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      For my friends and classmates from WVU College of Law Class of 1997. Three of the best years in my life were spent forging lifelong friendships with the lot of you while learning to kick ass and take names in honor of upholding the rule of law. Those skills are needed now more than ever.
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        SOPHIE

      

      

      I woke up shivering but refused to open my eyes to start the day. My head was throbbing. It felt like a belt was tightening around it. Why was I so cold? Ugh. I don’t even remember coming back to the room. That was not a good sign. This was going to be a bitch of a hangover and we still had to go through another round of arguments this morning.

      Maybe I overslept and we would get disqualified. I slowly opened my eyes but was met with pitch darkness except for a small sliver of light peeping out from what my groggy brain was starting to make out as a piece of fabric tied around my head. I tried to reach up to remove it but discovered my hands were bound behind my back. What the hell? My body tensed.

      Don’t panic. Panic won’t help. Take some deep breaths. I tried to calm myself down to no avail.

      “Trevor?” My voice was hoarse, and my throat felt like I’d swallowed knives.

      There was no response. Just the squeaking of springs when I tried to move. I frantically squirmed trying to release myself from the rope that was cutting further into my wrists with every movement, and my feet were also bound.

      “Trevor? Please, this isn’t funny …”
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        THREE DAYS EARLIER

        KATE

      

      

      I craned my neck and looked down the aisle to see if I could pick out Sophie. My line of vision was blocked by the drink cart making its second pass. This flight seemed determined to get everyone drunk which did not feel like the wisest course of action. The seat belt sign was turned off, so I stood up to stretch and tried to look casual as I scanned down the rows looking for her high, brunette ponytail. Aha! There she was in the exit row. At least she had some leg room. She would’ve had more if she hadn’t been so stubborn about sitting in first class with me. I don’t want to sit with my mother, how lame and embarrassing. You shouldn’t even be going. Those had been her exact words.

      Sophie was leaning into the aisle showing her phone to some boy across from her. It was no surprise that she to met someone so quickly. I always joked that she’d never met a stranger. I took a deep breath and reminded myself that she was an adult. I had raised her to make smart choices. Smarter choices than I had made.

      “Whatcha doing?” Maggie popped up from the seat beside me.

      I thought she had fallen asleep while watching a movie on her iPad. She was usually incapable of staying awake when watching a movie. It drove me crazy when we lived together in law school. She’d pick the movie, fall asleep within the first ten minutes, snore herself awake at the halfway point, demand I rewind it, and then fall right back to sleep.

      “Just a little mid-flight stretch. Don’t want to throw a clot.” I started to slowly twist my torso from side to side as cover.

      Maggie looked down the aisle and then back at me suspiciously. She wasn’t buying it.

      “Sit down and quit spying. She’s fine.” She caught the eye of the flight attendant and motioned for a refill of our mimosas.

      “Throw a clot. Really? You can do better than that. We just turned fifty. It’s not like we’re ready for Shady Pines.”

      I continued to stretch. “Developing DVT is a real threat when flying long distances. It doesn’t matter how old you are. It’s almost a four-hour flight. You really should be wearing some compression socks.”

      I lifted up my pants leg to show her mine. She looked appalled.

      “Oh my god! What is wrong with you? We are going to Mardi Gras and you are wearing old lady socks.”

      “They have daisies on them. I find them whimsical.” I defended my practical fashion choice and hoped that I had successfully headed off a lecture about checking up on Sophie.

      “Do you even hear yourself right now? I invited you on this trip to have fun. And you are talking about strokes and socks.”

      She took two mimosas from the flight attendant and placed one in front of me. I waved it off. I’d already had two and the only thing I had eaten that morning was a piece of toast. The last thing I needed was to be drunk when we landed.

      I already had serious regrets about coming. I hadn’t wanted Sophie to come either but that was out of my control. I ended up convincing myself that maybe my presence would somehow keep Sophie from finding out the truth. Or at least keep her from being alone if she did. It was stupid really. Why would I even think she would discover who her father was when he didn’t even know he had a child? No one knew his identity — not even my parents. And now it was more important than ever to keep that secret. Everything was about to get complicated, which was exactly why I shouldn’t have come.

      “Can you at least try to have some fun?” Maggie asked. “You’re being mopey and bringing down my buzz. It’s making me have flashbacks to our last trip to New Orleans.”

      “What? We had fun. You obviously had more fun than me based on the number of beads you came back with. But we had fun.”

      “What can I say? My boobs were glorious back then.” She looked down at her own cleavage and cupped her breasts. “I mean the girls are still pretty amazing but those — ahh, those  were their glory days.”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes. “Yes, I believe Bruce Springsteen wrote a song about them. You should be glad there was no social media or cell phones back then.”

      “True. I can’t imagine documenting all the stupid things I did for posterity. I’m grateful to have lived through them.” Maggie giggled and grabbed my arm. “Remember our first night? We were out until two in the morning even though we had to get up and be ready to argue by eight. I’d spent the night doing shots and making out with someone from another school and was so hung over I was literally shaking the podium.”

      I laughed at the memory, “Yeah, I still have no idea how we managed to advance after that disaster.”

