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      Chase

      

      The mammoth diamond on her ring finger disperses rays of light, spinning magenta and yellow flecks of color across the marble ballroom floor. She alternates between patting and fondling my forearm, while her ring-bearing hand lifts the champagne glass unnaturally high. My bow tie constricts around my throat, and my feet ache in these stiff dress shoes. If I get my way, these overpriced oxfords will never be broken in.

      I search the crowd for my boss, and the arm patter’s husband, Tom Bennett. My boss, the CEO of the accounting firm I work for, is the whole reason I’m here at this charity event. It’s a good cause, and I remind myself of that every time Tom buys several tables at these fundraising dinners and fills them up with BB&E employees.

      Senator McLoughlin is his buddy. I get it. They went to college together. Someone McLoughlin loved died from cancer. I get all of it. Support your friends. But does every charity event require participants to dress like dolled-up penguins?

      Bennett’s wife continues, pausing to adjust her dress before she has a wardrobe malfunction of the Janet Jackson variety. My buddy Cal looks over, and I raise my glass to him, sending silent pleas for him to rescue me.

      This is cocktail hour. In an estimated ten minutes, the oversized oak banquet room doors will open, and I’ll get a chance to see how I’m faring in my boss’s eyes. Today, I’m hoping he’s thinking I’m doing a shit job and I get the table with the company peons. Bennett’s wife is too touchy-feely for my taste. I doubt he cares what she does, based on how he acts when he’s out with his buddies, and the fact he stands nowhere near her when I see them together, but there’s no reason to test his hypocrisy.

      Cal joins us, and Bennett’s wife shines a commercial-worthy white smile his way. Multiple sparkling tennis bracelets slide down her arm as she reaches out for him. Thank fuck for the diversion. As Cal engages her in conversation, I tabulate the estimated value of the diamonds dripping on Mrs. Bennett. I know how much one of those tennis bracelets cost because my dad bought my mom one for their fortieth. She’s got large diamonds on her ears, around her neck, fingers, and wrists. For Tom’s sake, I hope some of that shit’s fake, ’cause if it isn’t, the dude’s either going broke or he’s into something illegal. But, then again, maybe our CEO fares better at bonus time than I realize.

      If all that’s real, the woman must give a damn good blow job. Plump and glistening in gloss.

      Mrs. Bennett lightly squeezes my bicep. “What do you think, Chase?”

      I have absolutely no idea what she’s talking about. Cal saves me, and his shit-eating smirk tells me he knows he’s doing me a solid.

      “Maitlin, didn’t you try the keto diet once? You weren’t a fan, were you?”

      “Years ago. I tried it. Very difficult to keep up. But what are you talking to us about diets for?” I flash her my charming, but purposefully not flirty, smile. “You’re lovely. You keep eating healthy and exercising, as you obviously do, and you’ll keep making all the ladies jealous.” She smothers a giggle and tilts her head while batting her extremely long eyelashes, and the save is complete. But then she inches closer, and we have at least six more minutes before the doors open and the dinner portion of the evening begins, when the sentimental videos play and the tears and checkbooks follow.

      “So, I’ve been asking all the men, doing my own sort of survey. Do you use those dating apps? It’s been so long since I’ve been single, and I’m so curious about the dating world these days.”

      “Yeah, I use a few,” I dutifully answer. Cal smirks.

      “Oh, can I see your profile? I’m so curious. I read about these apps, but I’ve never interacted.”

      The answer to her question would be a hell-to-the-no, but I’m saved when Evan Mitchell, our CFO, walks up with a twenty-something femme fatale in a sleek, form-fitting gown. She is not his wife, and she just made this boring charity gala worth attending.

      “Good evening.” I nod to Evan. I reach my hand out to the hot commodity at his side. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure. Chase Maitlin.”

      Her slender fingers slip into mine, and hot damn. I’m not even sure where to look first. She’s all-natural, with glossy, pale pink lips and a rosy blush to her cheeks. Her glossy, dark hair is pulled back, revealing an elongated neck and demure solitaire diamond earrings. Her arms are lightly sculpted. Not in a weightlifter kind of way, but a way that says this girl can do some push-ups and pull-ups and probably run a marathon too. As a fellow gym rat, color me intrigued.

      “Sydney Frost.” Her hand leaves mine, and her dark gaze sweeps over the others in our group. Frosty. I like it.

      “Sydney will be joining our firm, filling Tad’s role.”

      “Welcome.” I grin. Excellent. She’s gorgeous. Probably out of my league. But, as my main man Michael Jordan says, you lose one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take. I’ll need to play it right. Working together will be a great opportunity to get to know her. Get in the best position for the free-throw line. Of course, these days, working together can also be a highly sensitive situation and makes it easier to foul.

      Cal extends his hand. He’s got a gold ring on his finger, that omnipresent ball and chain, so he’s no competition, no matter how much Frosty here seems to prefer him right now. Evan excuses himself, saying something about needing to find his wife and to please introduce Sydney to any other BB&E employees we run across.

