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1 why the hell not!




T
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he wind coming off Hempstead Turnpike had no manners tonight. It whipped across the parking lot like it was trying to bully every woman with natural hair into submission, snatching at scarves and tugging at hemlines with icy, insolent fingers. 

Tiffany Lordes shielded her curls with one hand—the other clutching the collar of her wool coat closed—and hustled toward the glowing sign of La Casita Azul. The little Dominican place, tucked between a nail salon and a laundromat in a strip mall that had seen better decades, had become their weekly sanctuary. 

The door creaked open with the same dramatic flourish as always, the hinge protesting just enough to announce every arrival without actually breaking. Warmth, the scent of frying plantains, and the soundtrack of a loud family arguing in rapid Spanish washed over her.

Perfect.

The hostess, Marisol, didn’t even bother with a greeting. She glanced up from her phone, jerked a thumb toward the back, and said, “Your crew is already talking crazy.”

Tiffany groaned, unwinding her scarf. 

“Already? We haven’t even ordered drinks yet.”

“Oh, they ordered,” Marisol said, a smirk playing on her lips. “Multiple.”

Great. That meant the chaos level was at least a seven. Possibly an eight if Selena had already launched into her latest dating horror story. Tiffany made her way through the narrow restaurant, nodding at the regulars hunched over plates of mofongo and pernil. 

The walls were a cheerful, slightly faded blue, adorned with paintings of Caribbean beaches and portraits of Dominican baseball legends. The noise was a comforting blanket—the sizzle from the kitchen, the clatter of plates, the rise and fall of conversations in both English and Spanish.

She rounded the corner into the back alcove, their usual booth tucked by the emergency exit. The moment she appeared; Marsha spotted her and threw her arms up like a referee signaling a touchdown.

“Tiffy!” Marsha bellowed, her voice cutting through the din. “You’re late! Again!”

“I am not late,” Tiffany said, sliding into the empty seat at the circular booth. 

The red vinyl sighed beneath her. 

“I am fashionably delayed. There’s a difference.”

“Delayed by what,” Selena asked without looking up from inspecting her nail polish, flipping her honey-blonde hair over one shoulder, “your reflection?”

Tiffany gave her a slow, deliberate glare. 

“I’m not you, Selena. Some of us have jobs that don’t allow for three-hour prep time.”

Selena gasped dramatically, pressing a hand to her chest. 

“Shade! Direct shade in a public establishment. I hope your plantains come burnt.”

Angela, ever the peacemaker, reached across the table and squeezed Tiffany’s hand. Her touch was warm and grounding. 

“We missed you. Also, I need to tell you something insane about this date I had. It involves a vegan cheese platter and a revelation about his past life as an Incan warrior.”

“No,” Marsha interrupted, waving a fork that still had a bit of yuca clinging to it. “First, we need to establish a baseline. We need to discuss whether or not Tiffany saw Eric today.”

Four pairs of eyes—Marsha’s shrewd and dark, Selena’s mischievously lined, Angela’s wide and earnest, Priya’s analytical behind her sleek glasses—zeroed in on Tiffany like heat-seeking missiles.

“Oh my God,” Tiffany muttered, reaching for the pitcher of sangria in the center of the table. “I regret ever telling you his name. I regret it with the heat of a thousand suns.”

“Did he come in?” Angela asked, leaning forward with such intensity that the delicate silver necklace she always wore fell into her bowl of sancocho.

Tiffany poured herself a generous glass, the fruits bobbing like buoys in a boozy sea. 

“No,” she said, taking a fortifying sip. “He did not.”

The collective groan that followed was theatrical enough for Broadway. It was the sound of pure, unadulterated disappointment.

Selena slapped the table, making the cutlery jump. 

“Damn it! Why doesn’t he ever show up on Thursdays? We’re trying to conduct a thorough, professional evaluation here.”

“You mean stalk him,” Tiffany said flatly.

“Evaluation,” Selena insisted. “There’s a difference. Stalking is creepy. Evaluation is... supportive reconnaissance.”

“You’re not helping,” Tiffany sighed.

Priya, who had been silently sipping a mojito and looking terrifyingly analytical, adjusted her glasses. 

“It is statistically possible he has switched his banking day. Perhaps to avoid peak hours. Or perhaps he has direct deposit and only comes in for specific transactions.”

Selena frowned. 

“Why? For what? For whom?”

“Maybe he’s just busy, living his life,” Tiffany said, though the words felt hollow even to her. Eric Palmer wasn’t just a client. He was a semi-regular occurrence, a monthly tremor in the otherwise placid landscape of her job as a personal banker at Liberty Federal. 

He’d walk in, all six-foot-two of easy confidence, with a smile that seemed to acknowledge some private joke between the two of them. Their interactions were brief—deposits, withdrawals, the occasional CD renewal—but they lingered. He remembered her name. Asked about her weekend. Once, when it was pouring, he’d offered her his umbrella as she was leaving for lunch. It was nothing. It was everything.

Marsha arched a perfectly sculpted brow. 

“The man is, by Priya’s own very detailed analysis—”

“Visual and behavioral analysis based on available data,” Priya corrected quickly, holding up a finger. “I haven’t seen anything firsthand. Obviously.”

Selena snorted. 

“Yet.”

The table erupted into laughter. Angela shook her head, smiling into her drink. Marsha cackled. Even Priya allowed a small, satisfied smirk.

Tiffany wanted to disappear. She grabbed a paper napkin and slapped it over her face. The newsprint blurred in her vision. 

“Y’all are going to get me fired. Or committed. Or both.”