      It had been fun — that first night.

      “But then the next night you left the bar early and became a real tight ass for the rest of the trip and never left the room again. Thank goodness we had Briscoe there as the alternate to argue in your place. Which brings me back to my point, you are not allowed to be a tight ass this time. You owe me.”

      “I wasn’t a tight ass. I got sick.”

      That was a lie. I’d thought I saw him — Peter — and I panicked. I claimed I had a migraine and ran back to the safety of the room, which I didn’t leave until we flew home. I had been reckless going back to New Orleans so soon. And here I was over twenty years later, making the same mistake.

      “Whatever.” She waved off my excuses. “You were lame and I expect you to be more fun this time. I look forward to this trip every year and while I’m glad you finally agreed to come, you are not allowed to ruin it for me.”

      She pointed at my untouched mimosa. “Try to keep up.” She downed almost half of hers in one swallow.

      My stomach was already churning from the lack of food coupled with anxiety, but I took a tiny sip. I would do my best to not be a buzzkill.

      “I’m not lame.” I took a bigger sip.

      “Really? When is the last time you had toe-curling, screaming, multiple-orgasm sex?”

      I nearly choked on the drink I was already forcing myself to swallow.

      “Can you not be so loud?” I looked around nervously to make sure no one had overheard.

      “Classic Kate. Avoiding the question. It was last week for me. There was this stupidly attractive guy at my gym. Heavy emphasis on stupid but damn did he know what he was doing in bed.”

      I sighed. “I have to hand it to you, Mags. You haven’t let the years change you. But it was always easy for you. It’s not that easy for me. I’ve had a lot of responsibility.”

      “Like I don’t?” Maggie looked only mildly insulted. “You won’t let yourself relax and enjoy life. You never have. There is a time for responsibility but also a time to lean back in bed and let a hot man pound you so hard that you forget your own name.”

      I shook my head. I would never admit it to her, but I had always been a bit jealous of her ability to let life happen.

      I, on the other hand, made longs lists of pros and cons and engaged in a raging internal debate with myself. By the time I actually made a decision — if I ever actually did — the moment had passed. I was well aware of my capacity to overthink everything. I just seemed incapable of stopping.

      I gave her question some thought. “Honestly, I can’t remember the last time that happened. It definitely did not happen with George.”

      George had been my last attempt to get back into the dating world. That had been over three years ago. Had it really been that long?

      “That’s not surprising. He was an accountant and wound up even tighter than you, which I didn’t think was possible.”

      She took a drink and stared at me. A mischievous smile spread across her face.

      “New mission!” She crowed. “I’m going to be your wing woman and you are going to have some no strings attached fun with the first hot man you meet. Unless it’s Professor Maisonette. I’ve got dibs on him. Although, based on the rumors I’ve heard — I’m probably too old to be his type.”

      I shook my head. “I do not agree to any part of that mission.”

      “Oh! This is going to be fun.” She rubbed her hands together and I could see her start to mentally plot some harebrained scheme.

      I had absolutely no intention of following through with her shenanigans but in the spirit of not being a lame-ass buzzkill, I decided to not throw cold water on her flight of fantasy. Instead, I would redirect her attention. Classic Kate.

      “So, who is this Professor Maisonette you have called dibs on?”

      “He’s a Tulane Professor. He is honestly one of the hottest men I’ve ever laid eyes on, and I desperately want to get my hands on his ass. He’s tall, lean — hella fit, as the kids say. Do they still say that?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “You’re asking me? I’m literally the last person who would know.”

      She continued her detailed description, “He’s got these blueish-green eyes that literally melt your soul when you look into them. His dark hair is short but not a buzz cut … remember Wentworth Miller from Prison Break?”

      I shook my head. “I do not.”

      I don’t know why both she and Sophie thought that I remembered details of television shows, movies, or even song lyrics. They were constantly making obscure references and swore that I should know what they were talking about. But I was usually working and only half paying attention when it came to entertainment. Maybe I was a buzzkill.

      “Yes, you do. I used to come over to your house and watch it with you and Sophie. The two hot brothers …”

      I stared at her blankly.

      “In prison … trying to break out … there were tattoos …” She kept adding details waiting for me to catch up and I shrugged and shook my head. She sighed in frustration.

      “Anyway, Professor Maisonette is very much a Wentworth Miller type. He’s charming. He smells divine and his voice — it is so deep that it practically melts your panties right off.”

      “Good lord, that is quite a bit of melting — both souls and panties, you say? Did we travel back in time to high school? It sounds like you are about to doodle his name on your trapper keeper.”

      “Wait until you meet him. I’ve probably undersold his sexiness. Sadly, it’s been four years and I still haven’t been able to close the deal. And look at me — I’m fabulous.”

      She was right, the years had been kind to her. Her long, auburn hair glistened without a speck of grey to be found. Meanwhile I was in a constant battle to cover my roots and get regular blow outs to straighten my dark, unruly hair. She was somehow both petite and curvy and usually caught the eye of every man and woman in the room and kept them rapt with her boisterous personality. Even though I towered over her by almost half a foot, it had been easy for me to disappear and not draw attention to myself while in her presence. I had always preferred it that way.