      Unfortunately, when Evan leaves our little group, Mrs. Bennett takes a step closer, almost separating us from Cal and my newfound shiny object.

      “So, your phone? Can I see?” she says softly as if the other two can’t hear her if she lowers her voice.

      Frosty raises one dark, thick, perfectly shaped eyebrow.

      “Mrs. Bennett is curious about the online dating scene,” I explain. “She’s taking a survey, trying to ascertain how today’s singles meet.”

      “Oh, I’m sure someone like Sydney must have a boyfriend waiting in the wings.” Mrs. Bennett’s words are civil, but there’s something about her stance that’s reminiscent of a feral lioness.

      “No.” A barely-there smile graces those pale pink, shapely lips. “No boyfriend.”

      “Oh.” Mrs. Bennett’s response has a hard edge to it.

      Cal breaks the tension. “Can I get either of you ladies something to drink from the bar? We should be sitting soon.”

      Both women smile graciously, declining his offer while sizing each other up.

      “So, what about you, Sydney? Does a single woman like you resort to dating apps? Are you one of those girls desperately seeking a husband?”

      Sydney’s shoulders shift back, and her breasts rise. Cal turns his head, seeming to scan the crowd for someone as the two women glare at each other like opponents before the whistle blows.

      “A husband? No, I can’t say that’s something I want.”

      “Probably for the best. So, no dating apps? No desire to meet a partner of any sort, for any activity?” Mrs. Bennett rests her fingers along my forearm and inches closer to me. My collar tightens when it hits me she’s insinuating some kind of activity with me.

      “Me? No. If I want sex, then I have sex. No app required.”

      I almost spit out my gin and tonic as Sydney twists and walks away, her tight ass swaying beneath her silk slip gown, sans panty lines.

      It’s official. I’m in lust.
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      Sadie

      

      Sunday afternoon, I ring the buzzer on a nondescript Park Avenue office building. The basement row is filled with small offices for a variety of medical practices, such as physical therapy and chiropractor services. A small index card taped on the outside touts the therapeutic benefits of massage and the hours for unit 6A. Above the offices, condos reside.

      The buzzer rings, and I look into the camera above the panel. A man’s voice comes through the speaker.

      “Yes?”

      “Frost here.”

      The buzzer sounds, and I lift the stainless-steel handle and push on the door with one last glance down the wide city street. At the end of the hall, toward the back of the building, is the office the FBI occasionally uses for meeting up with undercover operatives. I won’t return to the NYC field office until I’m off this case, to ensure my cover isn’t blown.

      Agent Hopkins opens the door before I reach it. He holds his hand out. “Agent Keating.”

      His voice is low, and no one is in the hall, probably even in any of these offices given it’s a Sunday, but all the same, I’d prefer he not use my real name. But what do I know? This is my first undercover case.

      I step past him into the small room. There’s a square faux wood table, four black standard office chairs, and several cabinets along two walls. The office has no window, and I happen to know it has reinforced soundproof walls. It’s a discreet, protected meeting place. A door to a bathroom is in the far corner, near the small hotel-like kitchenette, with a microwave, Keurig, and mini-fridge.

      “How’d last night go?”

      I pull out the nearest black chair and set my folder and notepad on the table.

      “No issues. McLoughlin raised over three million. Impressive haul.” His blank expression tells me this is not news to him. “Evan Mitchell introduced me to several key players. He had me seated at a table with many of the accountants.” The balding middle-aged Chief Financial Officer had been nice enough. Tall with a noticeable slouch and a wide girth.

      “Anyone of interest yet?”

      “No one not already on our radar. None of the employees I met said anything of relevance to the case. I got the feeling Tom Bennett’s wife might be having an affair with Chase Maitlin.” The tall, skinny Chief Executive Officer had barely acknowledged my existence, so any conversation hadn’t been possible.

      “Really?” This seems to amuse Agent Hopkins as much as anything, based on the smirk on his face. Men.

      “I don’t have any evidence. But she acted like a woman defending her lover when I came around. She couldn’t keep her hands off Maitlin, and her husband was in the room. I never noticed Bennett watching them, though, so either he doesn’t care, or I might be off track. All of Bennett’s attention centered on Senator McLoughlin.” The Illinois senator starred as the biggest celebrity in the room. Bennett was hardly the only attendee clamoring for the charismatic Senator’s attention. “I didn’t get a good read on Maitlin. He sat at the table with all the executives, including Bennett and Mitchell. I found that interesting because when looking at the org chart, I wouldn’t have expected he’d be seated with all the bigwigs.” It wasn’t difficult to see why Mrs. Bennett would seek Maitlin out. He was a good-looking guy. He didn’t seem to be returning her interest, but doing so at an event with her husband present would be the height of stupidity. And, even though Maitlin didn’t appear to be attracted to her, he did give her more attention than her spouse.

      “Who all was at Maitlin’s table?”

      I push my summary to him. He’s also got it uploaded on the intranet.