“Relax,” Marsha said, pulling the napkin away. “We’re just invested in your happiness. And our entertainment. It’s a symbiotic relationship.”

When the laughter died down and they had finished demolishing another round of empanadas—beef for Marsha and Priya, cheese for Angela and Selena, chicken for Tiffany—the conversation naturally drifted to the most sacred, chaotic part of their weekly ritual: Bad Date Confession Hour.

Selena, as the self-appointed captain of this segment, started strong.

“Okay,” she said, holding up a manicured finger. The emerald ring she’d bought for herself last Christmas caught the light. 

“Picture this: I show up to the date at that new fusion place on Franklin, looking like a whole snack—”

“You always do,” Angela added loyally.

“Thank you, angel. And he’s already seated. He looks up, takes me in from head to toe, and says—and I quote—’You look thicker in person.’”

Marsha, mid-sip of her margarita, nearly spit it out. 

“Thicker? Thicker how? Like a milkshake or like a textbook?”

“Like extra-sharp cheddar, apparently,” Selena deadpanned. “The disrespect. I ordered the most expensive thing on the menu, ate it slowly while maintaining intense eye contact, then excused myself to the bathroom and never went back.”

Angela covered her face with her hands. 

“Men don’t deserve women.”

“No, they deserve jail,” Marsha declared, slamming her palm on the table. “Immediate prison. No trial.”

Priya, ever the data collector, raised a hand. Everyone knew that her story was going to be one helluva doozy and she didn’t disappoint. 

“Last month, I went on a date where the man asked me to fill out a questionnaire before we even looked at the menu.”

Tiffany froze, a piece of tostone halfway to her mouth. 

“A what now?”

“You lie!” scoffed Marsha.

“I’m serious; a questionnaire. A printed one. He pulled it from his messenger bag. It had sections: ‘Expectations,’ ‘Boundaries,’ ‘Love Languages,’ ‘Preferred Pet Names,’ ‘Five-Year Vision,’ and a multiple-choice segment on whether I believed in tipping twenty percent or more.”

Selena blinked slowly. 

“Who the hell hurt him? And did they use a stapler?”

“It was very efficient,” Priya said, though her tone suggested otherwise. “But it removed all spontaneity. Romance cannot be quantified on a Likert scale.”

Angela, who had been unusually quiet, softly added, “I went out with a man last week who told me, over dessert, that he couldn’t see me again because his dog didn’t like my aura.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Selena blurted.

Marsha stared. 

“Your aura? His poodle is an aura critic now?”

“Yes,” Angela said, her gentle face clouded with the memory. “Apparently, my spirit made his poodle, Sir Barks-a-Lot, uneasy. He said the dog growled every time I texted.”

“Sir what...the hell?!” Priya said  shaking her head with disbelief.

Selena threw her napkin on the table. 

“Girl, you have to stop dating men who buy their tarot cards from Five Below.”

“And their crystals from the clearance aisle at TJ Maxx,” Tiffany added, finally eating her tostone.

Angela held up her hands in a gesture of helpless surrender. 

“He had beautiful eyes! Like a sad, green-eyed husky!”

Priya reached over and patted her arm consolingly. 

“So does Satan in most Renaissance drawings, Angela. It’s a known trap.”

The table erupted again, a symphony of laughter, clinking glasses, and shared exasperation. Tiffany leaned back, soaking it in. 

This was her foundation. Marsha Wright, the brash and fiercely loyal real estate agent who could negotiate anything but her own love life.  Selena Ramirez, the salon owner with a heart guarded by sarcasm and designer labels. Angela Cruz, the nurse whose tenderness was both her superpower and her kryptonite. Priya Malhotra, the clinical psychologist whose analytical mind often forgot to turn off when she left the office. And her, Tiffany, the planner, the bank teller, the one who kept her spreadsheets color-coded and her emotions neatly filed away.

They were a mosaic of modern womanhood, trying to build lives of meaning on the shifting sands of Hempstead, Long Island. And every Thursday, they met to compare notes from the front lines.

When the laughter finally subsided, leaving them breathless and wiping at their eyes, Marsha launched into her familiar, fiery sermon about the state of modern romance. It was a staple, like the flan for dessert.

“I swear on my mother’s good china,” Marsha said, her voice taking on the cadence of a preacher, “dating today is like ordering a husband from Amazon. The picture looks perfect—great smile, good job, interesting hobbies. But what you pull out of the box is flimsy, vaguely defective, smells a little weird, and the instructions are in a language you don’t understand. And good luck trying to return it.”

Selena snorted into her glass. Angela wheezed, clutching her side. Even Priya cracked a rare, full smile, shaking her head.

Tiffany, however, felt something different brewing inside her chest. It wasn’t laughter. It was a tremor, a tectonic shift of a thought she’d been carefully burying for months. It was dangerous. Radical. Slightly unhinged. It whispered to her during quiet moments at the bank, flickered at the edge of her consciousness during their Thursday-night rants.

She tried to swallow it down with a gulp of sangria. She tried to ignore it, focusing on the way the candlelight glinted off Priya’s glasses. She tried to pretend the conversation would move on, that Marsha would segue into a rant about property taxes or Selena would bring up a new shipment of shoes.

But the thought pushed against her ribs, demanding air. It was the culmination of five years of Thursdays, of hundreds of bad date stories, of her own silent observations of Eric Palmer’s easy charm, of her coworker Amira’s offhand comments about her life back in Cairo.

Her heart hammered against her sternum. Don’t say it. Just let it be a weird thought. They’ll think you’ve lost your mind. But her mouth, apparently tired of being the sensible one, had other ideas.