      She sighed, “I guess I’m too old. He’s always surrounded by the young law students. Like moths to a flame — I know — it’s super gross — but not gross enough to dampen my desire to let him do filthy, dirty things to me.”

      I failed to hide the grim look of disappointment that I’d been told I make when I’m being no fun.

      “I saw that. Don’t judge me. It’s not like I want to date him. I merely want to get properly laid.”

      I laughed. “Oh, so your offer to be my wing woman is conditional and will be tossed right out the window if you can close the deal. Fine. I guess I will have to fend for myself.”

      “What can I say, the bonds of the sisterhood are strong but I am not.” She chugged the last of her mimosa and waved for another.
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        SOPHIE

      

      

      I hated early morning flights. I always told myself it would be worth it to get to my destination earlier in the day but I always regretted it on the morning of departure since getting to the airport for a six in the morning flight required me to wake up at the ass crack of dawn.

      My plan to go to bed early was derailed the moment I decided to have half a glass of wine to help me fall asleep and turned on an episode of White Collar. Two episodes and three glasses later, I decided, fuck it, I might as well stay awake and sleep on the plane. To describe me as cranky was an understatement. But, to be fair, I had a lot of reasons to be cranky and I had just slowly shuffled past the biggest.

      “Oh my god. Did you see that?” I leaned forward and hissed in Laura’s ear.

      My heavy suitcase rammed into the back of my calves with every step down the narrow aisle—another source of my irritation.

      “Did I see what?” Laura swiveled her head around to try to catch a glance of what she had missed.

      “The way she raised her mimosa glass at me?” I scoffed. “What was that? Some lame attempt at a toast?”

      I muttered as I turned my head and glared back at the first-class cabin. I was starting to give up on hope that we would ever make it to our seats let alone to New Orleans. I needed every minute of this four-hour flight to sleep.

      “Maybe? She is your mom.”

      Laura’s nonchalant shrug was every bit as irritating as my mother’s attempt to establish some facsimile of girls’ trip camaraderie.

      “I seem to remember her offering to buy you a first-class ticket and you rejected it.”

      How very dare she remind me of that!

      “Because she shouldn’t be here.” My voice was louder than socially polite which earned a reprimanding glare from Laura. “No one invited her.”

      “That’s not exactly true. Professor Ashdown, also known as your god mother, who also happens to be our team coach, invited her.”

      I scowled at the back of Laura’s head. Was there anything worse than having someone point out every flaw in your argument? There was not. But this trip was supposed to be about arguing, drinking, and if I was lucky, meeting someone hot and getting into a little bit of trouble. It was not meant to include hanging out with my mother. Especially, a mother who was so buttoned up that she wouldn’t discuss her past at all. I was surprised that she wanted to crash my trip since she had grown up in New Orleans but never talked about it. Like ever. She left town when she got pregnant with me, and as far as I knew, only returned once.

      “Laura, as my best friend and roommate, you know you are contractually obligated to unconditionally be on my side. I guarantee you no one else’s mother is going to be there. It’s absolutely horrifying.” If we had been at home, I would have flung myself onto the couch for dramatic effect.

      Laura turned her head and swept her long blonde bangs off her face with her free hand making sure that I got a full view of her rolling her eyes. “I’m guessing no one else’s mom is a recently appointed State Supreme Court Judge, who is originally from New Orleans, and who also happens to be best friends with their daughter’s law professor. When you look at the big picture, it’s really not that weird. Honestly, you really should have thought about that when you chose this competition.”

      I narrowed my eyes and frowned in response to being so rudely confronted with the truth. “Good to know. I’ll be sure to invite your mother to our next party.”

      As we finally made it to our row, Seth, who had been in front of Laura, made room for her to take the window seat.

      “This is going to be fun wedged between you two. Are you planning to bicker all the way there or can you call a temporary truce?”

      I glared at him. “Dude, you are still on everyone’s shit list. So, you need to sit quietly and think about your life choices.”

      He slid down into the middle seat beside Laura and tried to grab her hand. His attempt was dramatically rebuffed.

      “I said I was sorry.” He whined.

      Laura snapped at him before I had a chance to launch into a tirade of obscenities. “You called Sophie’s mom a JILF when we got to the airport. Seriously? Our first trip as a couple and you think it’s a good idea to blurt out that Sophie’s mom is a Judge I’d Like to Fuck?”

      “I meant it as a compliment.” He weakly offered as he slunk further down into his seat. His debate skills in the real world were not nearly as impressive as they were in the mock courtroom.

      This trip was not off to the best start. As I lifted my admittedly over-stuffed bag up to store it in the overhead compartment, it was ripped out of my hand. I whipped around ready to unleash a stream of obscenities on the perpetrator.

      I was rendered mute by the man holding my bag. I didn’t know that you could see a perfectly chiseled six-pack through a shirt. The fabric was clearly losing the fight and could not contain the tall, broad shouldered man’s physical form. His cheek bones were nearly as chiseled as his chest. He had deep blue eyes and sun-kissed, tousled hair.

      Maybe the obscenities could wait.

