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  Chapter one

On any top-ten list of best Sunday plans, today’s brunch with my former crush and his new girlfriend would rank number eleven . . . hundred. Times five. But I couldn’t say no. We’re still friends.  
And I’m over him. 
Just keep telling yourself that.
Still, there is no chance I will ever say “I love you” to Jamie again. 
The subway is oddly crowded for this time of day. I squeeze on, snagging the prime real estate spot leaning against the metal doors, right up against the “Do Not Lean on Door” warning, and hold on to a small sliver of a handrail. As the train approaches Times Square–42nd Street, the conductor announces that this local train is now going express, and groans erupt. Works for me. At 42nd Street, half the train empties out, but it quickly fills back up, as if we’ve all just exchanged dance partners. 
Three stops later, the train car shudders to a stop, spitting me out, along with a stream of passengers jostling each other for a place in the ant line marching up the stairs. The last brush-by, without even a “’Scuze me,” skews my hat, my favorite 1920s-style cloche. So much for all the time I spent positioning it just right so I’d look more poised—less cute little buddy—when Jamie sees me again. He’s back in New York for a brief visit. I haven’t seen him in over a year since he’s been living in Singapore. Now if only I can live up to the hat’s “superpower sophistication.” I adjust it and push through the turnstile. 
Even before I reach the top of the steps to the street, the smell of honey-roasted nuts from the Nuts4Nuts vendor cart at the top is making me hungry. 
At least my close friend Rory agreed to join me at this brunch with Jamie and his new girlfriend, so I’m not the rejected third wheel sitting across from the happy couple. 
Chambers Street is crowded with vendor tables but not many people yet. The phone store and clothing store with back-to-school sale signs soldier on, not yet joining the other boarded-up stores on this block. And then Michaels craft store. The lure is strong. Not that I need any more crafting supplies, but it seems a waste to be in the neighborhood and not check out its sale selection. But I resist. I want to be first to the brunch battlefield, able to plan my strategy as advised in The Art of War. Not that I’ve read it, just The Art of War for Writers.
My email pings. I’m taking a hodge-podge of online writing courses while I write my second novel as I query my first novel, Midnight Masquerade, and it’s a comment from my teacher on my latest online assignment: “You’re still holding back, playing it safe. You need to scrape your emotions raw in your writing.”
I don’t think so. I felt naked enough writing that scene. And I’m not sure how much of me I want to expose for public consumption.
Up ahead, Rory is leaning against a streetlight, reading a book. One lock of his wavy, brown hair has fallen onto his face, and he pushes it away to join the rest of his unruly mop of hair. He could be modeling menswear, except that the cover of the book he’s holding is bright pink and yellow. A romcom book I recommended. He wanted to read other books in my genre so he could compare my draft manuscript to the competition, so I gave him a list of my favorites. He looks up, and our glances catch. 
“Like your hat, Penelope. Suits you.” Rory kisses me on the cheek. 
We push open the door to The Barn. Bells jingle, and the buttery smell of pancakes welcomes us. The whitewashed wood gives the restaurant an old farmhouse vibe. Vintage signs with pictures of black-and-white cows and bushels of peaches decorate the walls. We stand in line in the small foyer, waiting to be seated. 
I’ve been seeing more of Rory lately. We’re friends from college. I briefly had a crush on him then, but he started dating someone else. When he has a girlfriend, we see each other about once every other month. But he broke up with his last girlfriend about two months ago, and now he calls me to get together for brunch nearly every Sunday. My best friend and roommate, Zelda, who also knows Rory from college, was like, “Well, he obviously enjoys hanging out with you, but you’re solidly in the friend lane with this Sunday brunch thing.” Trust Zelda for the straight talk. It’s not that I thought I was changing lanes and moving to the speeding girlfriend lane. I’m good driving at a controlled sixty miles an hour—and not hazardously heading for a heartbreak on some highway of love. 
“How do you like the book?” I ask.
“It’s good. Deeper than I expected. Funny. Affirms all my love-lasts-forever bull. Isn’t that what you called it?” His tone is mild, but an undercurrent of frustration pulses there.
“I was drunk when I said that.” I’m surprised he remembers. It was at a dinner party several years ago. About six of us were drunkenly arguing over the merits of prenups. I don’t even remember how the topic came up, except that we have two friends who are on polar opposites of the issue. As were Rory and I. I was for prenups, he was against. I argued prenups define expectations so there’s less chance of angry fights when it ends. 
“In vino veritas,” Rory says.
“I’d say more like, when drunk, debate points are exaggerated. I shouldn’t have called it bull.”
“I don’t think that works as well. In vino debatus pointus exaggeratos.”
I laugh. “Anyway, your belief gives me hope.” I hope that Rory finds his true love and that she doesn’t break his heart. 
He gives me a quizzical look. “So, what’s with this fake boyfriend trope? This is the second one with it.”
“I like that trope.” I tilt my head. 
“Do you?” 
Something in the way he asks makes me look at him more closely. “Yes. I’m writing a fake dating plot in my new book, Fake Dating Folly.” 
“Why do you like it?”
“I like the getting-to-know-each-other-slowly.” I shrug. “I don’t know. So, what happened on Thursday? Did your pitch win?” Rory works in advertising.
“Yes, but . . .”
“They want you to change it? You don’t look that happy.”
“No. They like the pitch,” Rory says. He flushes. “But his wife groped my butt during our celebratory drinks.”
“She didn’t,” I say, shocked. 
“She did. I got this weird vibe from her, but I thought no—she’s got to be about fifty, and my client is right there talking about color schemes—and then, she copped a feel of my butt.”
“While he was there?”
“Yeah, like what the . . . I was afraid I’d lose the pitch right there.” Rory shakes his head in disbelief. “I jumped, which threw her, too. But still, it’s freaking awkward.”
“That’s crazy,” I say. Rory still looks upset. “Did she pinch anybody else’s butt?”