“So...” she began, her voice quieter than she intended. 

The word hung in the air, and her friends, attuned to every shift in her tone, fell silent. 

“What if the problem isn’t the men?”

Four heads whipped toward her in perfect, synchronized unison. They looked like a murder of crows, or a very well-dressed panel of incredulous judges.

Marsha blinked. 

“Come again?”

Tiffany took a steadying breath, the air thick with the scent of garlic and cumin. 

“I’m just saying,” she continued, her voice gaining a sliver of strength, “what if...we’re part of the problem?”

Selena slapped the table so hard the salt shaker leaped and toppled over. 

“TAKE IT BACK. TAKE IT BACK RIGHT NOW, TIFFANY LORDES. THAT IS BLASPHEMY IN THE CHURCH OF LA CASITA.”

“This is treason,” Angela whispered, her eyes wide with shock.

Priya looked personally offended, as if Tiffany had just invalidated her entire PhD. 

“How dare you introduce nuance into our perfectly cultivated outrage?”

“No, listen,” Tiffany insisted, leaning forward, her elbows on the sticky table. “I’m not saying we’re crazy or dramatic or asking for too much. I’m saying—the structure itself might be broken. We expect one single human man to fill every single emotional, physical, financial, spiritual, intellectual, and sexual need we have. From forever. Until death.”

Selena tilted her head, a flicker of genuine curiosity cutting through her performative outrage. 

“And that’s bad because...?”

“It’s impossible!” Tiffany exclaimed, her hands flying up. “It’s setting everyone up for failure! Look at us. Just look.” 

She pointed around the table. 

“Marsha, you want someone ambitious, who reads the Financial Times and can debate geopolitical strategy. Selena, you want someone physically attentive, who reads your body language like a poem and isn’t afraid of public displays of affection. Priya, you need someone emotionally stable and intellectually rigorous, who doesn’t flinch when you deconstruct their childhood traumas. Angela, you crave tenderness, patience, someone who sees the world with soft eyes. And me? I just want someone who actually listens when I talk, who remembers the things I say.”

She paused, letting the truth of it settle over them. 

“One man cannot be all those things. Not truly. Not consistently for decades. So what do we do? We either settle for a man who meets sixty percent of our needs and spend our lives quietly mourning the other forty, or we play musical chairs, swapping one man’s flaws for another’s, thinking the next box from Amazon will be the right one.”

A heavy, profound silence fell over the booth. It was a different kind of quiet than before. This was the silence of a truth, uncomfortable and naked, standing in the middle of the table.

Angela stared at her, the candlelight dancing in her eyes. 

“So what’s your solution, Tiff? We pool our money and commission a man. A Build-A-Boyfriend, stitched together from the best parts of five different guys? I’ll take his kindness, Selena can have his...stamina, Priya gets his prefrontal cortex...”

Selena actually perked up. 

“Honestly, with the way my 401k is looking, I’d invest in that. Do they offer a payment plan?”

“No,” Tiffany said, the word coming out firmer now. 

The dam had broken. 

“I’m saying maybe the model itself is flawed. Maybe traditional monogamy, the way we’ve been sold it, isn’t actually built for women like us. Women who want more.”

The table froze again. The noise of the restaurant seemed to recede, muffled by the weight of her statement.

Marsha’s voice dropped to a hushed, disbelieving whisper. 

“Are you...suggesting we...share a man?”

“I don’t think Tiffany is suggesting that.”

Angela took a sip of her drink.

“I know her. There is no way she’s asking us to share a dick.”

The way she said it, with such horrified awe, made it sound like Tiffany had just proposed they all streak through the dining room and then worship Satan in the parking lot.

Tiffany forced her shoulders back, lifting her chin. The sangria courage was real. 

“Yes. Why the hell not?”

Angela made a small, strangled sound. Priya muttered what sounded like a quick statistical probability under her breath. Selena’s expression shifted from shock to something far more intriguing: deep, undiluted curiosity.

“Okay, wait,” Selena said, leaning so far over the table her cleavage threatened to meet her plate. “When you say ‘share,’ do you mean like...share share? Like we all date him casually? Or share share share? Like a...unit? A collective? Because I need clarity, Tiff. My imagination is writing checks my morals might need to cash.”

Tiffany made a face. 

“I mean...in principle. As an alternative structure.”

Selena’s smirk was all devil. 

“That tells me absolutely nothing. ‘In principle’ could mean we take turns taking him to family functions. ‘In principle’ could mean we have a shared Google Calendar for conjugal visits. Be specific, woman! You’ve opened Pandora’s Box, now you have to describe the ghosts that flew out!”

“Let her explain,” Marsha said, though her own curiosity was now visibly piqued. 

She was in real estate; she understood unique arrangements.

Tiffany exhaled, the initial burst of adrenaline fading into a steady, nervous hum.

“My coworker at the bank—Amira, in commercial lending—she’s Egyptian. She was telling me about her cousin back in Cairo. She has what she called a ‘shared marriage.’ One husband, two wives. They all live together. Raise the kids together.”

The reactions were immediate, unhinged, and deeply, profoundly them. Angela dropped her fork. It clattered loudly. She grabbed her own face with both hands. 

“Tell me everything. Do they...do they like each other?”

Selena leaned in, her eyes narrowed like a detective on a prime-time drama. 

“Okay, first things first: logistics. Do they schedule sex nights? Like, is it a calendar thing? ‘Mondays and Thursdays: Wife #1. Tuesdays and Fridays: Wife #2. Weekends: Group Activity or Rest?’”