      Then, he opened his mouth. “Let me get that for ya, babe,” he said as he effortlessly swung the heavy bag into the bin.

      It infuriated me.

      “I could have done that myself.” I snapped.

      I flung myself down into my seat. The nerve. Like I couldn’t lift my own bag. And calling me babe? What a douchebag. He was probably so used to people being stymied by his almost perfect body, that he glided through life thinking everyone should be thankful to be blessed by his mere presence. He sat down in the aisle seat across from mine. Of course, he did.

      I snuck a side glance in his direction. Damn it. He would most likely get away with murder based on his cheek bones alone. I angled my body towards Seth so that I couldn’t even accidentally see him in my peripheral vision.

      Laura leaned across Seth and whispered, “Oh my god! That guy is so hot.”

      Seth pouted. “I’m sitting right here. You know I can hear you right?”

      Laura placed her hand on his cheek. “Oh, I know you can. You shouldn’t take it so seriously; I meant it as a compliment.”

      Seth opened his mouth to retort, thought better of it, then grabbed a magazine from the back of the seat in front of him. At least he seemed trainable. Maybe they would make this transition from friends to lovers work. I had my doubts but I was rooting for them.

      “He may be hot, but he’s an asshole.” I was fully committed to loathing him.

      Seth unwisely decided to once more get involved. “Wait, he’s an asshole because he helped you with your bag?”

      Ok. Maybe he was not trainable. “Did I need his help? Did I ask for it? Do I look weak? And on what planet is it ok to call me “babe?” BABE!?”

      I realized my voice was getting louder and the blonde Adonis asshole could probably hear me, but that was kind of the point.

      “Is it possible that you are projecting your anger at your mom onto that poor guy who probably thought he was doing you a solid by helping you with what you have to admit is a particularly heavy bag? I would know because I had to put it in the trunk …”

      Seth stopped digging his own grave after receiving a sharp elbow jab from Laura. Welcome back, Laura. Good to have you on Team Sophie again.

      “Are you a psychologist all of a sudden? No one asked you, Seth.” I turned to stare at the back of the seat in front of me. Trapped between two clueless men.

      “Well, actually, I majored in psychology and this seems like a classic …”

      Laura’s hand shot up to cover his mouth. “Seth, honey, for the love of God, please shut up.” She glared at both of us. “This trip is supposed to be fun. Everyone needs to straighten the hell up.”

      She removed her hand from Seth’s mouth and pointed at me. “That includes you, Sophie. Promise me that you will stop acting like a brat. Both of you get your shit together. We are going to have fun.”

      “Fine. I promise.” I slumped further into my seat.

      Great! Now I had two mothers on the trip. When Laura turned on her mom mode, she dialed it up to eleven. There had been times during the two years we lived together that I was certain she was going to try to ground me. I’d never seen this side of her until the time I’d left a half-eaten bowl of frosted mini wheats on the coffee table for a whole weekend. Unbeknownst to me, we had been engaged in a battle of wills over who was going to crack first and clean it up. Two days was apparently her breaking point. I hadn’t even noticed it was still there.

      I closed my eyes and prayed for drink service to start as soon as we got in the air.
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        * * *

      

      I felt a slight tap on my right shoulder and jolted awake not quite knowing who or where I was. I turned my head and glared at the irritatingly handsome man who had disturbed me. It was definitely time for obscenities.

      He pointed at the drink cart that was one row ahead of us. “I figured you wouldn’t want to miss the chance to get a drink.”

      How did he get his eyes to sparkle like that? This must have been what Tyra meant when she told models to smize on the runway. I was literally angered by his beauty.

      “Drink?” He asked, completely oblivious to my rage.

      I ignored his question and patiently waited for the drink cart to wall him off from my vision.

      “Drink?” This time the question was from the flight attendant.

      “Yes!” She was now my new best friend. “A screwdriver would be fabulous. Actually, can I go ahead and get two? And make them a double. No use pretending.”

      “Absolutely.”  She started pulling out tiny bottles of vodka. She must have hated this flight. It was 7:30 in the morning and the majority of the plane was ready to start Mardi Gras here and now. I noted her askew name tag and the fuck-my-life look that haunted her eyes and belied the strained smile on her face.

      “Thank you so much, Janet.”

      “Ma’am. I’ll pay for her drinks and I’ll have the same.” The Adonis looked at me from over the cart and winked.

      Was he kidding me? I closed my eyes and tried to channel calming vibes. Why was this man so determined to infuriate me? It felt deliberate at this point.

      Seth gently placed his hand on my leg and whispered, “Let it go. In a few more hours and you never have to see him again.”

      I took a deep breath, plastered on a fake smile, turned, and delivered a very insincere, “Thank you.”

      As soon as the drink cart rattled past, he immediately took the opportunity to lean across the aisle with one of his drinks raised. “Cheers!”

      Ugh. Now, he was going to think he could talk to me. This was why I never let a man buy me drinks. They always want something out of it. I bought my own drinks to avoid both the unwanted social pressure and Rohypnol.

      “Cheers!” I hoped my obvious lack of enthusiasm was reflected in both the flat affect in my voice and rigid body language. Maybe that would alert him to my disinterest in continuing any form of conversation.