      “Cooper Grayson, John Fischer, and their wives. All Chicago business executives. There was another guy I hadn’t seen before who was there without a date. His name is Elijah Mason.”

      “Yeah, we’re looking into him. He owns a medical supply business.”

      “Did you check to see if he’s a Stanford alum? That seems to be a connection between all of them.”

      Operation Quagmire initially started as a public corruption investigation into Senator McLoughlin. The senator is a rising political star and a Chicago bigwig with ties far and wide. As the Chicago public corruption team uncovered more about his business dealings, the operation expanded to include investigating an additional business, a real estate development group. Coincidentally, that business is also owned by a Stanford alum and close friend of the senator.

      “Elijah Mason’s name didn’t come up in the alumni directory. His business is a major contributor to the McLoughlin Charity, and the charity is one of their big clients. One more circular business. McLoughlin remembers his friends. You set in your new apartment?”

      “Yes.” I transferred to the New York field office one week ago. I’d been tempted to use my real apartment during this operation. This is a white-collar crime case, and it’s unlikely anyone’s going to be following me home to ensure I am who I say I am. But it turns out the FBI apartment is somewhat close to Maitlin’s place, and he’s our prime suspect. Being in close proximity could allow for some impromptu run-ins.

      When I met Chase last night, he didn’t strike me as a criminal. However, dating his boss’s wife would be indicative of low integrity and poor judgment. And, as we all know, criminals don’t have a look. They come in all shapes and sizes.

      My job, in this case, is to determine who within BB&E Accounting is responsible for falsifying records. Operation Quagmire has uncovered that several of the senator’s largest campaign donations come from companies his charity buys from, whether it’s land, pharmaceutical drugs, or even patents. Senator McLoughlin has granted over $30 million in state projects to one of the real estate groups. And his charity, in turn, has bought renovated real estate at above market prices. They each feed the other. As Hopkins said, it’s circular.

      This started as a corruption case, with suspicion that the charity was being leveraged for funneling campaign funds and potentially illegitimate payments to the senator. The Chicago team discovered falsified financial records that impact several companies, not just the senator’s charity. It’s a convoluted case, and I’m still getting my head around it as the newest member on the team.

      The DA wants to go after the guilty BB&E employees, the ones responsible for falsifying the financial records. The “how” piece will strengthen his case. But, in the DA’s words, he doesn’t “want another Enron.” He’s not going to charge thousands of employees with misconduct as they did in that case. He wants to know exactly who the individual culprits are.

      The FBI has one contact within BB&E Accounting—Evan Mitchell, the soft-spoken balding man who took me around introducing me to everyone. A small team met with him to disclose the suspected fraud. He was apparently distraught when informed illegal activity might be going on within his company. He offered up filling a currently vacant role within the company with an undercover agent. The FBI team hadn’t been angling for an undercover agent. They really were looking to get his take and to hopefully gain access to firm records.

      But I was told Mitchell seemed so eager to find any bad apple within the company, the FBI special agent in charge agreed to the undercover idea. I expect Michell sees participating with the FBI in a covert operation as a way to avoid BB&E going up in flames from a public investigation on an Arthur Anderson scale.

      “What did you think of Mitchell?”

      “No red flags.” The guy seemed like any middle-aged dad. He showed me photos of his kids.

      “Good.” Hopkins fiddles with his laptop. “Did you get the sense he’s trustworthy?”

      I did sense he was handling me with kid gloves last night as he led me around the gala, introducing me to BB&E employees. Not that that’s unexpected. People generally find FBI investigations enthralling. I could be wrong, but I’m fairly certain he kept glancing at my gown, trying to determine if I was carrying a concealed weapon. And I was not. There was no need. This isn’t that kind of case.

      “I didn’t trust him enough to tell him anything he hasn’t already been told.”

      I am certified for undercover, but this is my first case. I wasn’t with Evan Mitchell long enough to make any kind of personality assessment. My specialty is forensic accounting. A different guy on my team probably would’ve gotten this assignment, but his wife’s due in the next month or two, plus I’m new to the team and to the city, so less chance of being recognized out and about. It’s a good case for me to transition to the New York office. And it should be a short undercover stint.

      Agent Hopkins lifts a black computer bag onto the table and unzips it.

      “BB&E will give you a company computer with access to its network. You’ve already received your identity documents, correct?”

      “Yes.” He’s fully aware I received my identification with my undercover name, Sydney Frost, last Friday when I was assigned this role. “I wish they’d let me be Sydney Bristow. Would’ve been so much cooler.” Sydney Bristow from the TV show Alias is one of my all-time favorite undercover operatives.

      “Am I the only one who thinks Sydney Frost sounds like a made-up name?” Agent Hopkins asks the question in a teasing tone, his body language indicating he’s ready to wrap up this Sunday afternoon meeting.

      I don’t offer a response to his question. So many names in the world. They only sound off to us because we’re trained to pay attention to details. Not many people out there would hear someone’s name and think undercover agent.