“I didn’t take a poll.” He laughs but then looks serious again. “And we’ve got another client function this Thursday.”
I point at the book. “I know what you need. You need a fake girlfriend to protect you at client functions, like a buffer.”
He stills, staring at me. “That’s not a bad idea.”
“I was joking.” But I feel a little thrill of satisfaction that he likes my idea. He takes off his blue jacket, and he’s wearing a worn T-shirt that does little to hide his washboard stomach.
“Aren’t there any women currently in the running to be a real girlfriend?” I ask.
“No.” 
“How is that possible?” This brunch line is not moving. The smell of bacon frying is making me even hungrier.
He just gives me his look of annoyance, which is one eyebrow cocked and a slight shake of his head. “It’s not like you date a lot. Did I miss the memo where you’re dating someone?”
“There wouldn’t be a memo.”
“Your sister would definitely issue a memo.” 
I laugh. “A legal memo. To whom it may concern. But seriously, Rory, you’re not usually at a lack for dance partners.” 
“I am now. Marie was always asking me, ‘So where do you see this going?’ Which really kills any . . . uh . . . magic." He pauses. "It reminded me of my Dad when he asks, 'and how did that make you feel?'"
His dad is a psychologist who does couples counseling.
"Did you tell her that?"
"I did. That did not go over well." He smiles wryly. "But to be fair to her, I couldn't say 'forever,' so that was that. And Callie . . .” He presses his lips together. 
Another couple enters the foyer behind us. Rory and I move closer together to make space for them.
The man kisses the woman on the forehead and looks deep into her eyes. What if Jamie looks like that at his new girlfriend? I feel nauseous. No, that would be good. It would be good if his new girlfriend is his soul mate. Better than watching him with a parade of different women I didn’t merit joining. Jamie wasn’t even willing to try dating me. I probably should have asked him out on a date instead—something less dramatic than saying, “I love you.” But since we’ve known each other since childhood, a “date” didn’t seem necessary. Not when I’ve been in love with him since high school. And somehow, I always thought, at some point, he’d love me back. 
“Although I recognize that you don’t believe in magic,” Rory says.
“I never said that,” I say.
“You don’t have to. It’s the way you never discuss it.”
I look up at Rory. “That magical connection can be dangerous.” 
“Is that bad?” He gives me a lopsided grin. 
“Dangerously devastating if he doesn’t ‘feel the same way.’” Or you lose that person. “Or if it leads to too high expectations.”
“So, you’re just looking for humdrum as opposed to magical connection? That explains . . . never mind.” 
I don’t deign to respond. 
He flips through the book and reads out a line. “No ‘every part of her burned with fire’ for you?” 
“I’m not particularly looking.” I cross my arms.
“But you’re writing a romantic comedy.”
“But it’s focused more on the comedy than the romance—more focused on the midnight caper.” Some people are leaving. One bumps me, and I put out my hand to avoid falling into Rory, grabbing his bicep. Rory holds my hand as if we’re about to do the jitterbug. 
“Hence the title, Midnight Masquerade,” he says.
“If only the title alone could sell it.” I release him. 
“You just need one agent and one publisher to love it. And it’s funny, especially the scenes with the motley team trying to steal back her painting.” He chuckles.
In Midnight Masquerade, my artist protagonist has that night to find her stolen painting or lose her chance to participate in a career-defining art exhibit. And if she doesn’t learn to trust her feelings for her sleuthing partner, she’s going to lose a lot more.
The hostess greets us by name and starts to seat us at our usual table for two, but we tell her we need a table for four. As we settle into the blue booth, I can’t decide whether I should take off my hat or leave it on. Jamie is supposed to see me in the hat. All I want is one twinge of regret—one second glance, one “maybe I made a mistake.” At least while he has a girlfriend. But eating with my hat on seems awkward. Like I’ve got an appendage coming out of my head. The hat partially obstructs my side view. I don’t envy horses with blinders.
The waitress is new. She reminds me of a collie. She’s tall, with a narrow face, and friendly. She asks if we want to order now. As Rory explains that we are waiting for friends, I smile at her. Waitressing is tough. I tried it, as the typical side job for a writer, but I’d jot down impressions of my customers while waiting for them to make up their minds, and I’d inevitably miss part of their order. And my boss was not sympathetic to my using his order pads for my notes. 
Now, I’m supporting myself by making miniatures to sell on Etsy, staging doll soap operas for my blog and Instagram to increase my sales, and dog-sitting temporary canine roomies who pay my rent. 
“So, what about you? Would you act as my fake girlfriend at some client gigs coming up?” he asks.
I stare at him. He lightly presses my open mouth closed. His eyebrow quirks upward.
“You could consider it research for your next book,” he adds.
“Why me?” 
“Because you’re my best female friend and you won’t believe it’s for real.”
Yes, I definitely won’t believe it’s for real. I flag down the waitress and ask for a cup of tea. More caffeine is needed. 
“Neither will anyone else,” I say. 
“What? Why not?” He seems genuinely confused. Cute.
“Rory, you usually date gorgeous, six-foot-tall women. I am so not your type.”
“I don’t have a type.”
I snort. “Oh, really? Let’s look at the evidence.” I scroll through the photos on my phone. I’m sure I have pictures of Rory with his last few girlfriends at various events. All of whom have been gorgeous and tall. Rory and Marie, five foot eleven inches and blonde. She was so sweet and together. Here’s a picture of Ayanna, his college girlfriend, from Rory’s Halloween party last year. She’s five foot eight, stunning, funny, smart, always up for midnight snacks after dancing. She was my favorite, but now she’s engaged. We still chat sometimes on Instagram. 
“Okay, okay.” He holds up his hands in mock surrender. “No pictures of Callie, huh? Didn’t you like Callie?”
“I didn’t like Callie.”
“Hmm.” He looks down at the table. 