      “My name is Trevor. First time to New Orleans?”

      Nope. Apparently, he did not read body language.

      “No. It’s not my first time.” I sipped my drink and avoided making eye contact. That wasn’t really a lie. I’d been there once, before my grandparents moved to Florida. They had watched me while my mom attended this same competition when she was in law school. I don’t remember it because I was four years old. But, in the truest sense of legalese, it was an accurate statement.

      “Cool. It’s my first time. My team and I had the worst red eye from California. I’m not even sure what day it is. Hopefully, drinking now will help with the jet lag so we can keep up with everyone tonight.”

      I snuck a glance at his two seat mates, two guys in their mid-twenties who looked like they’d never known a moment of adversity their entire lives. Entitled douchebros. I felt a knot of dread tighten in my stomach. Surely, not. Please, for the love of god. I cannot deal with him for any longer than this flight.

      “So, what sport do you play?” I asked hopefully.

      He laughed. “Oh, I play a lot of sports.”

      Of course, he did. I could barely contain my eye roll.

      “But I’m actually a law student.”

      The knot tightened.

      “Stanford. Headed down for this moot court competition. A bunch of law students compete in mock oral arguments in front of judges. It’s like a fake Supreme Court argument.”

      “I’m well aware of what it is.” I snapped. Seth nudged my leg in attempt to get me to de-escalate. I sighed in resignation. “We are going to the same competition.”

      God. I was going to be stuck looking at his stupid, handsome, smirky face for almost a week. Seth giggled at this new development. I delivered a sharp kick to his shin.

      Trevor’s stupid smile got even stupider. “That’s awesome! We can spend more time together. Where do you go to law school?

      “West Virginia University.” I watched his face closely for a reaction and waited for the inevitable question—Are you close to Richmond?—and the following hillbilly jokes. It was exhausting.

      “Sweet! I kayak down the Gauley River every year. There are some wicked rapids on the Upper.”

      I was momentarily shocked into silence.

      “I go to law school in Stanford, but I grew up in D.C.,” he explained.

      So, he could read body language. He just chose not to earlier.

      I had been firmly committed to the idea of loathing him. I was enjoying it, actually. I wasn’t quite sure I knew how to respond given this new information. He didn’t make fun of my home-state and he was into kayaking. On the other douchey hand, he also said sweet and wicked and babe and assumed I needed help with my bag. These were all valid reasons to loathe him I told myself as I visualized climbing him like a tree.

      “I try to get down the Gauley a couple of times a year. I’m Sophie.” I smiled. It couldn’t hurt to at least be civil.
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        KATE

      

      

      I shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have come. The refrain had become an unwanted  earworm ever since I stepped off the plane. The ride in the town car into the city dug up long-buried emotions that were bubbling just beneath the surface. Every mile brought me closer and closer to the memories of the life I had left behind.  Every memory summoned an overwhelming sorrow in the pit of my stomach. I wasn’t sure if it was due to finally coming home or leaving in the first place. I was so obviously shaken that Sophie had grabbed my hand, squeezed it, and said, Everything’s going to be fine, Mom. You’re home. It was the kindest thing she’d said to me in the weeks since I abruptly announced I was crashing her trip. I couldn’t blame her. I shouldn’t have come.

      The corner suite that was going to be my home for the next five nights was absurd. It was more space than I would ever need. A brown leather couch faced a ridiculously large television. Two large, red velvet wing-back chairs flanked a fireplace tucked in the corner creating a cozy conversation area, if you didn’t dwell on the impracticality of a fire during a Louisiana spring.

      On the other side of room, there was a dining table that seated six. Did they expect me to throw a dinner party? There was a wet bar stocked with more alcohol than reasonably necessary. I shuddered to think about how much that would run up the tab. Obviously, they counted on their guests to start with one, then continue to make one bad decision after another. They were going to be disappointed when they learned that I wouldn’t be making such reckless decisions. Hopefully, Sophie’s room was more practical.

      There were two more chairs in the corner that looked out over the Mississippi River. The view felt like a warm hug from the past. My heart began to ache. I shook it off and walked through the French doors to the bedroom which housed a four-posted king-sized bed and yet another seating area and television. How many chairs did one hotel suite need? I now felt obligated to sit in every one of them. I opened the suitcase that the bellboy had set up on the luggage stand in the closet and began the ritual of settling into the foreign space and trying to make it feel like home for the next couple of days.

      Most of my clothes still had the tags attached, fresh from a forced shopping spree with Maggie, who insisted I had to step out of the bounds of my usual wardrobe. I had scoffed at the idea at first but eventually went along with her nonsense. That was the nature of our relationship. I stood no chance against Maggie and the elderly sales lady, both determined to get me to embrace that banging body and stop hiding it. I looked down at my daisy printed compression socks. They weren’t wrong. At least about the clothes. At some point along the way I had relinquished my sense of style to the sensibility and ease of Talbot’s and Chico’s office wear. Aside from the occasional fundraiser or dinner out with friends, I spent most of my evenings at home in lounge wear, so I was woefully ill-prepared to make my return to New Orleans. One more reason that I shouldn’t have come.