      “Ready for tomorrow? Anything you need? The warrants cleared, and we’ve planted listening devices. Surveillance has begun.”

      I can’t think of anything. To start, I won’t be wearing a wire. One less thing to worry about. Goosebumps spread on my arms, and I hope Hopkins doesn’t notice. My first undercover role. It’s a pretty straightforward plan. I’m filling the role of the CIA, or certified internal auditor, for the firm. I fully expect that as I home in on these accounts that I know have cooked books, I’ll be able to pick up on some discomfort level from the guilty parties. And, with network access, I’ll be able to see who is accessing the files for these firms the most.

      When I was a kid, my sister and I would play secret agents. We’d bullet point our plans as if they were a shopping list.

      

      Find evidence

      Break into bad guy den (which we’d built ourselves)

      Call chief (who was a plant pot with a smiley face)

      Solve case

      Put bad guys away

      

      I zip up my laptop bag and think of this case in the same childish fashion.

      

      Fill in the role of a certified internal auditor (CIA) for the firm

      Home in on accounts with cooked books

      Look out for guilty parties

      Use network access to observe who is most often accessing the files for these two firms

      Identify said guilty parties -  A.K.A. Catch the bad guys

      

      If I do my job well, I’ll make the case stronger. We’re dealing with a sitting US senator and several wealthy CEOs, so the prosecutor’s case needs to be airtight. These men will hire a stellar defense team.

      Agent Hopkins lightly taps his pen on the table as I prepare to leave.

      “Is it true you were Top Gun?”

      “Yes, sir.” My claim to FBI fame. It’s a Quantico honor. I hoist my bag over my shoulder. Respect flashes across his features. Then he’s back to business.

      “Anything suspicious, let me know. If at any point you don’t feel comfortable, you get out. You understand?”

      I refrain from rolling my eyes, but internally, they’re doing three-sixties.

      “Got it.” I give him a reassuring smile. It’s white-collar crime at an accounting firm. And I caught our prime suspect checking me out multiple times during dinner last night. He didn’t come across as overly confident, as he’d look away quickly when I returned his gaze. Our covert glances back and forth almost became a game. The classic black tuxedo complimented his broad shoulders. It wasn’t exactly a hardship to throw a few flirty glances his way. And the fact that doing so seemed to piss off that socialite Mrs. Bennett made it borderline fun.

      “You know, now that I think about it, look into Mrs. Bennett too.”

      “What’re you thinking?” Hopkins asks, pen in the air.

      “It’s a hunch. I don’t think her marriage is a happy one. Or at least, if it is, it’s an open arrangement. The woman was dripping in diamonds. I know you’d normally check into her background anyway when looking into him, but I’m curious which one of them is the money source.”

      “You got it. We’re already working on accessing financial records for all the executives.”

      There’s something about Mrs. Bennett. The other wives weren’t particularly noteworthy.

      We’re almost positive Tom Bennett, another Stanford alum and close friend of McLoughlin’s, is orchestrating the falsifying of the financial records. But the chances that the CEO is doing it all on his own are slim. He’s got to have at least one employee in on it. We strongly suspect that person is Maitlin, as he’s the client relationship manager on all the accounts we are investigating.

      “Does Mitchell know you’ve bugged the office?”

      “Yes. He offered it up. Well, he doesn’t know where we placed devices. He said he wanted to work with the FBI in every way possible. Why?”

      “Tom Bennett and Evan Mitchell are close friends. I saw that last night. And they both went to Stanford. Did no one find that to be a risk?”

      “Agent Blakely swears by Evan Mitchell. A personal friend. But we’ve put bugs in Mitchell’s office too. Blakely has us doing full surveillance for insurance.” Agent Blakely is the SPIC, or special agent in charge, on Operation Quagmire. He works out of the Chicago office.

      This really should be a simple case. If Maitlin’s guilty, I’ll figure it out quickly. And, if we’re wrong, I’ll flip him and recruit him to help us catch the bad guys.

      My goal is to have this case closed out in less than two weeks. I transferred to this field office in the hopes of building a more fulfilling life outside of work. Undercover is hardly a step toward meeting my personal goals.

      When I push open the door to the FBI apartment on King Street, my new short-term home, it feels like I’m stepping onto a movie set. As one would expect, the team did a good job setting it up. It could be any single person’s New York one-bedroom apartment. The wear and tear on the end of the sofa arms suggest the furniture is rental. One sofa, one side chair, one coffee table, two sofa end tables, two matching lamps, a queen bed in the bedroom, one dresser, and one side table. I can envision the rental form and the checked boxes beside the rooms of furniture.

      They didn’t fill it up with photos, as my cover role has no family and no boyfriend, and I shouldn’t have a need to entertain anyone here. They did hang landscape poster art, so at least I’m not stuck staring at blank white walls.