“Are you sure you don’t have commitment issues? These women seemed pretty magical to me.” Sometimes I can’t decide if Rory has commitment issues, or he’s such a romantic that if the relationship is not absolutely perfect, he moves on.
He winces. “I don’t think so. But it’s important that the relationship feels right.” He runs his hand through his hair, which makes his wavy, brown hair look even more tousled. “I feel like I’m parroting my dad.” He faces me. “So, you’re saying no one will believe I’m dating you because you’re five foot five?” He pulls one of my curls and it snaps back. He loves to do this. 
I roll my eyes at him. “Whatever. I’ll pretend to be your girlfriend if it will help. It will be great research for my next book.”
He smiles, and that dimple in his right cheek appears. “Great, then we’re on for Thursday. We’re having an event with the client that night.” A roguish glint comes into his eyes. 
I look over at the hostess stand, where Jamie now stands with his new girlfriend. He’s wearing this blue shirt that’s my favorite on him. I can’t see his girlfriend Willow’s face, but Jamie is helping her take off her coat to give it to the hostess. An empty pit forms in my stomach. He wasn’t even willing to meet me alone. And I had to be the one to suggest we meet. And then I got the lunch slot.
I ask, “Should we start now and see if we can fool Jamie? That will certainly persuade Jamie I’m over him.” 
“It may even make him jealous.”
I laugh. “I don’t think so. And anyway, I’m over him.” If I repeat it enough, it will come true. 
Rory nods, but it’s that “you’re a poor, deluded soul” nod. “He may see you in a new light. As opposed to a completely self-sufficient sister type.”
My tea finally arrives. I add sugar and take a sip. “You’re right. Why am I writing romantic comedies? I should be writing cozy mysteries with self-sufficient spinsters investigating crimes.”
“I didn’t say spinster. I’m just saying that Jamie’s protective instincts might be raised if he thinks you’re dating a big bad wolf like me.”
“You’re so not a big bad wolf.” And I knew that from firsthand experience. I would’ve spent college as “the girl whose parents died in a plane crash in Peru on their wedding anniversary,” which was pretty much how I was known for a while there until Rory took me under his wing. Instead, I spent college as part of Rory’s crowd, trading quips around a round table in our dining hall.
“Okay,” Rory says. “So, starting now, we’re pretending to date?”
Jamie leans down to kiss his girlfriend as the hostess turns to lead them here. 
Jamie will definitely think that I’m over him. 
“Yes,” I say. Can’t hurt.






  
  Chapter two

Jamie looks the same, those bright-blue eyes, his curly, blond hair slightly darker, and athletic—no weight gain in the year since I last saw him. I ease out from our booth seat to give him a hug. He steps back, almost into his girlfriend behind him.  
I stop, standing there, my arms outstretched. Heat warms my cheeks. I drop my arms. The clatter of dishes punctuates my confusion as the waitress clears the table behind me. We used to hug hello. Before I blurted out my feelings for him. The smell of hazelnut coffee fills the air as a waitress passes by with a fresh pot. Retreat. Then Jamie steps forward and hugs me. He smells of the same aftershave he’s been using since high school. He once lent me his sweatshirt, and I slept with it until he asked for it back. But that’s high school crush stuff. I pull away first. I’m over you.
“This is Willow,” Jamie says, his arm around her. 
We both say hi. 
I sit back in the booth next to Rory. Willow is muscular, with pale skin, sleek, brown hair, and big, brown eyes that remind me of an English springer spaniel. I’ve got to stop comparing people to dogs. She’s wearing a sleeveless shirt that shows off her sculpted arms. I’m relieved I’m wearing sleeves. Not that there’s anything wrong with my arms. 
She’s totally Jamie’s type. She scoots closer to him. 
The waitress returns to take our order. 
“I’ll have a coffee and the market salad, dressing on the side,” Willow says.
Jamie asks for scrambled egg whites and black coffee, while Rory and I order our usual, less-refined brunch of whole wheat bagels, waffles with bananas and strawberries, and eggs to split. This is our perfect breakfast—some protein, some whole wheat fiber, and a little sweetness. I catch an exchanged glance between Willow and Jamie. 
“Still the same type of food here?” Jamie asks me. Jamie and I used to come to this place in high school with our crowd of friends. It had been the neighborhood hangout, kindly tolerant of having groups of students who ordered little but sat there for two hours at a time, talking and doing homework until it was time to go home for dinner. Jamie joined us after soccer or baseball practice. It was more of a casual diner back then.
“It’s better now. Organic.” I frown. I should’ve suggested someplace different, especially for Jamie, Mr. Let’s-Live-in-Singapore-for-Five-Years. I thought he’d want to come back here, for a feeling of home, of connection. 
“How are you?” Jamie studies me. 
“Good.” I straighten.
Willow smiles at me. I smile back. I lean back against the rubber booth seating, as if I am relaxed. The waitress pours coffee for the rest of the table. The savory smell fills the air.
Has Jamie even noticed my hat? I don’t think so; I should wear it a little longer. 
Jamie turns to Rory. “Haven’t seen you in a few years—since I moved to Singapore. Still in advertising?”
“He just got promoted,” I say.
Rory nods. “Forever, until I get kicked out. Still in IT?”
“It’s called tech now.” Jamie covers Willow’s hand with his own. 
Willow says, “So, Jamie tells me you’re a writer? How cool. What have you published?”
“Nothing yet,” I say. “I’m in the rejection stage.”
Rory’s hand is on the table. I reach out and hold it, curling my fingers over his. I glance at him to make sure he’s okay with my touch. His hand is warm. His skin is still tan from the summer, though mine is already fading. He smiles mischievously at me. Uh-oh. Trouble.
“Is there an acceptance stage?” Jamie asks. Willow sips her coffee with both hands, as if warming them up.
“I hope so,” I say. “After the rewrite stage.”