Marsha, ever practical, asked, “Do they all sleep in one giant bed? Or is there a rotation? Is the master bedroom just...a convention hall?”

Priya, of course, furrowed her brow in professional concern. 

“What is the economic distribution model? Do they have fully shared bank accounts? Or separate allocations based on contribution?”

She was just getting started.

“Who manages the household budget? Is there a quarterly review?”

Selena waved a dismissive hand at Priya. 

“No offense, Priya, but forget the bank accounts for a second—do they do threesomes? Is that, like, part of the package? Or is it strictly separate but equal?”

Angela, her face now flushed a deep pink, put her hands over her ears but then immediately pulled them away, whispering, 

“Is it weird that I kind of really, really want to know the answer to that, too?”

Tiffany held up both hands, laughing despite herself. 

“I don’t know! I didn’t ask for the operational manual!”

“But did you ASK?” Selena demanded, as if this were the most obvious failing in human history.

“No! It felt rude! It’s her family!”

“Tiffany,” Marsha said, her voice dropping into a grave, serious register. 

She pointed her fork for emphasis. 

“There comes a point in every woman’s life when she must gather the courage to look another woman in the eye and ask the hard questions. ‘Do you ride your husband together or separately?’ is one of those questions. It’s a cultural obligation. For research.”

Selena nodded solemnly. 

“It’s for science. We’re anthropologists of alternative lifestyles now.”

Angela was now a shade of purple from trying not to choke on her suppressed laughter and mortification.

Priya, having calculated the risk-reward ratio of this line of questioning, leaned forward again. 

“Okay, setting aside the... mechanical specifics. What about emotional boundaries? Do they have codified jealousy rules? Like ‘no kissing on Tuesdays’ or ‘if she’s ovulating, you automatically get the guest bedroom’?”

“I don’t know!” Tiffany said again, the helplessness making her laugh harder.

Selena raised her perfectly groomed brows. 

“Do they have a group chat? Or like, a sister-wives council meeting every Sunday? I need to visualize the logistics, Tiffany. I’m a visual learner.”

“Why are these your immediate questions?” Tiffany demanded, tears of mirth starting to form at the corners of her eyes.

“Because they matter!” Selena insisted. “You can’t just drop ‘polygamy’ on the table like it’s a new appetizer without giving us the ingredients!”

Angela, having recovered slightly, added in her gentle voice, “Do they color-code the family calendar? Do they cook together? Do they...braid each other’s hair and talk about their feelings?”

“You think they have pillow-fight sleepovers?” Marsha asked, a genuine grin spreading across her face. “Like a weird, sexy sorority?”

Selena’s smirk returned, wicked and bright. 

“Do they share the same lingerie drawer? Because that’s either a disaster or a fantastic idea.”

Priya, unable to help herself, interjected. 

“Statistically speaking, the sexual rotation would require meticulous planning to ensure equitable distribution of time and attention, accounting for hormonal cycles, work schedules, and individual preference weightings—”

“PRIYA. STOP.” everyone yelled in unison, which only made them all laugh harder.

The table descended into absolute, glorious madness. They were leaning on each other, gasping for breath, drawing concerned looks from the older couple at the next booth. 

Tiffany finally put her head down on the cool Formica table and laughed until her stomach ached and happy tears streaked her cheeks. This was why she needed them. They could take her most dangerous, secret thought and run with it, refracting it through their own unique prisms until it became less terrifying and more...absurdly fascinating.

When she finally lifted her head, wiping her eyes, her friends were still looking at her. But the laughter had softened into something else. A curious, tender seriousness.

“Tiffany,” Angela said softly, reaching for her hand again. “Be real with us. Do you...want something like that? For yourself?”

The question hung in the air, sobering and direct.

Tiffany hesitated. She looked at their faces—Marsha’s bold challenge, Selena’s open curiosity, Angela’s gentle concern, Priya’s analytical focus. These were her people. She owed them truth.

“I don’t know,” she admitted, the words feeling raw. “I know it sounds insane. I know the legal and social complications are a nightmare. But I know what I don’t want. I don’t want to keep sanding down my edges, losing pieces of myself trying to be everything to one man. And I don’t want to keep expecting one man to be my lover, my best friend, my therapist, my financial partner, my intellectual equal, and my spiritual guide. It’s exhausting. And it feels...lonely, even when you’re with someone.”

Priya nodded slowly, her psychologist brain clearly whirring. 

“That is...a remarkably emotionally intelligent observation. The pressure of being a ‘perfect match’ often creates more distance than intimacy.”

Selena squeezed Tiffany’s other hand, her flippancy gone. 

“So what are you saying, exactly? For us? For our little...coven?”

Tiffany took a deep breath, the final piece clicking into place. 

“I’m saying maybe...we could be open to trying something different. Not tomorrow. Not with the next guy who buys us a drink. But if the right man, the right situation, ever came along...we shouldn’t dismiss it out of hand just because it doesn’t look like a Hallmark movie.”

Marsha sat back against the vinyl, her arms crossed, a thoughtful frown on her face. 

“Alright. Let’s play this hypothetical game to the end. Who is this ‘right man’? This unicorn who could handle all five of us? He would have to be financially secure, emotionally stable, intelligent, physically...robust, incredibly patient, and possess the organizational skills of a Fortune 500 CEO.”

Tiffany opened her mouth, a dozen platitudes on her lips about it being purely theoretical, a fantasy...But she didn’t have to say a word.

Because four heads all turned toward her at once, with the same dawning, electrifying realization.

Selena’s grin was slow, wicked, and utterly triumphant. 