      I finished lining up my makeup, face creams, hair products, and pill box on the bathroom counter, fighting every instinct to sweep it all back into the bag and catch the next flight home. My right eye started to twitch like it always did when I was stressed. My body’s version of the flashing warning light in a car. I checked my watch. I still had a couple of hours to kill before meeting Maggie for drinks and then dinner.

      Maggie was putting the team through one last practice session before letting Sophie and her friends loose on the poor unsuspecting city. I didn’t ask Sophie to join us for dinner. I didn’t need any additional rejection from her. I promised myself that I would not hover. She was an adult, and I would have to trust that my years of lectures on not accepting drinks from strangers would keep her safe.

      What I needed was a good nap. Getting up at three in the morning and having three mimosas on a mostly empty stomach was catching up to me as evidenced by my rapidly twitching eye. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I began re-arranging the half a dozen pillows trying to find the one that might do the trick. I’ve never been good at napping. Ever since Sophie became a yoga instructor a few years ago, she had tried to convince me that meditating was as restful as a nap. I wasn’t good at that either. I found it impossible to get my mind still enough to get any benefits from it. The silence encouraged my mind to come up with more things to add to the litany of to-do lists I keep. The work projects. The home improvement projects. The self-care projects that I swore that I was going to implement any day now.

      I curled up under the comforter and closed my eyes but instead of drifting off to sleep, I saw his face. His smile. The twinkle in his baby blue eyes as he had moved in for that first forbidden kiss. I put my hand on my stomach. I could feel the butterflies from all those years ago resurfacing. I allowed myself to smile while remembering those first few months of young love and unquenchable passion. The smell of his cologne. The safety of being curled up in his arms. The feel of running my fingers through his dark, wavy hair as his head rested on the pillow across from me. His soft caress of my cheek as he stared into my eyes and whispered, “I love you” for the first time.

      I’d spent so many years refusing to let myself think about him. The mimosas must have worn down my guard a bit. I let myself linger in the moment enjoying the flush whether it be mimosa- or nostalgia-induced. Then my brain caught up and reminded me of the rest of the story. The rush of love had been followed by sorrow. He hadn’t been mine to love. I was a last-minute diversion before he got officially engaged.

      I bolted upright. I shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have come. I tried to restart the earworm, preferring it to the memories. That last meeting with him when he tried to explain all the reasons that he was choosing another woman and his career over me. That moment two months later, alone in the bathroom, sitting on the cold floor, staring at the plus sign which would change my life forever.

      “No. I am not doing this.” I quickly scrambled to kick the comforter off. This was exactly why I didn’t take naps. I headed into the bathroom for a cold shower to snap myself out of the unwanted trip down memory lane.
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      My plan to be distracted by the hustle and bustle of people in the hotel bar was thwarted by being the only non-employee in the room. It was four o’clock. Where was everyone? Why wasn’t this place crawling with drunk people? I’d wanted to go unnoticed in a corner while sipping a drink and watching people make fools of themselves.

      Over the years, especially after Sophie went away to college, I had become a pro at blending in and disappearing among strangers. It was not unusual for me to go out to dinner by myself. It was soothing. The staff at my favorite restaurant knew just how often and for how long to talk to me without making it weird.

      I stood inside the door and surveyed the spacious bar. Two servers were huddled at a table quietly chatting while rolling silverware — deliberately not making eye contact with me. The piano sat empty. The room was awkwardly quiet. The only noise was the clinking of glasses as the bartender shined them and lined them up within reach for when the real customers finally arrived. I felt like an interloper. This was not going to distract me from the thoughts and memories screaming through my head.

      I turned to leave but was stopped in my tracks by the sound of his voice. My body froze as my brain tried to decide whether or not I was hallucinating. His voice got louder. It was definitely real. My rational brain knew he was not in the room but that did nothing to stop my already-primed flight instinct from going full throttle.

      I slowly turned to look in the direction of the bar. As expected, the bartender had turned on the television. Peter’s face filled the large screen. His hair was tinged with gray at the edges but otherwise the years hadn’t changed him.

      It’s not as if I hadn’t seen him on television over the years. That would have been nearly impossible. He seemed to be everywhere. Always. Making it next to impossible to completely escape the past, or at least let the pain heal even if just to a dull, almost forgotten scab of regret. The universe conspired to remind me that he did not choose me. And from the recent rumors, it was going to get even worse — something I didn’t even think was possible.

      In the safety of my carefully curated world, I had been able to repress all of these feelings and memories into a tightly locked box which was never to be re-opened. This trip was ripping through that box like a child on Christmas morning.

      “I shouldn’t have come here. This was a mistake.” I whispered the earworm out loud unaware that there was an audience.

      “Come now, where is your Mardi Gras spirit?” The deep voice purred in my ear and I was suddenly aware of the presence of a body standing right behind me. I instinctively let out a startled yelp as I nearly jumped out of my skin. I spun around and was greeted by an impish, and in no way apologetic, grin.

      “Care to join me for a drink?” He looked pleased with himself.