Rory looks down, smiling; he’s got this half-smile when he’s amused. It’s like he’s trying to hide the smile, but he can’t. 
“Well, you seem to be taking it very well,” Jamie says.
“Oh, I’m used to rejection.” And then, realizing what I’ve said, I flush.
Jamie looks down. Willow shifts closer to Jamie. I can feel my blush extending to my neck. I drink some water in the hope that it will bring the heat down.
“Aren’t we all?” Rory says.
I raise my eyebrow at Rory. Please. Who would reject Rory? He gives his innocent look back at me.
“I guess Stephen King was initially rejected,” Jamie says. 
“It must be tough,” Willow says. “Is there a point where you stop trying?”
“No,” I say, firmly. I’ve had this conversation so many times. And some famous author who was rejected over thirty times is always mentioned. 
“She only gets better with the feedback. Penelope’s taking the marathon viewpoint,” Rory says, pulling his hand back to add sugar and milk to his coffee.
“Yeah, Rory convinced me to take the long view.” I had wanted to be published by thirty, so I had decided at twenty-eight to give myself two years to write full time. Now I’m almost at the end of my second year, with no agent in sight, but I could wallpaper my bathroom with rejections. 
Willow asks, “But how do you support yourself?”
“I’m making some money with my Etsy store. My dollhouse blog was just ranked in the top twenty of dollhouse blogs.”
“The posts are really good. You should check it out and sign up for them,” Rory says. “Just google Penelope’s dollhouses.”
No, they shouldn’t. In my blog storyline, Piper, a doll with curly, brown hair like mine, was dating Julian, a doll with blond curls like Jamie. But then Julian abruptly broke up with her. Followers are still upset. Many of them took that breakup quite personally and shared their own personal stories of how they’ve been dumped. I definitely tapped into something; I think, in part, because the breakup was so unexpected. But once Jamie told me he wasn’t interested in me, I lost all desire to play with his doll avatar. And I used those feelings to write the opening chapter of Fake Dating Folly, where the protagonist, Piper, learns that her boyfriend, who dumped her a year ago, is now engaged. 
“Can you monetize the blog?” Jamie drums his fingers.
“My blog increases sales on my Etsy and eBay stores.” But that’s not why I blog. Or at least, that’s not why I began blogging. I just liked making scenes of perfect lives in miniature. Initially. Until Piper was dumped. Which is when my followers suddenly increased. 
I continue, “In four months, I’ll get a job with a paycheck.” 
I fold my arms over my chest. We don’t need to discuss my finances over brunch. I inherited some money when my parents died. The trick is not to spend. Too much.
“Two years is too short. Two years into advertising and I still didn’t know anything.” Rory puts his hand back over mine on the table. “Penelope’s writing is solid, funny.”
Stop looking at Rory like a mooing cow just because he believes in you. Maybe I feel like this because I’ve met him after I’ve just written a really funny scene and I am euphoric from the experience. Like I’ve fallen in love. He teases me that no man can live up to my book heroes.
I jerk my gaze away. 
“My mom would love for you to help her out with the store.” Jamie leans in as if he’s closing a sale. “And I really appreciate that you’ve been having dinner with her once a month. She always sounds so upbeat after your dinners.”
“That’s definitely a possibility.” Not that working at Theresa’s Sports Store would give me a lot of time for writing. It’s like death by a thousand sneakers. I’d be running home to write every night, like I had with my last job. But it’s a backup plan. If I don’t find a publisher for my book, which would give me just enough income—with my odd jobs—to allow me to continue writing full time. 
Willow unbuttons Jamie’s cuff at the wrist and sticks her hand and arm up Jamie’s cotton shirt sleeve. My glance meets Rory’s. Is she for real? She needs to be inside his sleeve? At a brunch? With the girl he rejected? She could tone it down a bit, have a little sympathy for my bruised feelings. Just unbutton his shirt, why don’t you? Why bother with just his arm?
Rory puts his arm around me, although I feel like he has to make an extra effort to get around The Hat. Should I relax into him? That seems too intimate. But otherwise, I am sitting very stiffly between The Arm and The Hat. I lean against Rory. 
Jamie’s brow furrows. A feeling of glee makes me snuggle even closer to Rory.
“I didn’t realize you knew anything about writing or publishing,” Jamie says to Rory. 
“I don’t particularly. I’m learning along with Penelope. But I do know about marketing a product. And Penelope’s book is good, although the male lead needs to be a bit more human.”
“Not with my poor male lead again.” I narrow my eyes at Rory. Rory thinks I’ve based my male lead on Jamie. Because he has curly, blond hair. Just to pay him back, I’ll model the romantic lead in my current novel on Rory’s looks—tall, lean, wavy, dark hair, blue eyes, a strong jaw with a cleft. How to describe his smoldering sexuality that makes him irresistible to so many women? It’s like an invitation to see if one can light that candle, or at least have fun trying, if the mischievous twinkle in his eyes is any indicator. I’m immune now, but that was definitely my first impression. I will note that Zelda says he’s attractive, but he’s not “all that.”
“What’s wrong with your male lead?” Willow asks as she turns her head to look at me. Her body is facing Jamie, her arm is still up Jamie’s shirt sleeve, and her other hand is rubbing Jamie’s back. It looks uncomfortable—for Willow. 
Rory rubs my back. I feel like a cat that wants to purr. Did I just “mmm”? Rory gives me an amused glance. Warmth flushes my cheeks. I shouldn’t be having this reaction to Rory.
Now Willow’s hand is in Jamie’s hair. Not to worry, though. Her other hand is still up his sleeve. Rory’s hand moves to massage the back of my neck. I arch my head back and my eyes close. 
“He’s an arrogant investment banker,” Rory says. 
My eyes open. Jamie shoots me a look.
“Based on Jamie?” Willow laughs.
Am I so obvious? 