“Oh. My. God. It’s totally Eric.”

“No, it’s not—” Tiffany’s protest was weak, automatic.

“It is,” Angela whispered, her eyes wide with the revelation. “You’ve been thinking about him this whole time.”

“He’s statistically the most viable candidate in your known orbit,” Priya murmured, as if confirming data. “Stable career, demonstrably pleasant demeanor, physically fit, and definitely exhibits social intelligence.”

Marsha simply pointed a finger at Tiffany, her expression one of mock betrayal. 

“You sly dog. You’ve been holding out on us. This isn’t a philosophical debate. This is a proposal.”

“It is not like that!” Tiffany insisted, feeling her cheeks flame. “He’s just a client who flirts a little! It’s harmless!”

Selena threw her head back and laughed, a rich, unapologetic sound. 

“Girl, please. The man looks at you like you’re a three-course meal and he hasn’t eaten in a week. He lingers. He remembers your name. He offered you his umbrella. That’s not banking; that’s courtship in a three-piece suit.”

Tiffany couldn’t deny it. The memory of his hand brushing hers as he handed her the umbrella sent a familiar, unwelcome shiver down her spine.

Angela leaned in, her voice a conspiratorial whisper. 

“He’s tall...objectively handsome...has that charming, easy smile...Priya confirmed he’s well-proportioned...”

Priya adjusted her glasses, a faint blush on her own cheeks. 

“I merely noted he has a strong skeletal frame and good posture. Broad shoulders. Structurally sound for potential...long-term demands.”

Selena burst out laughing again. 

“Priya! For the love of God, stop analyzing his bone density! We’re trying to have a romantic fantasy here, not a biomechanics seminar!”

Priya shrugged helplessly, a genuine smile breaking through. 

“I have eyes. And a basic understanding of human physiology.”

The table erupted once more—louder this time, wilder, a release of tension and the giddy thrill of a shared secret. It was uncontrollable, this laughter that was part shock, part rebellion, part sheer, unadulterated what-if.

A waitress peeked around the corner, a look of mild alarm on her face, checking to make sure no one was being murdered. But no one was dying in that blue-walled alcove. Something was being born.

A spark, fanned from a secret thought into a shared flame. A ridiculous, impossible idea. A dangerous, thrilling possibility.

When the laughter finally died down, leaving them breathless and connected in a new, profound way, Marsha lifted her nearly empty margarita glass. The lime wedge clung to the rim like a dare.

“So,” she said, her voice clear and challenging. “You want to try something crazy? Something that would make our mothers have simultaneous strokes?”

Selena lifted her glass of sangria, the red liquid catching the light like a promise. 

“Why the hell not? My mother already thinks I’m a lost cause.”

Angela raised her white wine, her hand trembling only slightly. 

“What’s...what’s the worst that could happen? We end up back here next Thursday with a really good story?”

Priya lifted her mojito, her expression one of solemn scientific commitment. 

“The statistical risk of emotional turmoil is high. The social repercussions could be significant. However...” 

A small, daring smile touched her lips. 

“As a controlled experiment in non-traditional relational dynamics, it is unparalleled. I am willing to participate in the data collection.”

Finally, her heart pounding a frantic rhythm against her ribs, Tiffany lifted her glass. She looked at each of them—her sisters in arms, her chosen family. 

“If we ever find the right man,” she said, her voice quiet but steady in the warm, noisy room. “If the stars align and the man is...exceptional, and willing...we try. As a unit. No secrets between us. Just... an understanding.”

Their glasses met in the center of the table with a soft, decisive clink.

No one said Eric’s name aloud.

They didn’t need to.

As the sound of the toast faded into the restaurant’s hum, as they sat back in their booth surrounded by the remnants of their meal, every single one of them was thinking the same treacherous, exhilarating thought:

If any man could handle five wives...it was him. 
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he rain began as Eric Palmer left the restaurant, a fine, misty drizzle that caught in the beams of streetlights like shattered crystal. 

He turned up the collar of his coat, not against the cold, but against the lingering scent of the woman’s perfume—something expensive and floral that now felt cloying, like being trapped in a boutique. He’d walked her to her car, accepted the soft press of her cheek against his, and watched her taillights disappear down the slick street.

Another one.

He wasn’t disappointed. Disappointment required expectation, and he’d had none. He was just...weary. The script was so familiar he could have mouthed the lines along with them. The compliments about his eyes (“so deep”), his hands (“so strong”), his smile (“so dangerous”). The performative laughter, the strategic touches, the inevitable, breathy invitation at the end of the night. It was a dance where every step was predetermined, and he was tired of leading.

The problem, he’d decided somewhere between the appetizer and the main course, wasn’t the women. They were lovely, intelligent, accomplished. The problem was the sameness. The predictable pattern of singular pursuit. One woman, one date, one escalating trajectory toward a bed or a relationship that would, within months, reveal itself to be built on the same fragile scaffolding of projected ideals. He was, in the romantic sense, profoundly bored.

He let himself into his condo, the silence a physical relief. It was a masculine space—clean lines, leather furniture, a wall of books that were actually read, a high-end sound system mostly used for jazz on nights like this. Successful. Stable. Empty in a way that had nothing to do with furnishings.

He poured two fingers of bourbon, not because he needed it, but because the ritual gave his hands something to do. As he sipped, his mind, against his will, drifted to the bank. To Window 4. To her.

Tiffany Lordes.

Unlike the perfume still haunting him, the memory of her was a clean, sharp scent—like ozone before a storm. 

