It would mean a lot to me. I want you in my life, Bryn. I want you to meet my daughter.”

“I want to be in your life, and I do want to meet her.” She clears her throat. “But how are we doing this? This whole disclosure thing? This weekend is like a dream, but we have to face reality.”

I turn off the stove, plate the pasta and veggies, and sit across from her at the table. “I can talk to HR tomorrow and work on it.”

She inhales deeply. “I want to be there though. It’s important to me to do this together. To be in this together. I return from California Wednesday afternoon.”

“Of course. So we do it on Thursday. That’s the day I’m heading to the West Village offices to check in and meet with everyone. We’ll make it a double, since we’re seeing Casey that evening for our meeting.”

She wiggles her brows. “We disclose, and we date. That sounds totally unsexy, but with you, I know it’ll be hot.”

“And so much more.” I set down my fork, meeting her gaze. “It’s more than dating. You know that, right?”

She swallows a little nervously. “What is it, Logan?”

What I’m about to say ought to scare me. It should be terrifying. But it’s not at all. I feel free with her. I feel safe with her. I feel trust with her. “I’m falling in love with you,” I tell her, and it feels so damn good.

Then it feels ten million times better when she says, “I’m falling in love with you too.”
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As I end my final work call on Tuesday, I hang up the phone with panache, hold my arms out wide, and stare happily at the little person patiently waiting on the other side of my desk, flipping through an old Far Side comic.

“I’m done now. All done,” I say.

Amelia holds up a finger, speaking quietly under her breath. “Blah, blah, blah, Ginger.”

I smile. “That’s one of the best ones.”

She looks up, shuts the book, and shrugs. “I like Calvin and Hobbes better.”

“And that is your prerogative.”

“What does that mean? Like pierogis? Because those are good.” She slides out of the chair where she’s been quietly reading since my sister picked her up from school and dropped her at my regular Upper East Side office an hour ago.

“‘Prerogative’ means choice. It’s your choice to like what you like,” I say, grabbing my cell and tucking it into the pocket of my slacks.

She nods. “I don’t think I want to use that word for a while though. It’s too hard to say.”

“Confession—it’s a little hard for me to say too.”

“Nothing’s hard for you,” she says as we leave the office and head to the elevator.

“That’s not true at all.”

“What’s hard for you?” she asks as she presses the button for the lobby. “Not tying your shoes.”

“True. I mastered that a while ago.”

“Not reading. You’re good at that,” she points out as the car arrives and we step inside.

I want to tell her all the things that have been hard for me. Trust would be top of the list. Believing in second chances. Letting go of my armor.

But I’ve done all that lately. Thanks to my friends and their support, thanks to my daughter and her attitude, and most recently, thanks to Bryn and her big heart and wonderful soul.

That’s why the next thing I have to do is easy.

When Amelia and I head for Central Park, away from the noise of the cars and cabs, where buses fade to a background hum, I clear my throat. “So, there’s someone I want you to meet later this week.”

Her big brown eyes sparkle, and her mouth forms an O. “Is it the author we wrote to? Is she giving her cats superpowers? That would be amazing.”

I laugh, squeezing her hand as we head to the playground. “That would be amazing, and we will keep the dream alive. But . . .” I pause briefly to see if nerves descend on me, if worry grips me. But neither arrive. I only feel good about this decision. Bryn and I have been texting and talking the last few days, and this next step feels right. Just as I want our relationship in the open, I want my daughter to know what’s making me so happy. “I met someone I like.”

Amelia furrows her brow. “Like, an author? Or a cartoonist?”

Okay, maybe it’s not completely easy. “A woman. A woman I like. I’m dating someone.”

“Oh. Is she nice?” Amelia says, asking the simplest of questions.

I give the simplest of answers. “She’s great. She’s kind and smart and funny, and she loves cats. And I’d like for you to meet her.”

Amelia smiles. “She sounds cool. You should give her a gift. I like gifts. I’m going to go on the swings now. Bye.”

And she runs off to the playground a few feet away.

Well, I guess that was easy.

As she pumps her feet to get the swing going, I send a text to Bryn.

Logan: Amelia says you sound cool. Can’t wait to see you tomorrow.

Bryn: She’s correct. I am cool. Also, same to you. :)

Then, an idea pops into my head, and I know an excellent gift for Bryn.
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As the wheels touch down on the tarmac, I stretch my neck from side to side, grateful to be back in New York a little earlier than expected on Wednesday.

While we taxi, I turn my phone back on, and the emails slide into my inbox like coins in a slot machine.

I cruise through as many as I can, replying to my friend Paisley about her blog, then spot one that makes me sit up and actually say oh out loud. It’s from Hadley, the former owner of The Dating Pool. She’s asking if I’ll take a look at her new blog about amusement parks. You’ve always had such great insight on what works. Blinking, I click on the link, surprised she came to me for advice.

Surprised and impressed. It’s more than a little blog about rides. It’s a whole travel site, with road trips and suggestions, and it’s utterly delightful, but it needs some work to iron out the clunkiness.