“Hey, I’m in tech now,” Jamie says. 
“Based on New York men encountered in the dating scene.” By Zelda. Rory’s right that I don’t date that much. But admitting that will only make Jamie think I’m still pining for him. “And he’s not that arrogant. He just comes off as arrogant initially. But agents keep telling me that the arrogant hero is no longer appealing to modern women.”
“Is that true?” Willow asks. 
Yeah, I don’t believe it, either. A lot of women still seem to be seeking Mr. Darcy. There’s all the joy in the comeuppance. Rory is snorting next to me. I don’t know if it’s because of the discussion or because Willow is so entwined with Jamie. One writer friend uses Barbie dolls to check her descriptions of physical contact, but Barbie dolls aren’t flexible enough for this. I wouldn’t have believed it possible. How are they going to eat? Rory stops massaging my neck and is typing on his phone next to me. 
Rory: I was treating it like a drinking game where every time Willow touched Jamie, I touched you. But CAN’T keep up. 
Willow pulls her hand out of Jamie’s shirt sleeve. She rubs Jamie’s back.
“Apparently, in fiction now it’s the sweet, sensitive man that’s hot. I gave my male lead a cat.” I shrug. “In my most recent rewrite. He’s secure with his masculinity.”
“Yes, and now he’s so amazing that no man can compete with him,” Rory says.
“He’s a book boyfriend. He’s not real,” I say. 
I unpin my hat, and Rory places it carefully on top of his book next to him.
“I didn’t realize you got out much in the New York dating scene,” Jamie says. Is that a hint of interest? 
“Book research. Before Rory,” I say. 
“Before Rory what?” Jamie asks, sipping his coffee. 
“Before Rory and I started dating.” I look down at the table. 
“You and Rory are dating?” Jamie deposits his coffee cup with a clatter and sits back, almost squishing Willow’s arm. Willow pulls her arm back. “When did this happen?”
Rory and I glance at each other. We don’t have a cover story. The waitress arrives and sets down our plates. We move dishes around to make space for all our choices. Think, think. I make up stories. I take my half of our breakfast.
“Recently.” Like an hour ago. “You’re the first to know. I was crying over an agent rejection and Rory was comforting me, and one thing just led to another.” Which is a phrase I sometimes use in my plot outlines when I don’t know what is going to happen, other than it all has to go wrong. I pause. The thing is, I don’t cry over agent rejections. I’m not much of a crier anymore. So, Jamie might see the hole. 
Rory kisses my cheek, lingering. It doesn’t feel like the casual brush against my cheek of a hello kiss. His nose nuzzles my neck. My insides do a little dance of butterflies. Unexpected. When he pulls away, I lean my head on his shoulder, hoping that looks lovey-dovey. Also, that just leaves the top of my head to kiss. Safer.
“It’s the best friends-become-lovers thing. My personal favorite of the romcom tropes,” Rory says. Our glances meet, as if he’s trying to tell me something. I can’t recall which book I gave him with that trope. He says, “My favorite romcom movie is When Harry Met Sally.”
Jamie leans back, apparently recovered from his shock. “It’s great that you guys got together.”
He believes it.
He continues, “Mom will be thrilled, especially because she always tells me that you’re not dating anyone.”
I sit back up. My shoulders tense. Rory shifts to put his arm around me.
Obviously, Jamie hasn’t told his mom that I declared my love for him. But then he wouldn’t—because his mom and my mom, who were best friends, always joked about our dating. 
“Some things are worth the wait,” Rory says. His hand rubs my neck, under my curls, the pressure of his hand easing the tension. I had no idea Rory was so good at massages. We’ve always kept a certain physical distance between us—as friends. I stretch my neck and glance at him. Our gazes catch. Zap. Like a current of electricity between us. We’re better at this than I thought possible. 
Jamie looks transfixed. Probably because he’s never seen me being physically affectionate with a man before, only cats and dogs. His eyes have narrowed. Unless he’s onto us? Maybe we’re going overboard? 
“How do you like living in Singapore?” Rory asks Willow. I give him a “thank you” look, as I’m quite desperate to move away from my dating life—and to eat. The eggs are fluffy with just a hint of butter. 
“I love it, but that’s also because Jamie’s there.” Willow dips a piece of lettuce in the dressing.
Rory guides the conversation into less personal waters—for me—asking them more about life in Singapore. Jamie tells a funny story about some over-the-top party they went to. Willow pipes in with additional details. Her brown eyes are fringed with long, black eyelashes. I can definitely see her appeal. 
“Where are you from?” I ask.
“I’m from Seattle,” she says.
“How do you like New York so far?” I ask. 
“New York is nice, but a bit dirty,” Willow says. 
Rory puts his hand on mine. I get very defensive when people criticize New York. He asks quickly, “What made you move to Singapore?”
“I got this amazing job in hotel hospitality.”
I hope she doesn’t hospitably tell visiting New Yorkers that their city is a bit dirty. 
Rory asks what she does. I listen carefully to her response because I’m always looking for careers for my characters. It does sound like a great career for a character, if not an entire novel, based on the hotel staff and visitors. 
We discuss what they’re planning to do in New York. Jamie has almost finished his food.
“So, are you going to catch up with Lex?” I ask. Lex is Jamie’s best friend from high school. 
“No.”
“Why not? Is he traveling?”
“No, we had a falling out. He lied to me. He started dating Sally and lied to my face that he wasn’t.”
I shiver. I hope he doesn’t feel the same way about my pretending to date Rory, even if he did react strongly to the announcement. 
Jamie’s phone beeps. As he reads the message, he strokes Willow’s hair. “I have to run. The counter-offer has come in, and we’re meeting to discuss it back at the office.” He kisses Willow on the lips, then says to her, “Sorry about this. Maybe we can arrange to meet your friends for drinks another time.”
I shoot Rory a “don’t you dare” look. I am not doing fake kissing on the lips. 