She didn’t simper. She didn’t flutter. She looked at him with a directness that was both professional and deeply, intriguingly personal. There was a wit there, dry and quick, that challenged him. A warmth that felt genuine, not tactical. And her beauty...it wasn’t the polished, packaged beauty of his date tonight. It was in the intelligence in her dark eyes, the fullness of her mouth when she fought a smile, the elegant strength in her neck as she tilted her head to listen. It was a beauty that seemed unconscious of itself, which made it all the more potent.

He’d given her his card months ago, after that umbrella incident in a downpour. A simple, elegant card with just his name and number. 

“If you ever need anything,” he’d said, the words feeling oddly inadequate. 

She’d taken it with a polite thank you, and he’d never heard from her. He told himself it was for the best. She was his banker. It was a line. But he found himself scheduling his deposits for Thursday mornings, just after open, when she was most likely to be at her window.

The bourbon burned a smooth path down his throat. He was being ridiculous. She was a bright spot in a mundane errand, nothing more. Yet, the memory of her was the only one from the last year that didn’t feel coated in a layer of polite dust.

This was his Manhattan retreat when he didn’t want to make the long two hour drive home via the Long Island Expressway to his “Home” in South Hampton. And he had never taken a woman there before. He hadn’t found one that measure up to that.

*_*_*_*

The next morning, the sky was a hard, clear blue, scrubbed clean by the night’s rain. Eric walked into Liberty Federal just after 9:15 AM, a time he’d empirically determined offered the highest probability of a Tiffany interaction without seeming like a stalker.

His pulse gave a small, betraying jump when he saw her. She was at her station, head bent over a ledger, a single twist of her dark hair threatening to come undone. She wore a simple emerald-green sweater that made her skin glow under the bank’s fluorescent lights. As he approached, she looked up.

For a fraction of a second, her professional mask slipped. Her eyes widened, just a touch, and something warm and unguarded flickered in their depths before she schooled her features into a pleasant, professional smile.

“Mr. Palmer. Good morning.” 

Her voice was lower than he remembered, a soft contralto that vibrated somewhere in his sternum.

“Ms. Lordes.” 

He leaned an elbow casually on the counter, invading the space just enough to feel personal. 

“You’ve been missed.”

She arched a brow, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth. 

“Was I supposed to check in?”

“Only if you wanted to maintain your status as my favorite financial advisor.”

“I’m a teller, not an advisor.”

“Semantics. You advise me on my financial movements. Therefore, advisor.” 

He slid the deposit envelope across the cool marble. 

“I need to deposit this.”

She took it, her fingers brushing his. The contact was brief, impersonal, and yet it sent a jolt through him that was anything but. She peeked inside the envelope. 

“Cash again. Your ‘consulting’ business must be very...tactile.”

He grinned. 

“Real estate has its moments. Sometimes people pay in weird ways.”

“Uh-huh.” 

She gave him a look that was pure skepticism laced with amusement. 

“Real estate consultant. That’s wonderfully vague. It tells me you either sell multi-million dollar estates or you’re secretly a mob enforcer.”

He laughed, a real, unforced sound that surprised him. 

“I prefer ‘problem solver.’ Less ominous.”

“I’ll bet.” 

She turned to her computer, her fingers flying over the keyboard. He watched the elegant line of her neck, the subtle shift of her shoulders under the soft wool. She wasn’t just beautiful; she was present. She inhabited her space completely, without artifice.

The transaction was done in under a minute. 

“All set, Mr. Problem Solver,” she said, and handed him the receipt. 

He didn’t move. She didn’t either. The air between them thickened, charged with a silent conversation. He could see the rapid flutter of her pulse at the base of her throat. She was aware of him, in a way that went beyond customer service.

“Don’t let it be so long next time,” he said, his voice dropping slightly.

A faint blush colored her cheeks. She hated that he saw it; he could tell by the slight tightening of her jaw. But she held his gaze. 

“The bank’s hours are posted on the door. My schedule is less predictable.”

“A challenge,” he murmured, smiling.

A cough sounded from behind him. Another customer. The spell broke.

Tiffany straightened, her professional mask snapping back into place. 

“Next, please.”

He stepped aside, but as he turned to go, he caught her eye one last time. She wasn’t smiling, but her eyes were alive, sparkling with a mixture of annoyance and something else he couldn’t quite name. Triumph. He’d gotten to her.

He left the bank with a strange, buoyant feeling. The mundane exchange had been the most interesting interaction he’d had in weeks. As he hit the sidewalk, he instinctively glanced around, a habit from his less-savory days in the city.

And that’s when he saw them.

A woman with bold, geometric glasses sat at a café table outside the neighboring coffee shop, a book open but her eyes fixed unwaveringly on him. He recognized her—the loud, funny one from La Casita Azul, Tiffany’s friend. Marsha.

Across the street, a gentle-faced woman in a pastel sweater was pretending to window-shop, but her head was tilted in his direction. Angela.

Further down, leaning against a lamppost as if waiting for a bus that clearly wasn’t coming, was the blonde bombshell. Selena. She wasn’t even pretending to look away; she gave him a slow, appraising once-over that would have been flattering if it weren’t so blatantly tactical.

And in a parked Prius, a serious-looking woman with sleek dark hair and glasses was watching him with the intensity of a lab researcher observing a novel specimen. Priya.

They were terrible at this. Spectacularly, comically, terrible. It was a surveillance operation run by amateurs with zero tradecraft.

A slow smile spread across Eric’s face. This wasn’t a coincidence. This was a mission. And the only conceivable target was him.

Tiffany.