      I pull out my laptop to review my cover story one last time before I fall asleep tonight. As a new employee, most likely I’ll be meeting a lot of people and could face a variety of random questions about my past. Where I came from, when I moved, how I found my apartment. I need to be consistent.

      My phone rings. My personal phone sees little activity. I hesitate then read the screen. Aaron. I don’t particularly want to talk to my ex. We haven’t talked in weeks. But it might be important. I pull my legs up under me and answer before it goes to voicemail.

      “Aaron, hi.”

      “I heard you’re working UC now?”

      “Yes. In New York.”

      “What the hell?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask at the same time I notice my blinds are open and people from the building across the street can probably see me sitting on the sofa.

      “I work undercover.”

      “Yes.”

      “You know relationships don’t work when both partners are undercover. We’ll never see each other.”

      I hold my phone out and look at the screen as if it’s going to divine answers. Then I put it back to my ear.

      “Aaron. We broke up.”

      “That was temporary. Until I finished this case.”

      “You’ve been on this case for over six months.”

      “And so what? You’re walking away?”

      “Aaron. I moved. I now live in New York.”

      “It doesn’t matter where you live. I don’t have that much time off between cases, anyway. Unless you meant it this time? We’re done?”

      I exhale, searching for strength. “Aaron, yes, I meant it.”

      “Sadie, are you asking me to stop working undercover?”

      “No. No, I’m not. You love working undercover. But I didn’t love us. And I especially didn’t appreciate you telling everyone about us.”

      “That really pissed you off?”

      I grit my teeth, refusing to get into this with him again. I worked hard to get where I am. The FBI is accepting of women. But that doesn’t mean dating a colleague was a smart choice. Aaron didn’t understand. Told me I was being sensitive.

      “How long’s your op?”

      “Indeterminate.” As if I’m going to tell him anything. “Who told you I’m UC now?”

      Typical Aaron, he disregards my question. “When we’re both off our cases, let’s take a weekend. Talk. Don’t take another case until then.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about. We’re done.”

      “I’ve been calling you every month. I’ve been calling you instead of my mom.”

      “Here is why that piece of information is disturbing. One, in all those conversations, I never had any clue you still thought we were dating. Not one. Think on that, Aaron. And call your mother.”

      I end the call. Angry at him…and myself. Him for opening his mouth and making me uncomfortable in the D.C. office. Me for putting up with him for as long as I did. The man is emotionally barren.

      Wait. When was the last time I spoke to my mother? Or father? I check the time. Pot, kettle. It’s too late to call them now. But it’s not too late to call my little sis.

      She answers on the first ring.

      “Sadie? Are you okay?”

      “Yes. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t know. You don’t usually call me. And it’s late here.” I hear music in the background.

      “Are you out?”

      “Yeah, wait, I’ll go outside.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’ll let you go hang with your friends.” She’s in college. She should be out enjoying herself. She’s in Cambridge, so it’s quite late her time, but she’s a big girl.

      “Well, tell me why you called?”

      She knows me. If I call, I have a reason.

      “Aaron called.”

      “Let me guess. He’s back in D.C., and he wants you back. For the weekend.”

      “Well, not exactly. I moved to New York last week.”

      “What?” Her shriek pierces my eardrum.

      “Go back to your friends.”

      “When were you going to tell me you moved to a different city?”

      “Now. I called you. Remember? Now, call me tomorrow.” Then I remember I’ll be working and won’t have my personal phone with me. “Scratch that. I’ll call you.”

      “Don’t forget.”

      “I won’t. Promise.”
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      Chase

      

      “Good morning, sunshine! Are you raring to go on this bright, beautiful Monday morning?”

      “Yes, I am. Did you have a good weekend?”

      Rhonda, my assistant extraordinaire, follows me into my office with a steaming cup of hot coffee just for me. I’ve already had one coffee on my way to work, but I love having a warm mug on my desk.

      “Rhonda, you are too good to me. Best assistant on the planet.” Her smile boosts my mood. She’s so easy to make happy. I like having happy people around me. Life is too damn short to be pissy.

      My laptop blinks to life as there’s a tap on the doorframe, and Evan Mitchell and hot Frost crowd the doorway. Rhonda nods to them both as she backs out. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Sure thing. Thanks, Rhonda. You put the sun in my day.” She beams in response.

      Evan steps forward, looking like himself in his drab suit and tie, but Ms. Frost has some sort of wartime expression going on. Once again, she’s in black, only today she’s in slim-fitting, ass defining slacks and a black suit jacket over a demure black blouse that could be so much more if she unbuttoned one more button. I peer over the table, curiosity getting the better of me. Yep, black high heels.

      “Chase, do you remember Sydney? I introduced you both Saturday night.”

      “Of course.”

      Ms. Frost stands behind my office guest chair, one hand resting on the back of it, as the other holds a notebook. It could be my imagination, but I’m fairly certain her fingers are pressing hard into the back of the chair. I do a quick mental rundown of what I’ve said that might have already pissed her off but come up emptyhanded.