I send a quick reply telling her I’ll send her details later, but I’m grateful she asked.

Then, as the plane rolls to a stop, I spot a new text.

Logan: Any chance you could be free tonight? Casey has a thing tomorrow and wants to see if we can meet this evening instead. Also, hope you had a safe flight, sweetheart. And I can’t wait to get you on your knees, rope my fingers in your hair, and tug it hard while I fuck you to many, many orgasms. <3

I laugh privately, a burst of naughty tingles rushing through my body.

Bryn: You are filthy, sweet, and businesslike all in one text.

Logan: I am a multitasking master.

Bryn: Yes, I can meet tonight. Flight arrived early.

Logan: Good. I can see you, and then I can bend you over

the bed later tonight, since I am kid-free.

Bryn: And once more, he shows off his multitasking.

Logan: Bet I can fuck you and kiss you at the same time. Want that kind of multitask?

Bryn: Do you truly have to ask?
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After I’ve freshened up, I head to Speakeasy in Midtown, saying hello to the redhead who owns the bar. “Hi, Julia. You’re looking fabulous.” I blow her a kiss.

“And you look like a goddess,” she says, her eyes traveling with approval over my black skirt and silvery top.

“Takes one to know one,” I reply, then I make my way to the table in the corner where Logan is seated with a pretty blonde. For a few seconds, I get to savor the view of my man—his stubble, his fuck-me do, his soulful eyes—as he listens intently to her. I love that he’s a listener, that he pays attention to whoever he’s talking to.

Casey notices me first and waves. When Logan’s face turns in my direction, his lips curve up and his eyes twinkle with dirty deeds and sweet nothings. He quickly schools his expression. Puts on his professional face.

They both rise as I reach them, but Casey goes first, extending a hand. “So good to meet you at last, especially after all our emails.”

“Good to meet you too.”

Logan gestures to the chair. “Good to see you, Bryn.”

“And you, Logan,” I say, feeling a little sheepish as we pretend in front of her.

We sit and order drinks, and Casey tells me, “I feel like I know you already after all our exchanges.”

“I’m glad you reached out. I think we can do great things together, as Logan mentioned.”

“He did share some of your thoughts, but mostly he said you’d already put together some great ideas for a content partnership, and I’d love to hear them.”

“The floor is yours,” Logan says to me, and I take it.

I slide right into my vision for the strategic pair-up between her sex toy company and our dating and relationship site. “I’m imagining articles and how-to guides for both our couples’ content and our singles’ content. Sex toys are something most of us are interested in, but frankly, some of us don’t know how to use them. Don’t know where to start. Have you ever tried a toy that has fourteen speeds and ten settings, and figuring out how to use it in the heat of the moment kills both the heat and the moment?”

Casey smiles, lifting a hand. “That’s been known to happen from time to time.”

“And I think even if your site has those guides and that sort of how-to-use info, I feel strongly that readers’ sex and relationship lives would be enriched if other sites, like The Dating Pool, could incorporate that into what we do,” I explain. “Likewise, I could see providing some content on your site—like fun and sexy date suggestions, how to talk about vibrators, how to introduce sex toys early on, or later, or any time—will only drive more sales of your products.”

Then, I dive into the specifics of how I see this coming together.

Pun intended.

“I love it,” Casey says when I’m done.

Logan smiles. “Told you she was brilliant.”

I smile proudly, glad they both like my strategy for how we can work together.

“You did,” Casey says, then takes a beat and draws a breath, gesturing from me to him and back. “Also, you guys don’t have to pretend you’re not a thing with me.”

I blink, straighten my shoulders, and say nothing.

Logan fixes his lips in a straight line.

“Oh, c’mon,” Casey says, with a chiding smile sent in his direction. “I picked up the vibe the second she walked in, Logan. The way you look at her gave it away.”

He rolls his eyes, shrugs, looks to me, and smiles.

I turn to him and grin. “Good to see you.”

“Very good to see you.”

“Knew it. Called it.” Casey licks her finger, then the air, making a sizzling sound.
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Later that night, Logan and I are making the sizzling sounds when we go to my place and reconnect.

We don’t even make it to the bedroom. The kitchen is as far as we get. He pushes me up against the counter, hikes up my skirt, and tugs my panties down to my knees.

“Leave on the shoes,” he instructs

I bend over the counter, my black heels on, my ass in the air. His hand slides between my legs, and I gasp, swaying against him the second he makes contact.

His voice is rough, smoky. “Oh, you do want this, sweetheart.”

“I want you,” I tell him, trembling with desire.

He reaches for my wrists, sliding them along the counter. “Keep your hands on the counter and hold on tight.”

I do as he says, my face turned as I watch him. He doesn’t even undo his shirt. He unbuckles his belt, unzips his pants, and takes out his cock. I shudder when I see how hard he is, how ready he is. And how suited-up sexy he is with just his zipper undone and his crisp shirt and silk tie still on. He tosses the tie over his shoulder.