“That’s okay.” Willow gives Jamie an adoring look. 
“You’re welcome to come to The Met with us.” Rory hands the check back to our waitress with the two credit cards sticking out of the fake-leather check presenter. 
Willow declines, saying she made backup plans with girlfriends in the city.
Picking up our coats, we follow them out of the restaurant. I don’t move to hug Jamie goodbye. He has his arm around Willow. I have a sudden flashback to my parents’ memorial service and Jamie putting his arm around me as we stood in the line greeting people and accepting their comfort. Jamie carried an extra box of tissues in case I needed more.
They hail a taxi as Jamie says, “My mom would love for you to work in her store.”
“I know,” I say. 
“It was good to see you. I probably won’t be back again until Christmas.”
So, that’s it. We used to spend days together when he came back. I thought our friendship was stronger than one romantic declaration.
They get in the taxi, and it pulls away.
“Let’s take Citi Bikes to The Met,” Rory says. Citi Bikes are my usual mode of transportation, given my budget. We walk over to his apartment a few blocks away to pick up helmets. “Jamie believed us.”
“He did.” I smile. “But I told you he wouldn’t get jealous.”
“I don’t know. I think he was definitely thrown.”
I smile wryly. It was worth it not to be taken for granted.
I give Rory my hat to leave at his apartment. The hat didn’t really work. I sit on his stoop while he runs upstairs. I shouldn’t have thought the hat would work. It reminds me of The Unbearable Lightness of Being when the hat works with one lover but has no meaning to a different lover. Not that I was Jamie’s lover. But we had grown up together and been friends forever. The first time he visited from Singapore, we spent the whole week hanging out—to the extent that I lost the guy I’d been dating. And the last time he visited, I declared my love.
Rory lives in a brownstone in Tribeca across from a playground and park with basketball courts. One basketball court is right across the street, which he considered a plus when he picked the apartment. He plays basketball most weekend mornings, if he’s not out surfing with his best friend, Jake. My phone beeps. It’s my sister, Olivia.
Olivia: Can you babysit Sunday night? 
Me: Sure. 
Olivia: Crafting emergency. Some Frida Kahlo-inspired diorama. Just opened his school folder. 
I call her. “Just have him draw some self-portraits, glue them to the walls of the shoebox, and then put plants around it. Use tea for dirt. I left some stuff in your craft drawer the last time I was babysitting. Remind Thomas how we made the plants. Cut the wire for him, he dips it into glue and flock, and voila, you’ve got a plant.” I explain how to create a few other plants.
“Thanks. This is like homework for me, not Thomas,” Olivia says. 
“It’s fun, Olivia.”
She scoffs. Her attitude is that crafting and serious, professional Wall Street lawyer don’t mix. She says “hobbies” like it’s a bad word. 
The front door slams shut behind me, and Rory bounds down the stairs. I say goodbye to Olivia. He pulls me up off the stoop and hands me a helmet as there’s a shout from the basketball court. A young woman is high-fiving one of her teammates. 
He snaps his helmet on. “Do you really cry over agent rejections?”
“No. I mean, they hurt, but not enough to induce tears. It’s just part of the process.” 
“Success will come. I’m sure of it. Anyway, let’s go see how many artists we can find in The Met who were unappreciated at first—mocked, even.”
I laugh. I do love Rory, even if it’s just in the close friend sense, so I’m not really lying. At least not about my feelings. That zap of electricity was just a loose wire connection that needs to be sheathed.






  
  Chapter three

We click our bicycles into the bike rack and, passing by the hot dog carts, amble up the stone steps to The Metropolitan Museum of Art. A line of tourists follows a bright-red umbrella hoisted high by a tour leader explaining how The Met was founded in 1870 to be a museum and a library of art. I like that phrase.  
Rory suggests we make a wish in the fountain and hands me a penny. I squeeze my eyes tightly and toss my penny into the pool. Please let me get an agent. But it’s not luck that will get me an agent. Only hard work. Improving my writing craft through classes. Coming up with that pitch that sells. Same for Rory and developing ad campaigns. He understands the ups and downs of creative life. I’m happy that his ad campaign was chosen this time. 
We walk up the rest of the steps to The Met entrance. 
“First stop has to be Van Gogh,” he says. “Only one painting sold during his lifetime.”
“Ouch. That’s not a good prognosis. But I’d take one book sold.” 
“Would you?”
I stop short. “No.” 
He pulls on my hand. 
We walk into the marble hallways of The Met, clearing the security inspection. As we pass the round information desk in the center of the great hallway, I grab some brochures so I can cut out the pictures to make miniature paintings for my dollhouse. 
The Beaux-Arts Hall is already bustling with visitors and conversations. 
“How was seeing him with Willow?” he asks.
“Okay.” I look down, then glance at him. 
He gazes at me as if he’s about to ask another question, but he doesn’t. 
So many different languages are being spoken in the line for tickets. We flash our library cards for the NYC resident free admission, show our stickers to the guard, and walk through the columns up the stairs, weaving our way through the crowds. We reach Gallery 825 with Van Gogh’s painting, The Irises. We stand in front of it and absorb it. I like being able to see the layers of paint, the heavier application adding depth. The text next to it explains that Van Gogh used pink as the background, but that has since faded. 
“This is one of my favorites,” I say. “The blue with the green.”
“Have you considered taking another year to write full time?” he asks. “I feel like you’re so close. And you work all the time, between your writing and your writing classes.”
I step back to look at the Van Gogh self-portrait in the middle of the room. “Most writers have full-time jobs. I have to accept that. And I feel like I'm hemorrhaging money, what with paying for editing and classes.” I don’t tell him that I’m losing faith. Maybe my writing doesn’t have what it takes.
“How’s your class coming along?”
“Good. Our first task was word-intensity exercises.” The text accompanying the Van Gogh self-portrait notes that he often used himself as a subject because he didn't have the funds to pay for models.