Was she behind this? Was this some kind of test? The thought should have been off-putting, invasive. Instead, it ignited a fierce curiosity in him. This was not the predictable script. This was messy, chaotic, and utterly fascinating. He felt a thrill, the first genuine spark of excitement he’d felt in a romantic context for years.

He decided to play along. He turned and began walking briskly down the street. A glance in a store window’s reflection confirmed it: the woman in the Prius (Priya, his mind supplied) was now on her phone, undoubtedly coordinating. Selena had begun walking parallel to him on the other side of the street. Marsha had abandoned her book and was power-walking half a block behind.

He ducked into a CVS store, bought a pack of gum he didn’t need, and emerged to find Angela trying and failing to look casual while examining a display of discount socks outside a thrift store.

He wanted to laugh. He wanted to walk up to them and say, “Ladies, if you’re going to tail someone, at least switch up your positions.” But he didn’t. He let the game unfold, a strange, buoyant feeling in his chest. Tiffany Lordes had him under surveillance. The implications were wild and endlessly entertaining.

*_*_*_*

For two days, the phantom presence of Tiffany’s friends lingered in his periphery. He’d spot one of them in his gym parking lot (Selena, in absurdly expensive athleisure, “stretching” near his car). He saw Priya at the dry cleaner across from his office, taking notes on a tablet. It was absurd. It was audacious.

And it made him think of Tiffany constantly. What was she thinking? Was this her idea? Was she evaluating him for some purpose he couldn’t fathom? The mystery of it was more potent than any blatant flirtation.

The answer came on a drizzly Sunday morning at the Hempstead Whole Foods. He was in the cereal aisle, contemplating the moral failings of sugary breakfasts, when he saw her.

Tiffany.

She was in gray leggings and an oversized NYU hoodie, her hair piled into a chaotic, beautiful bun on top of her head. She wore no makeup, and she looked younger, softer, more real than she ever had behind the bank counter. She was frowning at a box of Lucky Charms as if it contained the secrets of the universe.

His heart did a slow, heavy roll in his chest.

He pushed his cart toward her, the wheels squeaking on the polished floor. She looked up, and her eyes went wide with genuine shock.

“Oh,” she said, clutching the cereal box to her chest like a shield. “Hey.”

“Fancy meeting you here,” he said, stopping his cart perpendicular to hers, blocking the aisle. “Stocking up on...marshmallows and processed oats?”

She looked down at the box as if seeing it for the first time, and a faint blush crept up her neck. 

“Don’t judge. My inner child has a powerful sweet tooth.”

“I’m judging intensely,” he said, but his smile took the sting out of it. “It’s a character flaw.”

She managed a weak smile and tried to maneuver her cart around his. 

“Well, enjoy your...bran flakes, or whatever morally superior cardboard you eat.”

He didn’t move. 

“I’m more of a scrambled eggs man, actually.”

“Of course you are.” 

She finally got her cart past him and began pushing it with determination toward the dairy section. He followed. Not subtly.

She glanced over her shoulder, exasperation warring with something else in her eyes. 

“Are you following me, Mr. Palmer?”

“It’s a public grocery store, Ms. Lordes. I’m following the optimal path to the almond milk.”

“Uh-huh.”

They turned the corner into the dairy aisle. And there, standing stock-still in front of the Greek yogurt, was Marsha. She held a tub of yogurt in each hand, frozen in the act of comparison.

Three pairs of eyes locked. Time stuttered.

Tiffany’s face paled, then flooded with crimson. 

“Marsha?” she hissed. “What are you doing here?”

Marsha’s eyes darted from Tiffany to Eric and back again. She plastered on a smile so wide it looked painful. 

“Tiffany! What a crazy coincidence! And... Eric! Hello! Shopping for...probiotics?” 

She gestured lamely with the yogurt containers.

“You’re lactose intolerant,” Tiffany said through gritted teeth.

“New diet,” Marsha chirped, her voice an octave too high. “Gut health. It’s very important.”

Before Eric could respond, Angela rounded the corner, her cart containing a single, sad lemon. She squeaked when she saw them, nearly dropping the fruit. 

“Oh! My goodness! Tiffany! Eric! And Marsha! What are the odds?”

“Astronomical,” Eric said dryly, crossing his arms.

Angela’s smile was a rictus of guilt. 

“I just needed a lemon. For...water.”

“You hate lemon water,” Tiffany muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose.

At that moment, Priya appeared at the end of the aisle, a small clipboard in hand. She didn’t look surprised at all. She looked like she was arriving at a scheduled meeting. 

“The ambient temperature in the dairy section is optimal for product preservation,” she announced to no one in particular.

Then her eyes landed on Eric. 

“Ah. Subject is present. Note: he appears to favor whole foods. Positive indicator.”

“PRIYA!” Tiffany and Marsha yelled in unison.

Selena sauntered up last, chewing gum loudly, her sunglasses perched on her head. She gave Eric a long, leisurely look, from his worn leather boots to his damp hair. A slow, appreciative smile spread across her face. 

“Well, hello. You clean up...or down...nice. The casual look works. High marks for shoulder-to-waist ratio even in a flannel.”

Tiffany looked like she wished the polished floor would open up and swallow her whole. 

“I am going to murder every single one of you,” she whispered, but it carried in the quiet of the early-morning aisle.

Eric looked from one woman to the next: Marsha’s defiant chagrin, Angela’s mortified kindness, Priya’s clinical curiosity, Selena’s brazen appraisal. And Tiffany, standing in the center of them, vibrating with a mixture of fury and utter humiliation. He should have been annoyed. He should have felt ambushed.