“I’m not going to be gentle,” he rasps out, as he rubs the head of his cock against my wetness.

“I’d never expect you to.”

“I’m going to fuck you hard to show you how much I missed you.”

I bow my back, lifting my ass. “Show me. Show me now.”

And he does, shoving inside me. I’m barely able to hold on to the edge of the counter as he takes me like it’s been months instead of days.

But I like his sense of the calendar. Oh, hell yeah, do I ever like it, as he fucks me like he owns me, and when he makes me scream his name as I come, I’m sure he does—own me.

The next morning, I’m sure, too, that I’m ready for the meeting with Isaac. Ready to tell my staffers who Mr. Smolder is.

What I’m not ready for is how they find out.
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On the way to my meeting at The Dating Pool offices the next morning, I pop into Your Little Loves, since I’m early and have a few minutes.

The shopkeeper calls me over, her cheery voice floating across the store. “Mr. Clarke. I did a little research, and I think I might have a lead for you on the gift you were looking for.”

“Excellent,” I say, joining her at the register as she gives me the details.

“I’ll know more later today.”

“You are the best, Maria,” I tell her.

She smiles like it’s no big deal, then holds up a finger. “I have something else you might like. I put this aside for you.”

She bends and reaches for something behind the counter. With glee in her eyes, she lifts it and waggles a Calvin and Hobbes lunch box.

I grin. “That is perfect. I’ll take it.”

“I thought you might like it.”

She rings me up, and I tell her I’ll check in later on the other gift. I head to the building next door, as my phone rings with Casey’s number. Before I step inside, I answer it.

“Hey, Casey. Admit it, you were blown away by us,” I say.

My colleague laughs. “More like blown away by her. No wonder you’re hooked, lined, and sinkered. She’s gorgeous, kind, and smart.”

“She is indeed.”

“And that’s why I called to say yes to the pitch. But there is something I want.”

“Tell me what it is,” I say, turning away from the lobby to walk down the block as I listen to her outlining her wishes.

I nod as she talks, taking it in.

“You know what to do next,” I say. “Put it in writing.”

I can sense her smile. “I will. Talk to you later.”

Then I swivel around, head inside, and make my way upstairs to the conference room. There’s a VP meeting shortly, but right now, the editorial staffers are filing in, so I pop in to say hello.

“Great job on the home page this week. That new scientific study on how love evolves is terrific,” I tell the crew. “Advertisers loved it.”

“Thanks so much,” Rosario calls out, then peers at my hand, eyes narrowed. “Is that a Calvin and Hobbes lunch box?”

“I love Calvin and Hobbes,” Matthew adds, eyes widening as he checks out my purchase.

I hold it up higher so he can see. “My daughter loves them too. I got her this just now. She’s kind of on a lunch box kick.”

Matthew tilts his head to the side. Rosario’s mouth parts. Quentin purses his lips, and James raises a finger.

Oh, shit.

I’ve said the wrong thing.

What have I done? My brain is scrambling to fix this when Bryn strolls in.

She stops, staring at her freeze-frame staffers, then at me, then them again. “Everything okay? What’s going on?”

As if they are synchronized Olympic swimmers, they all point to me. “He’s Mr. Lunch Box?” Rosario asks.

“Mr. Smolder,” Matthew adds.

And the sigh that falls from Bryn’s lips says it all.

“He is,” she says heavily.

And today wasn’t supposed to go like that.


31


BRUCE


Day 905 in Prison

Bruce had been warned.

His whole life, he’d heard the cautionary tales. Had been told to practice the three basic skills.

Barfing on their pillow.

Meowing in the middle of the night.

And the third . . . The third one always worked. Sitting on the keyboard when they typed.

But what had he done instead? He’d heeded the siren call of the human. Her voice had worked wonders on him. Her touch. Her entire attitude.

This morning she was in some kind of wondrous mood. She looked like she might don a frock and twirl across a field of flowers while singing.

And if she did, he might very well watch. Maybe he’d even hum along. Tra-la-la-fucking-la, with a couple of meows on top.

Yes, he would have to tender his resignation from the resistance. Alert the others. Let them know he could no longer be counted on to hold the fort.

Even as she scratched his chin while typing, he didn’t feel compelled to sit on the keys. All he wanted was to receive pleasure.

“Today is going to be a good day,” she said as she stroked his chin. “I sent Casey the detailed proposal. I gave Hadley a list of tips for her site. And I reviewed Paisley’s presentation for her upcoming conference. And you know what? I’m going to keep kicking butt when I meet with Isaac and tell him I’m dating the CEO.” She laughed, then her laughter ceased. “Sounds weird, doesn’t it?”

He purred, louder and louder.

Hmm. The thought was surreal to Bruce—that she could elicit such ferocious purrs, such a powerful reaction from him.

What was that all about?

Did he want to be this cat?

A cat who liked a human?

A cat who relished companionship?

“Huh.”

He turned in her direction as she made a noise.