      “Excuse me? I don’t know you. Do I?” Something about him seemed familiar but I was almost positive I’d never met him before. I was rattled. Today had already been too much. God help me if I ran into someone from my past. I fought the instinct to run back to my room, text Maggie that I was sick, and stay hidden for the next few days.

      “Sadly, you do not.” He tilted his head to the side and studied me intently. “At least, I don’t think you do.”

      For a fraction of a second, I thought I saw a flicker of recognition on his face and I worried that perhaps we had crossed paths in the past. I panicked, but the moment passed and I realized that I was getting into my own head.

      He smiled. “However, having a drink together would certainly rectify that travesty. Maybe I can even convince you that it wasn’t a mistake coming here.”

      He gestured over to two leather chairs near the piano. There was a twinkle in his green eyes beaming at me from behind dark rimmed glasses. He carried himself in a manner that suggested he knew exactly how charming he was and had no doubt that I would accept his invitation. I had fallen victim to that confidence and charm once before. I glanced up at the television where Peter was still talking. How he loved to talk.

      The man followed my gaze up to the screen. “Ahh, I see the proud son of New Orleans has captured your attention. Don’t tell me you are one of his fan girls? It will break my heart to know that a woman as beautiful as you would fall for his schtick.”

      An unladylike bark of laughter escaped my mouth. He would never know how badly I had fallen for Peter’s schtick.

      I shook my head. “No. I’m definitely not one of his fan girls.”

      I was about to politely thank him for the offer and make a hasty retreat back to the safety of my room when I had visions of Maggie and Sophie telling me to stop being so lame. It was one drink. I could manage one drink. It was not like I had anywhere else to be. And he was attractive. Very attractive, actually. But why did I feel like I should know him? Was he famous?

      Was he … was he looking at my chest? My hand darted up to cover what I knew was too much exposed cleavage. Why did I let Maggie pick my clothes? The corner of his mouth twitched in amusement. I was making this awkward. Why was I so awkward? I cleared my throat and tried to regain my composure.

      “Let’s see how convincing you can be.” Did I just lower my voice an octave and whisper? I had completely lost my mind.

      He gently touched the small of my back and directed me towards a chair. What was I doing? This was reckless. I should have gone back to my room and booked the first flight out of town. But I didn’t. I ignored all the signs of impending danger and sat down. The stranger effortlessly summoned one of the servers who had earlier refused to acknowledge my existence.

      “We’ll have a bottle of Veuve Clicquot.”

      He ordered without asking me what I wanted. I would usually be offended by such presumptuous behavior, but it was a good choice. Apparently, a non-buzzkill version of me had taken the wheel and was ignoring the internal screaming that the last thing I needed was more champagne.

      He gestured toward the television. “And please, turn off the television and turn on some music. I’m trying to charm this lovely woman and hearing Peter Kellerman drone on about climate change in the background is quite the mood killer.”

      “So, you think you are going to charm me? I thought you were going to convince me that coming here hadn’t been a mistake.” I tried to mirror his flirtatious demeanor. I think. I haven’t flirted with a man in years, so it was quite possible I was coming off as completely deranged. I was out of practice. This was definitely not like riding a bike.

      “I’m going to try my best to do both.” He leaned back in the chair and confidently met my eyes. I resisted the urge to immediately look away.

      He continued to gaze at me with his soulful eyes and smile appreciatively. It was both unnerving and somewhat intoxicating. I tried to subtly pull down the hem of the too short black dress with one hand while trying to conceal the plunging neckline with the other. I stopped fidgeting when I saw him ever so slightly chuckle at my obvious awkwardness.

      “Your charm school training seems to have skipped over introductions. I’m Kate.” I tried to regain some semblance of composure. I usually bolted at the first sign of a man showing interest in me.

      “My apologies. I was still trying to place if maybe we had met before …”

      “Like I said before, I don’t know you.” I didn’t know him. I felt confident that I would have remembered meeting him. I would definitely have remembered this unnerving feeling he was evoking.

      Thankfully, the server appeared with the bottle. The pop of the cork caught me off guard and once again I let out a startled yelp. He chuckled. I focused my attention on the server as she filled the glasses — trying to steady my nerves before resuming the encounter.

      My hand shook as I reached for the glass. More champagne on a still mostly empty stomach. What could go wrong? Only a lame person would worry about those consequences and I was not lame. I. Was. Not. Lame. If I repeated the mantra enough maybe I would start to believe it. I raised the glass to my lips but stopped when I heard him tsk at me.

      “You can’t drink champagne without a toast. It’s bad form.”

      I lowered the glass. “What are we toasting?”

      He leaned forward, closing the gap between us. “To chance encounters in empty bars with beautiful, mysterious strangers and all of the possibilities that lay ahead.”

      The seductive tone of his voice coupled with his eyes being locked in on mine sent a shiver rippling through my body. I wasn’t sure if it was caution or desire. Maybe it was both.

      I raised my glass, clinked it with his, and then took a sip.

      “Let me properly introduce myself, Kate. My name is Matthew Maisonette.”

      For the second time in one day, I nearly choked on champagne. Maggie’s detailed description of Professor Maisonette came rushing in answering the question of why I thought I knew him.