      “As I mentioned, she’s stepping into Tad’s old role. HR has cleaned up his office, but his files are a mess. It seems he wiped his laptop before leaving, too, so Sydney here is starting fresh. Do you mind helping her out? I know she’s not in your group, but you know this place like the back of your hand, and I can’t think of a better person to introduce her around.”

      Evan’s not lying. If they held a firm-wide popularity contest, I’d win hands down. And there are over two thousand employees in our New York offices. I’m an extrovert in a cubicle minefield of uptight introverts. It works for me.

      Case in point—everyone here wears suits. Men always wear ties. Me? T-shirt under a jacket, usually khakis, but sometimes I push it and go jeans. And you know what? My refusal to fall to an outdated wardrobe protocol hasn’t hurt me at all. If anything, I stand out. I’m everybody’s buddy. No one thinks I’m trying to climb the corporate ladder, because no one dressed like me is ambitious, right? Wrong. I’ve risen through the ranks faster than any of these other CPAs. My clients love me, probably because I’m a hell of a lot more fun on the golf course. But, at the end of the day, all the bosses care about is how happy the client is. And I’m in the business of making people happy.

      “I’d love to help her get the lay of the land.” I flash her my flirty smile, the one I usually break out if I’m introducing myself to a stranger in a bar. Solid dark eyes, so dark they’re almost black, regard me with a studied coolness. A frost so chill it’s spooky. This woman’s perma-frown is a sign she needs a little of my brand of sunshine. I’ll happily warm her right up. Of course, I’ll do so in a completely professional and appropriate way.

      “She’s starting at ground zero. We can’t find any of the work Tad did for the first two quarters of the year. Can you show her around our intranet, how to access our accounts, that kind of thing? I’ve told her if she runs into any issues or has any questions, she can come to you. I know you don’t handle all our accounts, but if she has a question you can’t answer, you’ll know how to get the answer.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Evan exhales and runs his fingers along the top of his head, and the small patch of hair he has up there shifts. Rhonda and I use that patch as a meter for his mood. If it’s lying down flat, everything’s groovy. If the front has shifted a tad up, then something’s brewing and you gotta keep it to business. If it’s perpendicular, then we stay the fuck away. That’s not an entirely fair assessment, as it could just mean he scored some office sex, or at least, that’s what I like to imagine. To be safe, when the patch’s upright, I follow Rhonda to the copy room.

      Frost openly inspects me, and I get the distinct feeling she’s trying to decide if she’s going to reject Evan’s offer for me to help her.

      But then she says, “IT has me set up on my laptop. I should have access to everything now. Do you think it might be best if you come with me to my office? If you can show me around the intranet, then I can navigate and come up with a game plan and come to you if I have any questions. Does that work?”

      The corners of her pale pink lips lift into an awkward smile. It’s the most warmth she’s shown me since I met her. I’m not worried. She’ll grow to like me. All it takes is a little time around me, and eventually, I grow on people.

      As we pass Rhonda’s desk, I rap my fist against it and say, “Patch Level Two. Level Two.” I shoot her with my finger, and she smothers a laugh. Sydney’s walking in front of me, leading the way, all business, like any new employee learning the ropes.

      We round the corner into her sterile office. There are no personal items at all, which is what you’d expect from a new employee. Other than the laptop and a large monitor to the side, and a cup holder with pens and pencils, there’s nothing to indicate anyone occupies this office.

      She points at my shirt. “Do you always dress like that?”

      I glance down at my tee. It’s a white t-shirt with a Batman mask and black font below it that reads I’m not saying I’m Batman, I’m just saying no one has ever seen me and Batman in a room together. I think the black works well with the black sports jacket I’m wearing today. But I get it. She’s a conformist. She wants everyone to look the same and follow all the same rules. To her credit, my jacket covers part of the text, and therefore she can’t fully appreciate the humor.

      “Not a DC Comics fan?” I ask, holding out hope she’s a huge Marvel fan.

      “What is DC Comics?” she asks in a way that makes it clear she’s not flirting with that answer. She genuinely has no idea.

      I don’t even answer because there’s no real reason to. If she’s reached adulthood and doesn’t know the basics, then there’s little that can be done. She’s one hundred percent professional, not a joke to be found, as I sit down behind her computer and type away.

      Hotness level be damned, she’s coming across like an accounting stiff. It’s not looking like we’ll be hanging out after work drinking brewskies. This woman is not a PLU. I’ll inform Rhonda. PLU is our inside code for people like us. You gotta be a PLU if we’re including you in the after-work invite. That lust I felt Saturday night is shrinking the same way my favorite limb shrinks when thrown in Lake Michigan.

      I show her around on the network, leave some notes for her, and jot down my office extension should she have any more questions.

      I’m barely back in my office when my phone rings. No name shows up, but I hazard a guess that’s because HR hasn’t fully set her up yet.

      “Hello.”

      “I clicked to access the accounting reports, and it’s saying I don’t have access.”

      Yeah, it seemed improbable she’d have full access on day one. Our IT department is competent, but far below outstanding.