“Do I want to be this person?” she asked again.

He tilted his head.

“That’s the question, isn’t it, Bruce? Do I want to be someone who dates the CEO?”

Her voice, it had grown on him. It soothed him. Made him feel . . . understood.

“Or do I want to . . . be the CEO?”

She stayed still, as if lost in thought.

She shut her computer, leaned closer, and dropped a kiss to Bruce’s head. “I’ll see you later, Bruce.”

When she left, he curled up in a ray of sunshine, content at last.

For so long, he’d tried to be one thing—a member of the cat resistance. But he knew what he was. He was one of the fallen.

Bruce had fallen for a human.

And he was as happy as a sunbathing cat.
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As I leave my apartment, I call Teagan. “Can you meet me at the coffee shop before work? It’s a friend-mergency.”

“Does that mean I can order anything I want?”

“Obviously.”

I walk toward the office, soaking in the sunshine, absorbing the sounds of the city, drinking in all that Manhattan has to offer. As my shoes click-clack on the sidewalk, I think of my mother’s advice in all its myriad forms.

Her sassy little sayings, like If looks could kill, women wouldn’t need frying pans. The more straightforward ones, like Go big or go home. The adages delivered at a roadside diner, like Don’t let anyone stand in the way of your dreams, your dream jobs, or your sweet dreams.

There were others as well—anthemic ones about not needing a man.

She was right there too. As I walk through the city on my way to work—to a job I earned, a job I love—I realize something powerful.

Something true.

I don’t need a man.

I absolutely don’t.

But I want one.

I want one man.

And I want to be under that man at night, in the kitchen or in his bedroom.

But I don’t want to be a woman who works under that man.

That’s not because of him. And it’s not because I’m worried that others will see me as less powerful, or that my identity is tied up in what my team thinks of me.

This choice is mine. It’s about what I want.

I don’t want to work under any man, or any woman, or anyone.

I don’t want to do that anymore.

When I see Teagan waiting in the coffee shop with two lattes, I march up to her, grin, and say, “I have this crazy idea that I need to run past my best friend in the whole world.”

“All ideas must receive the friendship stamp of approval. So lay it on me.”

As I drink the latte, I tell her, and she practically shakes pom-poms and does cartwheels.

Then, I go into the office and straight to see Isaac, giving him my two weeks’ notice.
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Isaac sighs heavily but smiles. “We’re going to miss you.”

“I’ll miss you.”

He leans back in his chair and steeples his fingers together. “I knew it was only a matter of time. You were never ours to keep.”

I laugh softly. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“And I know you are going to do big things.”

“Thank you.” I clear my throat, draw a breath, then tell him one more thing. The hard thing. “Also, since I don’t want you to hear this from anyone else, I’m dating Mr. Clarke.”

“Oh.” He sounds shocked.

But it’s not as difficult a thing to say after all—because it’s true, and because everything about this moment feels right. All of this. “It started before he bought the company. Before either of us knew who the other one was. And that’s what our meeting with you today was going to be about. To let you know. But I guess we don’t have to worry about those details now.”

“No, seems you don’t.” As his eyes narrow, his papa bear comes out with a growl. “Did he pressure you to leave though? I have to ask.”

I scoff, waving a hand. “Absolutely not. I think this has been brewing in me for a long time. I want to do my own thing. Be a consultant. Run my own business and advise others on content partnerships. It has nothing to do with him, and everything to do with me.”

He nods and smiles. “Good to know.”

I thank him, leave, and head to meet my team for the editorial meeting. But I stop inside the conference room door.

That’s odd.

Logan is here, holding a Calvin and Hobbes lunch box.

Next I register the frozen tableau of Matthew, Rosario, James, and Quentin. “Everything okay? What’s going on?”

Practically in unison, they gesture to Logan. “He’s Mr. Lunch Box?” Rosario blurts, and I wince.

“Mr. Smolder,” Matthew adds, like I might have forgotten who Mr. Lunch Box is.

I heave a sigh, frustrated that today isn’t going to plan.

I wanted to do things in the right order, at the right time. To tell them I was leaving, then to tell them who I was seeing.

But you don’t always get to do things the way you want.

“He is. But I won’t be writing about Mr. Smolder anymore because . . .” I stop, an unexpected torrent of emotions flooding my throat. “Because I won’t be working here much longer.”
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I snap my gaze to her.

What did she just say?

“You’re leaving?” I ask.

“Why are you leaving?” Quentin asks.

“You can’t leave,” Matthew chimes in. Then he stares daggers at me. “Is this because you didn’t call her? What is wrong with you? She’s amazing. How could you miss that?”

Words are on the tip of my tongue. Words like You’ve got it all wrong. And I know how incredible she is.

Rosario hisses at me, leaping from her seat, running to Bryn, and clutching my woman while shooting laser beams at me. “You should have texted Bryn. What you did was not cool.”

My eyes widen. I have no clue what they’re talking about. I want to protest and insist, I did! But my instincts tell me now is the time to shut up.