Instead, a deep, rolling laugh broke from him. It was too much. The sheer, unadulterated chaos of it. The horrible transparency of their operation. The fact that these five very different, very strong women had apparently coordinated this grocery store farce just to get a look at him.

The laughter seemed to break the tension. Angela bit her lip to keep from giggling. Marsha’s rigid posture relaxed into a shrug. Selena chuckled. Even Priya allowed a small, satisfied smile.

Tiffany stared at him, her eyes wide. 

“You’re...laughing?”

He wiped at his eye. 

“I’m sorry. It’s just...you’re all so bad at this.”

“We’re not bad,” Marsha protested. “We’re... enthusiastic.”

“You’ve been following me for days,” Eric said, not unkindly. “The blonde by my gym, the scientist at the dry cleaner, the gentle one at the discount sock display. It’s the least covert surveillance in the history of surveillance.”

Tiffany closed her eyes. 

“Oh, my God.”

“Tiffany,” Eric said, his voice softening. 

He took a step closer, ignoring the four other pairs of eyes boring into him. 

“Why does it feel like your entire social circle has me under a microscope?”

She opened her eyes. They were filled with a vulnerability that cracked something open in his chest. 

“I can explain.”

Selena stepped forward. 

“We’re evaluating you. For a... project.”

“SELENA, FOR THE LOVE OF ALL THAT IS HOLY, SHUT UP,” Tiffany roared, finding her voice.

But the dam had broken. Marsha shrugged. 

“It’s true. We are.”

Angela nodded, wringing her hands. 

“We didn’t mean for it to be creepy! It was supposed to be... observational!”

Priya tapped her clipboard. 

“We have several parameters to assess. Compatibility, stability, temperament, conflict resolution style...”

Eric just stared, his mind whirring. A project? Parameters? This went beyond a simple background check for a friend’s new beau. This was systematic. This was...intentional.

He looked at Tiffany, searching her face for answers. The vulnerability was being replaced by a fierce, protective pride. She was embarrassed, yes, but she wasn’t ashamed of them. She stood with them, in their glorious, messy incompetence.

“Tiffany,” he said, his voice low, meant only for her in the crowded aisle. “I don’t mind.”

She swallowed, her throat working. 

“You don’t?”

“No.” He held her gaze, letting her see the sincerity in his eyes. “Actually, I’m...fascinated. And flattered. I’ve never been vetted by a committee before.”

A breath she seemed to have been holding shuddered out of her.

Selena whispered loudly to Marsha, 

“Oh, he’s good. He’s not running. That’s a major point.”

“Shut up, he can hear you!” Marsha whispered back.

But Eric’s world had narrowed to the woman in front of him. He saw the pulse fluttering wildly in her throat, the way her lips parted slightly. The air between them grew thick and warm, insulated from the chill of the dairy case. He wanted to reach out and touch her hand, to smooth the worried line between her brows. He wanted to pull her into the next aisle and ask her what the hell this was really about. The pull was magnetic, visceral.

Tiffany broke the gaze first, her lashes sweeping down. She gripped the handle of her cart until her knuckles turned white. 

“I need to...finish my shopping,” she said, her voice unsteady.

“Right. The marshmallows are calling,” he said gently.

She gave a shaky nod and spun her cart around with more force than necessary. 

“Bye.”

She fled, pushing the cart with her head down. Her friends scrambled after her—Marsha abandoning her yogurts, Angela tossing the lemon back into a bin, Priya snapping her clipboard shut, Selena giving him a final, appreciative wink.

Eric stood alone in the suddenly quiet aisle, the hum of the refrigeration units loud in his ears. His heart was pounding, not from alarm, but from a fierce, exhilarating sense of possibility. He had walked into something. Something complex, something layered, something far beyond a simple flirtation with a beautiful banker.

And for the first time in a very, very long time, Eric Palmer was not bored. He was enthralled.

*_*_*_*

That night, the rain returned, tapping a gentle rhythm against Tiffany’s bedroom window. It matched the frantic beat of her heart. She was sprawled on her living room floor, surrounded by her friends, in the midst of what Selena had dubbed “The Grocery Store Post-Mortem.”

“It was a disaster!” Tiffany moaned, pressing a cold can of seltzer to her forehead. “A catastrophic, humiliating disaster!”

“It was organic,” Marsha argued, painting her toenails a violent shade of purple on Tiffany’s couch. “We got real-time, unfiltered data. He didn’t get mad. He laughed! That’s huge.”

“He laughed because we looked like the fucking Three Stooges plus two!” Tiffany shot back.

“His laughter indicated a capacity to handle unexpected social friction with grace,” Priya said calmly, typing notes into her laptop. “It suggests emotional resilience and a non-defensive personality. Highly favorable.”

“And did you see the way he looked at you, Tiff?” Angela sighed, braiding a section of the shag rug. “When he stepped closer? The whole dairy section got, like, ten degrees warmer.”

“He was mocking me.”

“He was devouring you with his eyes,” Selena corrected, filing her nails. “There’s a difference. The man was interested. Deeply, physically, intrigued-ly interested. And not just in the abstract. In you. In the middle of our clown-car surveillance operation, he only had eyes for you.”

Tiffany fell silent, Selena’s words hitting their mark. She remembered the intensity of his gaze, the way the ambient noise had faded away. He hadn’t looked at her like she was crazy. He’d looked at her like she was a puzzle he was desperate to solve.

Her phone, face-down on the floor, buzzed...

She opened it.

Unknown Number: So... did I pass the aisle test? Or do I need to endure a full background
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