      “Tell you what, let me call my main man, Tommy, and send him your way to get you fully set up.”

      “How long do you think that will take? Do you have any paper files I can look through?”

      I actually do have a gazillion files, which she probably surmised when in my office, as one wall of my office is file cabinets. The entire area behind Rhonda is also file cabinets. I’m the only guy in the place who keeps printed records of everything. Rhonda’s nickname for me is tree killer. But it’s not a good idea to hand the files over to Frosty. They could be outdated, and she’d be spinning her wheels. And she’d only have access to my accounts. BB&E is a shit load bigger than the twenty-five accounts I oversee.

      “I’ll get Tommy to make you priority number one. He’ll be at your office in five minutes.”

      A brief huff crosses the phone line, making it clear five minutes does not meet her expectations.

      After I dispatch Tommy, I call my good friend Anna to make lunch plans. If I’m going to end up spending more time today with little miss serious-as-can-be, all-work Frost, I’m going to need a relaxed, happy lunch.

      As I chat on the phone with Anna, my desk calendar catches my attention. I’m in the office every day this week. That’s problematic. I shoot a text to Rhonda to see if she can schedule some tee time for later in the week.

      After Anna and I agree to a lunch spot, I head to the twelfth-floor conference room for Monday morning status with my team. Rhonda passes me a fresh cup of joe as she steps in place beside me on the way to the elevator. The elevators slide to close until a notebook thrusts between them, activating the safety catch to open the doors. Sydney steps inside as she mumbles an apology, or maybe it’s thanks.

      “What floor are you going to?” I ask, polite as ever.

      “Twelfth? For your status meeting?”

      “My status meeting? Why would you⁠—”

      “Evan suggested I attend all of the team status meetings today, or at least as many as I can. Several all happen at the same time, but he gave me a list of the ones he thought I should prioritize. You know, to get the lay of the land?”

      What do I care if she attends my status meeting? She’s coming in here as an internal auditor. To some, that means she’s looking for screw-ups. But I know better than that. If she finds a mistake, she’s really saving my ass. I’d much rather a colleague find a mistake than it be splashed across the nightly news as an accounting scandal that’s tanking a client’s stock.

      As a CIA, she may be used to people treating her like the IRS. Maybe that’s why she’s all business. That would suck to fall into a career where everyone thinks of you as the enemy.

      I exhale loudly, call on my inner camp guy, the one who reaches out to every loner, just as the elevator door opens.

      “Ms. Frost, it will be our honor to have you attend our Monday morning status meeting.”

      Rhonda heads on into the conference room, saying hellos on the way in, as Sydney stops right outside the door, blocking my entrance. She looks me directly in the eye, but there’s a soft blush to her cheeks that undermines her confident stance.

      “I’m sorry if I was a bit brash this morning. Sometimes I can be a little abrasive.”

      Frosty, abrasive, tomato, tomatah. I smile and hold out my arm, directing her into the conference room. My team awaits.

      “No problem. You’ve been fine.” Really, she’s been beyond uptight, but I knew I’d wear her down eventually. Everybody’s got a soft side, some you just gotta work a little harder to soften ’em up. And, these days, I suppose I could stand to take a page from Ms. Frost and be a tad more professional.

      Status passes issue-free. Sydney’s pen writes down almost every word spoken. Something tells me she was the student who filled up multiple notebooks for each subject.

      It takes forever and a day for lunchtime to arrive. The end of the quarter is coming up, and my phone has been ringing off the hook. Several of my clients want extensions or are calling with questions.

      One account, an account I haven’t yet really figured out, wants to go out Thursday night. It should be a pretty straightforward business, but the guy doesn’t seem to have any office employees. I only deal with Joe, the owner. The guy disposes of biohazard waste, so I guess he hasn’t felt the need to hire anyone to help with the accounting. I have this vision of his employees wearing rubber gloves and face masks as they dump chemicals somewhere in the dark of night, possibly in a river. I try not to think about it. He’s this gold-chain-wearing guy straight out of Scarface, lives in Chicago, and whenever he comes into town, he handles the plans. My week is looking up.

      When I step up to Osteria Delbianca, the small Italian restaurant we favor, Anna greets me with her signature, “Hey you!” and I pick her up and whirl her around. Anna’s one of my oldest friends from Chapel Hill, and now she’s chained down my good friend and grad school roommate, Jackson. Not to brag, but I was their yente. Yep. When he moved to New York, I set him up with a place in her building and orchestrated a few meet and greets to rekindle the old college flame. I’ve mentioned to Jackson more than once that I should be his firstborn’s namesake. Seems fair. Or…maybe godfather.

      We’re seated in our normal table by the back window, but I see a better table out on the coveted terrace—or, well, roped-off sidewalk. It’s the end of summer, and I’m not sure how much more time we have for outdoor seating, so I ask. The hostess loves me, so of course, she smiles as she leads the way to the only available al fresco table.