“Guys!” Bryn laughs, holding up her hands in surrender. “He did call. He did text. We’re . . .” She turns to me, her eyes saying go ahead, and I’ve got no clue why we’re doing it this way, but I trust this woman. She’s clearly got a plan.

“Together,” I say.

“What?” Matthew shrieks.

“But he didn’t text you,” Rosario says.

Quentin rolls his eyes. “Obviously, he did. Can’t you guys tell what went down?”

James raises a hand. “I’m so confused. Is this because you’re older? Is this, like, IRL dating? I thought you met online.” He grabs his head. “None of this makes any sense.”

Quentin cuts in. “Just follow the clues, peeps. He’s Mr. Lunch Box, they had a hot date, she realized he was Mr. New CEO, they cooled it, but the sparks were too hot to extinguish, and now she’s quitting and he’s got a lunch box for his kid. There. Any questions?”

Bryn laughs, looks at me, and shrugs happily.

“I have some questions,” I say, waiting for her to explain everything I don’t know.

She turns to her team. “I love you guys. I love this site. I love what we’ve built. But the time has also come for me to do my own thing. I didn’t tell Logan⁠—”

Rosario titters under her breath. “She calls him Logan.”

“You guys can all call me Logan,” I say.

Matthew shakes his head adamantly. “Oh, you’re Mr. Clarke, Mr. Lunch Box.”

Bryn clears her throat, going all lady boss. “I didn’t tell Logan, because it’s my choice.” Her hand flies to her chest for emphasis. “I didn’t do this—give notice—because we’re dating. But we are dating. I gave notice because I want to run my own business. I plan to start my own consulting shop, advising other websites and content producers on their digital presence. It’s something I’ve been doing for friends. And now I’m going to do it as a business. And none of this has to do with Mr. Smolder or Mr. Lunch Box or Mr. Clarke. All of it has to do with me.” She marches to the head of the conference table, takes a seat, and says, “Now, let’s talk about what we have planned for the next two weeks.”

Not gonna lie. I’m all kinds of turned on.
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I leave them to their meeting and head for my office. Later—after an editorial meeting-long span of time—there’s a knock on my door.

“Come in,” I say, and the person I most want to see enters.

I go to the door and shut it, then face Bryn with a well, I’m waiting look.

“So, don’t know if you heard the news,” she says, flopping onto my couch wearing a knowing grin.

“Gee, what news would that be?” I ask, sitting next to her.

She sighs happily. “I hope you’re not annoyed, but I had a revelation this morning about what I wanted, and I had to do it this way.”

I dispel any notion that I am or could be annoyed with a quick shake of my head. “Not in the least. I completely understand.”

“Thank you. I’m excited about this.”

“As you should be. And what you did, it was . . . hot.”

She laughs then gives me an is that so look. “Really?”

I nod, running my gaze along her legs, up her waist to her breasts, and then letting it settle on those gorgeous green eyes. “So hot. Watching you just lay down the law. Make those decisions. Go full lady boss.”

“Glad you liked it.”

“I liked it because it says you know yourself. You know how to go after what you want.” I set a hand on her knee, embracing the freedom to touch her like this. “But also because I know what it means when you spend all your days making decisions.”

“What does it mean, Logan?” she asks, all sensual and husky.

“It means you’ll want me to pull your hair, swat your ass, and talk dirty to you as I bend you over and take you.”

She shivers. “You know me so well.”

I lean in close and dust a kiss on her neck. “I do.” Then I pull back, clearing my throat, going serious. “I’ll miss having you here. You’re a huge asset to this site. But I also understand why you made the choice, and I think it’s perfect for you. I also might have a client for you.”

Her brow knits. “You might?”

I grin, pleased with the unexpected gift up my sleeve. “Casey Sullivan called me this morning about you. She was quite impressed with you last night.”

Bryn squeaks. “She was?”

“Indeed. She wanted to steal you away from me.”

Her jaw drops, and her lips curve into a wild grin. “Are you serious?”

I pout. “You’re leaving me for her? So sad.”

She swats my thigh. “Tell me what she said.”

“She wants to hire you to handle content partnerships. She called and said she thought you’d be incredible. I said, ‘I know.’ She wanted to know if you’d be interested and how I felt about it, and I said she should make you an offer. That it was up to you, but that I’d never stand in the way. So, it’s your choice. All of it is always your choice.”

“Wow,” Bryn says, taking her time with that word, like she’s letting the news sink in.

“And now I guess you’ll have to tell Casey you’d be interested in perhaps working with her on a contract basis for your new firm. She’d be a helluva flagship client.”

Her eyes sparkle with excitement. “That must be why she called earlier. I have a voicemail from her. And I suppose I should negotiate my way into making her a client.”

“I have every faith in the world that you’ll do just that.”

“And when I make that decision, you’ll help me so I don’t have to make others?” she asks with a wiggle of her brow.

I haul her in for a kiss. “I will gladly do that.”