“What’s that?”
I bite my nail to think of what I did. “Take a word like ‘sad.’ And then a word-intensity line is ‘downcast, sad, glum, melancholy, distressed, despairing, weepy, bawling, wretched.’ The emotion gets stronger as we progress.” 
“Oh yes, we find the sizzle words, too, for ads. Like sizzle.”
“And slither,” I say.
We finish viewing the paintings in this room, and Rory leads us to another room with more Van Goghs. My rubber-soled boots squeak on the polished floors, disturbing the contemplative silence. 
“You know exactly where the Van Goghs are?” I ask. I visit periodically, but I don’t know where all the paintings are. 
“I spent a lot of time in The Met with my parents when I was growing up. At least once a month, we’d come here and wander around.” Rory looks closely at one painting. “Okay, next artist, Cezanne. He was rejected for years by the Paris Salon but ultimately successful while alive. So, there you go. He’s a better example.” 
If only it said what had inspired him. Was it the desire to see his painting in a gallery? It was probably more fundamental—like needing to breathe. I wrote my way out of my grief over my parents’ death as if it were a maze, and with my pencil, I could find the exit. I take in the blue, ocher, and green of Cezanne’s landscapes as I compose myself.
Rory steps closer to the painting to study it. His head is bent. 
I say, “I can’t believe I didn’t realize how much you know about art. You have The Met memorized.”
He snorts. “I don’t.” 
While we wait for the people in front of us to move from the next Cezanne, I quiz him on artists in The Met collection. Mr. I-don’t-have-The-Met-memorized is able to answer all of my questions.
We exit the Early 20th Century European paintings exhibit and pass by the gift shop. Rory suggests we check out the Surrealism Exhibition Gallery. 
“Don’t you remember that I took a lot of art classes. during college?” he asks.
“No.” Parts of college, immediately after my parents died, are a blur, but I should remember Rory taking art classes. Especially because I met him several months after my parents’ death. “Did you want to be an artist? Or do you? Is that why you’re always after me to pursue my dreams?” How do I not know this about Rory? I am a terrible friend. 
“No, definitely not.” Rory put his hands up, palms facing me, as if to say stop. “I’m good in advertising. It’s still the creative process, but with an income and with other people. Painting or writing would be too solitary for me. I like seeing the different ideas firing off each other. But my mom wanted to be an artist, and I feel like she’s frustrated she didn’t pursue her dream. Maybe that’s why I want you to pursue yours.” 
“I can’t believe I’m just learning this.” His parents have an amazing art collection, and his mom’s an art dealer, but I didn’t realize she’d wanted to be an artist. I should be more observant as a writer, but I wouldn’t assume someone with an amazing book collection wants to be a writer.
“I’m not sure my mom would appreciate my sharing her frustration,” he says. “It’s not like you share that much. I feel like you keep your cards pretty close to your chest.”
Sometimes. I stare at the Miro painting titled Constellation and the one bright-blue star in the midst of the more somber red and black colors. The text next to it explains that it represents Miro’s escape from the terrors of World War II by his closing down within himself. Apt. “Don’t we all?” I ask.
“Not with friends. You share with Zelda.”
“Zelda has seen me at my worst, and she’s stuck with me, so I know I’ll never lose her.” I blush when I realize what I’ve said and hurriedly say, “Plus, Zelda will straight up ask me what’s going on, so I can’t keep secrets from her.” I shift from foot to foot. “I don’t think most people really want to hear it. I mean, when people ask how you are, they don’t want a real answer.” 
“No, but I do. You’re not going to lose my friendship, either. We’re best friends.”
I nod. “I know.” And I need that security. I have a small inner circle of family and found-family, and I rely on them, like a circular life preserver holding me up in turbulent waves.
We pass by the guard, nodding at him, and enter another room. A woman and a man are huddled together on the bench in the middle, the man gesturing and the woman inclining her head.
He says, “I like when your dollhouse blog captures the messy moments of life, not the picture-perfect ones.”
I laugh. “You liked the recent post when she tacked the rejection to her bulletin board.”
Rory nods. “I want my next advertising campaign to be more realistic and emotionally raw. It needs to really connect with viewers.” 
“He gets lost because of a detour in your current pitch. That’s realistic.”
“Yes.” Rory had successfully pitched a “romcom” ad to sell an eco-friendly car. The company’s brief was that they wanted to sell more cars to women. 
“Your mom could still try. Does she?” I ask.
“Not really. She finds failure frustrating.”
Don’t we all. 
We walk down a hallway and into another gallery with Miro’s paintings. 
“I remember we took that surrealism art class together,” I say. We are alone in the gallery, with just the guard at the door. I step closer to the Miro painting. “I love Miro’s work. I love how playful he is. It makes me feel happy. The best part of that surrealism class was when she showed us that movie out of order, only figuring it out halfway through, and none of us realized that because it was a surrealist film.” And that I sat next to Rory every class, securely part of his inner circle.
He laughs. “That movie didn’t make any more sense when we viewed it in its proper order.” 
“The film felt like a dream. Dreams seem logical when you’re dreaming, but when you wake up and try to explain what happened, they make no sense.” Our brunch date as a couple just felt like a dream.
He nods. “And the emotion that you feel in a dream is real, too. That’s why you wake up just before something bad is about to happen.” 
And the emotions—being together—felt real. 
He moves to the next Miro painting. “And I found advertising because of that class. I wrote my paper on surrealism in advertising.”
I remember. Sitting in Rory’s dorm room on his bed, typing up my paper as he wrote his, U2 playing in the background. When I first met Rory, I thought he might be the one who would get me over my unrequited Jamie crush. I still had feelings for Jamie, but they always seemed to fade into the background when Rory was around. But nothing ever happened. It left me wondering why we were just friends when we connected so profoundly—almost instinctively understanding the other—one creative person finding another. Or if we were just friends because we were too similar and got along so well.