      As Anna holds the menu, I do my habitual scan of her fingers. No engagement ring yet. I know Jackson’s bought the damn thing. I was with him when he did it. And I wish I hadn’t been because the guy’s been waiting forever, and it might shock some people to learn this about me, but I don’t really like having to keep secrets. Especially big-ass secrets.

      “So, are you ready for this Saturday?”

      I’m torn between going healthy-ish with a Venetian salad or going all out and getting a chicken parm sub. “What are you getting?” I ask, because if she’s ordering a salad, that means she’s planning on eating half my order. We’ve been doing the lunch thing for years.

      “I think I might be bad and order the lasagna.”

      The waitress comes up, and I order the chicken parm. My hour run this morning, plus some evening weight time, and I’ll earn it.

      When Leigh Ann, our waitress, leaves, Anna kicks my ankle.

      “So, this weekend? You’re in, right?”

      “Oh, yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?” We have this cheesy bachelor-slash-bachelorette party that our friends are throwing. I don’t know the couple well. Not a surprise, since any close friend of mine would not agree to have his bachelor party combined with the ladies. If that isn’t a recipe for lame, I don’t know what is. I hope Jackson doesn’t get any crazy ideas from this shindig, because when it’s his turn, I’ll be the one planning his party, and it’s going to rock the motherfucking casbah.

      “Sam said you didn’t RSVP. I told him I’d check in and make sure you’re coming.”

      “What was I supposed to RSVP to?”

      “The email that went out?” Anna sounds exasperated, which is hardly needed. It’s our friends. Of course I’m going to show.

      I snag a piece of bread from the basket, dip it in olive oil, sprinkle some salt and pepper, look up, and she’s staring at me.

      “What? Yes, I’m going. Jeez. I didn’t realize Sam was being all girlie about it. I’ll text the guy.”

      “It’s not that big of a deal. I’ll let him know. It’s just Olivia is throwing this together last minute. She found out they were coming into town like a week ago, so she’s stressed.”

      “Okay. Fine. I got it. Aren’t we just meeting at Sam and Olivia’s apartment?” I really do not see how anyone is stressed about this.

      “We’re meeting there, and then they have a whole night planned. It’ll be fun.”

      Yeah, whatevs.

      “Are you bringing a date?”

      “Do I ever?” I snag another piece of bread as a loud bus rides by and a plume of exhaust floats out across the sidewalk. Oh, yeah, that’s the reason I don’t always sit outside.

      “What about the wedding? You did RSVP for the wedding, right?”

      “I wasn’t raised in a barn. Of course I mailed back the RSVP card.” I think. Pretty sure I did. Maybe. “I booked the hotel you said you and Jackson are staying at. In Iowa. I’ve never been there. You?”

      Anna breaks down and reaches for a piece of bread. It was only a matter of time.

      “No. But it looks lovely. Maggie is such a sweetheart. I’m really happy for her.” She pauses. “You know, you should consider bringing a date to the wedding.”

      “Are you out of your mind? Out of town? No fucking way. Nothing says I’m serious like come with me to an out of town wedding.”

      “Well, bring a friend. I know you have tons of them.”

      “You tired of me being third wheel?”

      “No. Not at all. But it’s gonna be a long weekend of couples. I want to make sure you have fun.”

      “Are Delilah and Mason bringing pipsqueak?” All our friends have coupled off recently at the speed of light. Mason has a daughter from a previous relationship, and a lot of times when we all get together, she and I end up hanging. I’m the fun uncle. Every kid’s gotta have one.

      “No. She’s staying with Mason’s mom. Delilah’s pretty psyched about an adult weekend away.”

      Yeah, I know what that’s code for. So, it’s gonna be me with three lovey-dovey couples. Seventh wheel in the middle of Bum Fuck. Fabulous.
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      Chase Maitlin’s desk sits empty. Most everyone has stepped out for lunch, possibly down to the cafeteria, or they’re behind closed doors in meetings. The top of Rhonda’s head can be seen over the cubicle wall, and I can faintly hear the hum of her phone conversation. Unseen, I step inside his office.

      Tall file cabinets line the back wall. A collection of signed baseballs, basketballs, and one soccer ball sits on top. To the side of his desk is a bulletin board packed with mementos. I step around his desk, curious.

      Given the Mets schedule on the bulletin board, I’d assume he’s a Mets fan, but I look back and see Yankees crap mixed in with the sports memorabilia on the top of his file cabinets. Upon closer inspection, Mets junk is mixed in too. There’s no clear allegiance. There are a few New York Giants ticket stubs sticking out from the edge of a bulletin board, and on further examination, I discover those tickets aren’t used. They’re for an upcoming game. I count the tickets, and there are six of them.

      Everything on his bulletin board appears personal, and other than a photo of a dog, everything is sports-related. He has a desk calendar, and I’m about to pull out my phone and snap a photo of it when Rhonda calls out to me.

      “Are you looking for Chase? He’s at lunch.”

      I point at his bulletin
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