Then, as a promise, I squeeze her ass hard.
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I arrive first.

I pick a table in the middle.

Then I decide the back is better.

Or is closer to the front ideal?

Gah. I don’t know.

Nerves trip through me, like little girls traipsing in too-big shoes.

I grab my phone and turn the camera to selfie mode, checking to make sure I don’t have anything stuck on my face, or between my teeth. I want to look good for Amelia.

I’m wearing jeans, Converse sneakers, and a red top. My makeup is light—just mascara and blush.

I have pictures of my cat to show her.

At three on the dot on Saturday, the man I’m crazy for comes into view outside the window of Peace of Cake. My heart thumps madly, hammering against my chest. He’s so sexy, so suit-y. But right now, he’s so single daddy.

And that’s even hotter.

He wears Vans, jeans, and a Henley, and he’s laughing, holding the hand of a curly-haired blonde.

My ovaries dance a jig.

They execute handsprings.

He’s never been more attractive, and that’s saying something.

Wait. He’s opening the door for her. It’s official. He’s even more irresistible.

He holds the door for his daughter, who jerks her gaze around the store. “Daddy, where’s your girlfriend?”

She’s loud and bold, and I love it. Laughing, I raise my hand and wave. I stand, and they walk over to me.

The girl flashes me a bright smile and extends a hand. “I’m Amelia Clarke. It’s nice to meet you. I like cats, cake, books, and my dad and my mom too.”

Oh. My. God.

She is the most fantastic person ever.

I take her hand and shake. “I’m Bryn Hawthorne. I like road trips and retro posters, sayings about strong women, my friends, and my mom, who’s in Heaven. And I like meeting new people. Like you.”

“And do you like cake?”

“Obviously.”

“Good. But I don’t want to share. Sharing is good, but not with cake, because I want my own piece. Please. Is that okay, Daddy?”

He ruffles her hair. “Absolutely.” He casts me a look like he’s asking if I want to share with him. “How about you?”

I scoff. “Don’t look at me. I don’t share cake either.”

We all head to the counter and order our own slices. I think this will be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.

And maybe more, because when the three of us sit down, Amelia takes a bite, says it’s yummy, then stares at me. “Are you guys in love?”

My cheeks flame red, and my smile is as wide as Manhattan from end to end. “I definitely am.”

Logan reaches a hand out to take mine. “I absolutely am too.”
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Later that week, when Amelia is with her mom, Logan comes over carrying a large, thin, rectangular object wrapped in brown paper.

“Is that a poster in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?”

“Both,” he says, edging in and setting the item down. “It’s something you were looking for once upon a time.”

Intrigued, I rip open the paper. Then I gasp, my hand flying to my mouth, tears blurring my vision. All my emotions rise, bubbling up and clogging my throat. “You didn’t.”

“I did.”

“How did you find it?” I ask shakily. “That’s what we were looking for two summers ago.”

“I know. That’s why I wanted you to have it.”

I rip off the paper the rest of the way, and my heart lodges deeper in my throat. It’s the signed Snoopy comic my mom and I were hunting for on our last road trip.

The one we never found.

“How did you find it?” I ask reverently as I stare at the Red Baron.

“I asked the woman in Your Little Loves to help me, and we tracked one down. I wanted you to have it. I thought it would be great to hang in the new office of Bryn Hawthorne Consulting,” he says.

I stare at it for a little longer, imagining my new office, picturing my mom seeing me in it. Knowing she’d be proud of me, of my choices, of my life.

Of my choice to love this man.

I stand, cup his cheeks, and whisper against his lips, “I love you.”

“Good. Because I love you too.”
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The next few months go like this:

Work my ass off.

Promote Matthew to run The Dating Pool.

Hang the Snoopy poster in Bryn’s new office.

Celebrate with a sushi dinner when she finalizes the deal with Joy Delivered.

Celebrate with another dinner when she takes on Hadley as a client.

Celebrate one more time when her friend Paisley hires her.

See her as much as possible.

And juggle everything.

I learn to juggle in a whole new way, with more dexterity than I’ve ever needed before.

My daughter comes first and foremost. Then my business. My family. My friends.

And the woman I love is way at the top too.

Fortunately, my friends are nuts about Bryn because she’s amazing.

But sometimes it’s good just to hang with the guys, though they do love to give me a hard time about how little they see me now.

It’s a balancing act, fitting everything in, but Fitz is taking off for England for a week, so I make some time to head over to his place on a Sunday in August.
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I arrive at his Gramercy Place apartment around one.

The door swings open. “Hand it over,” he says, a stern look on his face as he holds out his palm.

“It’s a no-phone game?” I ask.

“Yes. Because the pact is kicking in, and I don’t want to be tempted,” Fitz says.

I tap my chest. “I’m turning in my phone so you’re not tempted? That’s not fucking fair.”

Fitz turns to the two other guys here at his place. “They did.”

Oliver leans against the back of the couch next to one of Fitz’s teammates, a dark-haired, wisecracking, hypercompetitive guy named Ransom.