The text on the plastic-plated card on the wall explains the criticism levied at Miro’s painting when it was first seen. I wish it explained what made him keep pushing on despite the criticism. Is there a time when I should give up? 
“We should change the story of how we met. Especially since I don’t usually cry when I get rejections,” I say as I read the text next to a Miro painting that he painted when he had a nervous breakdown. 
“I agree. So, how did we start dating?”
How would we have started dating? Rory seems so familiar, and yet not. But I can’t think of how we would start dating. I shiver. I can’t imagine telling him I like him the way I told Jamie. Especially when that went so poorly. Rory seems more unattainable. Jamie was my boy next door. But Rory is not the boy next door. He looks like the one your parents warn you against because he’s going to break your heart. Then when you get to know him, you realize he is going to break your heart—not because he’s a bad guy, but because he’s just such a good guy and yet not romantically interested. 
“It has to be something close to that so that we have some consistency in the story.”
“How does the couple in Fake Dating Folly start fake dating?” he asks.
“They’re casual friends, and they both need dates for weddings where their exes are getting married, although not to each other. It’s not the most original, but I think I’m giving it a fresh twist. And I wanted to deal with the whole ex thing.”
“Because of Jamie?”
“Everything doesn’t come back to Jamie. But yes. Those emotions. But also, just rejection in general. I mean, one of my favorite novels is The Sun Also Rises, and especially the ending when she says if only they had been able to be together, and he suggests that the reality may not have lived up to the dream."
“Definitely in my top-ten list of books to take to a desert island. She wouldn’t be faithful to Jake even if they could have sex.”
“No, she wouldn't be," I say. "She’s the type of person who is always looking for that drama and a new conquest.”
“Is that a type of person?” Rory asks. We stop in front of Miro’s bronze sculpture of a crate with an egg on top entitled Femme. An egg seems vulnerable to me, easily cracked and broken. 
“Yes, totally.” Rory’s former girlfriend, Callie, is that type of person, but I restrain myself from saying that. Rory was torn after she broke up with him. For months, he’d reminisce with stories about how good Callie had been to him, as if kicking himself that he hadn’t fought harder for their relationship. “But maybe the fact that Brett and Jake can’t have sex and the illusion that they love each other allows them to keep their friendship, which wouldn’t have lasted if they could have had sex. So, his infertility saves that.”
“Is their friendship worth it?” Rory asks quietly.
“I think so.”
We glance at each other. I look away at another Miro. 
“Rory!” a woman’s voice calls from across the room. We turn around. 
“Callie,” Rory says. 
I can’t believe I conjured up Callie. She’s looking as fashionable as always, wearing brown, leather, high-heeled boots and a leather mini skirt with a black sweater. I wish I was wearing my hat. 
“No surprise to find you here,” Callie says. 
Really? Even Callie knows he spends hours at The Met? 
She gives him a hug and stays holding him. “It’s so good to see you.” She leans back to look into his eyes. 
Hello? As long as Callie doesn’t start using my head as a coaster table, I am good. I’d like to pretend to be Rory’s girlfriend, but he hasn’t given any indication that he wants me to. We need some kind of code.
“I was just about to head to your favorite place. The Shōin Room.” The Shōin Room is a Japanese room that is bare, except for grass mats on the floor with gold-leafed sliding doors decorated with a twisty-tree. It inspires contemplation and reverence. Meditation seems appropriate. That’s the opposite of Rory—not that Rory isn’t thoughtful, but he’s definitely more social than me. Sometimes I feel he collects people, like his parents collect art, like he found me in college. This Metropolitan-Museum-Shōin-Room Rory is the opposite of my Rory. 
Rory steps out of her arms. “You remember Penelope.”
Callie doesn’t. She doesn’t say it out loud, but she wrinkles her forehead when she looks at me. “Of course.” 
“We’re about to head to my favorite place, the roof garden,” I say. The Cantor Roof Garden is in the opposite direction from the Shōin Room. I don’t want to hang out with Callie. 
“I’ll come with you,” Callie says.
We stroll out of this exhibit, past the lobster telephone, while the Ted Joans jazz music plays, and Callie keeps talking a mile a minute but in whispered tones. I can barely hear her on the other side of Rory. Rory suddenly moves so that I am in between them.
We take the elevator up to the fifth floor and walk out onto the terrace. It’s a beautiful, crisp day in New York. The sky is all blue, with no clouds, and Central Park is spread before us. Some of the trees are starting to turn red, and auburn spots, like little fires, dot the lawn of green treetops. I like fall with its comfy sweaters, crisp breezes, chai tea, and lots of excuses to stay inside and write. I like all the seasons, but spring and fall are my favorites in New York. We order drinks from the bar and stand off to the side, a sculpture by Alicja Kwade in front of us.
Ten-foot, rectangular, metal frames intersect each other, with swirly-colored stone spheres, looking like planets, interspersed throughout the structure. Some hover on top of a frame, some hang suspended between two frames, and some rest on the floor.
Should I disappear as I usually do, leaving Rory to flirt? Ugh. Not Callie. I’ll never see him again. When they dated, she moved into his apartment, and I barely saw him for brunch.
Callie has picked up the card describing the artwork and is using words like “post-modern,” “spiritual,” and “apocalyptic.” She says, “I think it is almost post-conceptual, evoking the fragility and randomness of life vs our suppressed emotional memories represented by the stones.”
I have no idea what that all means, but I do think that some emotional memories are better off suppressed.
“Curls, what do you think of this piece of art?” Rory asks.
Callie’s eyes narrow as if she realizes
To: Penelope 
From: Agent Assistant
Thank you for sending us Midnight Masquerade. We don’t feel the emotional engagement to take it to the next level. We think it needs more backstory. This process is subjective, so we are sure another agent will feel differently. We wish you the best.
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