Ransom raises a soda can in one hand. It’s some kind of LaCroix-flavored water. “All for one,” he says, then lifts his other hand. There’s a ping-pong paddle in it. “I turned in mine.”

“But you’re the two with the pact,” I say, gesturing to Fitz and Ransom.

“Yes, we are, and we look out for each other,” Ransom says sternly.

I sigh as I hand over my phone. “Tell me again why you two have this pact.”

Fitz shakes his head, clapping my shoulder. “Because sex is distracting. We made a pact not to have sex once training camp starts, so we can focus on being fucking amazing on the ice. A bunch of us on the team did it. And since camp starts in less than two weeks, this is good practice.”

“And the phones?” I ask.

“We turn our phones in so Ransom isn’t tempted by his Tinder profile.”

“Same to you,” he says to Fitz.

“Yeah, I don’t use Tinder,” Fitz deadpans.

Ransom rolls his eyes. “Yes, I know. ‘Because everyone hits on me,’” he says, imitating Fitz.

“It’s the truth. And I handed over my phone in an act of solidarity with Ransom. So did Ollie, and he’s engaged. Like this cat will be soon too,” Fitz says, gesturing to me.

“Whoa. I’m not engaged.” But when I say the word, it doesn’t sound like a bad idea at all.

Fitz shoots me a knowing glance. “Only a matter of time.”

He’s probably right.

He takes my phone, drops it in a drawer in the kitchen, and locks it up.

I blink, surprised at the lengths he’s going to. “Whoa. You don’t fuck around.”

“I do not fuck around,” he echoes, then hands me a paddle. “You’re with Ransom.”

“I’ve been crushing these assholes single-handedly, but I’ll let you play on my team,” Ransom adds.

Oliver clears his throat. “I wouldn’t exactly say he’s been crushing us.”

Fitz tuts as we head to the game room in his penthouse pad. “Ollie, be man enough to admit it. Ransom is absolutely crushing us.”

“That’s what I do. I crush the opposition. Isn’t that right, Fitzgerald?” Ransom calls out as we make our way to the ping-pong table.

Fitz stage-whispers to Oliver and me, “He’s getting psyched up for the season by destroying us at ping-pong. It’s his new pregame ritual. Just go with it.”

“What’s your pregame ritual?” Oliver asks as he and Fitz take one side of the ping-pong table.

Fitz gives a casual shrug. “I like to mix it up. Sometimes I take a nap. Sometimes I listen to Nirvana. Other times,” he says, lifting the white plastic ball, narrowing his gaze, and then raising the paddle, “I focus on absolutely annihilating Logan Clarke.”

Fitz and, to a much lesser extent, Oliver proceed to decimate me. Fitz is relentless. Determined. And savage.

Ransom is simply collateral damage.

By the time an hour is over, I am winded and spent. “How the hell did I not know ping-pong was a workout?”

“Because you’ve never played it like this,” Fitz answers, then tosses his paddle on the table. We follow suit and head to the living room, grabbing more cans of soda from the fridge before we flop down on the couch.

“So, when do you take off for the homeland?” Oliver asks Fitz.

He looks at his wrist as if there’s a watch there. “Two more days.”

“And you’re still going to check out The Magpie? The bar I told you about?”

Fitz nods. “You did say there were hot bartenders there.”

Ransom laughs, slapping Fitz on the shoulder. “Is that literally your only criteria for going to a bar?”

Fitz shoots him a serious stare. “Don’t even try to pretend that it isn’t yours.”

Ransom raises both hands. “Guilty as charged.” He reaches for his drink. “To one last fling before our pact.”

Fitz lifts his can and taps it to Ransom’s. “I will drink to that.”

Oliver simply smiles. “I’ll stay out of that one. Happily.”

“Me too,” I say.

Fitz rolls his eyes. “How the mighty have fallen. I guess it’s up to Ransom and me to maintain the single life.”

“Good luck with that. I can’t wait till you fall hard for some guy,” I tell Fitz.

“As if.” He snorts.

“His whole worldview will go tits up when he falls in love,” Oliver says, grinning. “It’ll be bloody fantastic.”

“It will be absolutely fucking epic,” Ransom adds.

Fitz just laughs, shaking his head like it’ll never happen.

But something tells me it will.
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Bryn

Next year

A postcard icon blinks at the top of my cell phone screen. Immediately, a spark shimmies across my shoulders.

I show the screen to Bruce. “Someone is looking for me. Who do you think it is?”

He licks his paw as I click on the envelope.

Seeking Woman Who Likes Mojitos:

Last night, you were wearing a red dress with a zipper all the way down the back. You danced to a band named The Incident and The Accident. (Thank God the band took my advice when I wrote to them, and added a “The.”) You looked so damn sensual that I spent the rest of the show imagining unzipping that dress, licking a path down your back, and biting the sweet flesh of your ass.

I can arrange to undress you, bite you, kiss you, take you, and put you on your knees every night for seven days. During the day, we’ll travel across Canada together, exploring the countryside, checking out souvenir shops, and seeing all the off-the-beaten-path destinations together.

Would you like to take a road trip on a train with me?

From,

The Guy Who Unzipped Your Dress Last Night When You Came Home with Me

I show it to Bruce. “What’s my answer? What say you, pussycat?”

Bruce switches to his other paw, and I reply to Logan. It’s become our thing. We still post on Made Connections, leaving sexy and romantic notes for each other, listing things we’ve done and things we want to do.

It keeps the fire burning bright. That’s not hard, though, when you already have the four key components to a forever relationship: trust, honesty, laughter, and great sex.

Though there’s a fifth too.

Love, and we have that as well.

Dear Mr. Unzip Me Now,

The answer is yes, and I look forward to the sleeper car.

Xoxo
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A few weeks later, we board the train for our “road trip.” It’s the second time we’ve taken one. A year ago, we traveled by rail through New England, then hunkered down in a cabin in Maine for four days. It was glorious.

And today, it’s glorious too, as porters load our suitcases and Logan and I head into the first-class car on a train that’ll take us across the country.

I open the door to our sleeper cabin, eyeing the bed. “What do you think, Mr. Smolder?”

He wiggles his brows. “Why don’t you check under the covers?”

I shoot him a what are you talking about look. “For what? A mint? Bedbugs?”

“Hopefully it’s more like a mint.”

I tug at the covers, yanking them back. My breath flees my lungs when I find a royal-blue velvet box.

Hope rushes through me.

“Is this for me . . .?”

“Yes,” he says in a soft, low voice filled with wishes.

I take it, flip it open, and gasp.

When I turn around, Logan Clarke is down on one knee. “When I met you, the only thing I regretted was not getting your name and number soon enough. But we found each other. We made the connection, and every day I’m so glad we did. Because the last year and a half with you has been the best of my life. There’s been so much trust, honesty, and laughter that I sometimes can’t believe it’s real. But it is. Every day with you is so real and true,” he says. I press my lips together, but that doesn’t abate the tears. They flood my eyes, and my heart fills with happiness.

“Before I met you, Bryn, I was going through the motions. After I met you, I understood what it meant to be in love, to be happy, and to feel everything. I want to keep feeling everything with you. I hope you’ll live with me and be my wife, because I love you so much, and I want to be with you always.”

My hand presses over my heart, like I need to hold it in place lest it jumps out of my chest and into his arms. His arms—where I want to be.

“I would love to be your wife. Because I love you so much, Logan. So incredibly much.”

I hand him the box, and he takes out the stunning diamond solitaire, slides it onto my finger, then pulls me into his lap and kisses the breath out of me.

I see stars as his lips slide across mine.

And soon, very soon, I see galaxies as my fiancé makes love to me on the train, in a sleeper cabin on our very own road trip.

It’s just another way we’ve made things our own.


EPILOGUE


Bruce

After That

Day 1 in Solitary Confinement

This was not in Bruce’s plan.

No one ran this past him.

First, there was that infernal cat carrier. Like he was some sort of ferret.

He could handle a harness and a leash, thank you very much. But to be stuffed inside a portable cell?

To be placed in a basic sedan?

Shouldn’t he have been carried on a sacred bed in some air-conditioned, temperature-controlled limousine? That would have been more fitting for a being of his stature.

Now, here he was in some new and different place. He’d show them. He’d prove to them that those years in prison hadn’t softened him at all.

Not one bit.

He’d only been pretending to like the woman.

And the man too.

Though was it truly pretending? The man, after all, had brought him yellowtail several times. Sliced ever so delicately and served—gasp—raw.

It had been divine.

But no! He couldn’t linger on those thoughts. Bruce had been moved from his cell, the cell he had grown to think of as home, and had been placed in a new prison.

And he would let them know exactly what he thought of . . .

Meow!

Oh.

Ohhhhhh, yes.

Was that a lovely lady cat?

Hello there. That tail was so lush. So big. So soft. She smelled of catnip. And she was the finest specimen of feline he’d ever seen.

Bruce sauntered out of his cat carrier, strutted across the carpet, and sidled up against the lady.

This prison was going to be so much better.

He had a cellmate after all.


EPILOGUE


Queen Of Tofu

A little later

Everything had worked.

It had all turned out as she’d intended.

Queen Of Tofu curled up in bed that night with the man and the woman.

Well, she waited till they were, you know, done.

They were always doing it.

All the time.

So much meowing and caterwauling and noisemaking.

But the man had learned, clearly. He’d taken his tips from Queen Of Tofu, and they’d worked.

Naturally.

And now she had barely needed an ounce of her charms, and the striped black cat had fallen in love with her. Here he was, leaping onto the bed, wrapping his strong body around hers, big-spooning her like the man did with the woman.

Ah, the male of the species.

They really weren’t so hard to figure out.

A bit of love, a little attention, and soon they were going on about happily ever after.

And that seemed a lot like purr-fection.
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