      Her description of the notorious professor had been dead on — except for the omission of the glasses. His charm and good looks were suddenly stale and disgusting.

      I couldn’t believe I was on the precipice of once again being charmed by a man who seduced young women and quickly discarded them. No wonder he recognized Peter’s schtick. It was his own.

      I put my glass down and stood up to leave. “I was right. It was a mistake coming here.”

      He reached for my hand to stop me. I snatched it away.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I seemed to have said something wrong. Please sit down and let me try to make amends. It would be a shame to drink this alone. Veuve is meant to be shared.”

      I noticed how easy it was for him to appear genuinely surprised and remorseful. He was even more like Peter than I had originally suspected. I obviously had a type. This was exactly why I hadn’t dated in years. I could not trust myself.

      “I’m sure that you will be able to find someone much younger to share it with shortly. From what I hear, I’m way too old for you, Professor.”

      To my surprise, rather than being insulted, he laughed. He quickly composed himself, placed his glass on the small table, and stood up to face me.

      “I apologize for laughing, but I am at least grateful that you refrained from throwing your drink in my face, which has unfortunately happened on more than one occasion when I’ve been mistaken for my twin brother — Professor Michael Maisonette.”

      “Identical twin. Really? That’s your play? An evil twin?” I was tempted to pick up the glass and throw it in his face for insulting my intelligence.

      He quickly pulled his phone from his jacket pocket and pulled up a picture of two men who were mirror images of each other — with the exception of a pair of glasses. His speed in accessing the evidence suggested that this wasn’t the first time he’d had to prove himself innocent of his brother’s misdeeds.

      “If you don’t trust the picture, I’m meeting him here shortly and you can see for yourself.”

      I stared at him skeptically. Unsure whether to trust him. Or myself.

      “If for one minute I thought you knew of my brother’s reputation, I would have been much more precise in my introduction. Please sit back down and join me.” He motioned to the chairs. His eyes seemed sincere.

      How had Maggie failed to mention an identical twin? I was confident that would have pinged some ridiculous fantasy on her part that she would have spared no detail in sharing with me. I found the whole thing hard to believe, and yet also found myself sitting back down.

      “So, Matthew, if you are not a Professor, what is it that you do for a living?”

      “I’m a consultant in DC.” He picked up his glass and settled back into his chair, crossing one leg and resting it on his knee.

      I took note of his leather loafers. They looked expensive. Between his shoes and the immaculately tailored fit of his suit, cuff links, and watch — it was evident that money was not an issue for him.

      “That’s a pretty vague response.” I found myself slipping into cross examination mode as buzzkill-me fought to reclaim control.

      “My clients appreciate my discretion.” He resumed his direct, unwavering eye contact.

      “Do they? That’s both intriguing and somewhat shady which seems fitting with what I know of you so far. Maybe you are the evil twin.”

      “I never professed to be the good one.” The dangerous, seductive tone had returned to his voice. He winked at me as he raised his glass for a drink.

      My body involuntarily responded. My eyes fixated on his mouth and I let out an unexpected breathy sigh, which seemed to please him as much as it surprised me.

      “So, tell me, Kate, why are you here and how is it that you know of my brother’s reputation?”

      “I’m here with a friend. Let’s just say that the topic of your brother came up.” I omitted any mention of Sophie. My flirting game might have been off but even I knew mentioning an adult daughter was a mood killer.

      “A friendly warning regarding my brother is always smart but he’s mostly harmless.”

      “And what about you? Are you mostly harmless? Or are you hiding something dangerous behind those Clark Kent glasses?”

      He leaned forward, not taking his eyes from mine, and placed his hand on my leg. “Me? I can be as dangerous as you want me to be.”

      His thumb gently stroked my inner thigh. His touch and words stirred something inside that I had long assumed was dead. He was a stranger. I should have been offended by his forwardness. I should have asked him to remove his hand or removed it for him. I should have looked away and broken the intensity of the stare. Instead, I found myself leaning into the sensation, leaning closer into him, which edged his hand further up my thigh.

      “Kate!”

      A squeal from across the room disrupted the moment. Maggie was rapidly closing the gap while not so subtlety mouthing, Oh my god!

      Breaking the intense gaze brought me crashing back to my senses. Matthew released his hand. I kept my head down, unwilling to look him in the face, embarrassed at how I’d let myself get so carried away.

      He whispered in my ear, “You two finish the champagne. We’ll pick up where we left off later.”

      He was gone as quickly as he had appeared, leaving me briefly wondering if it had all been a hallucination.
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      While I waited for Seth and Laura, I twirled the straw in my hurricane and tried to lip read the conversation across the room between my mom and Maggie. I still wasn’t ready to forgive her for intruding on my trip. My old college roommate was Deaf so I learned sign language and attempted to learn lip reading. I’d thought it would be helpful with my aspirations of being a spy for the CIA. A few years later, after a date at a shooting range, I discovered that I was truly terrified of guns, so I abandoned my dreams of espionage, and settled on law school. My lip-reading skills were obviously subpar as I had only made out a few words from Maggie, which were about sex and twins. I really hoped I misread that conversation.

      I shifted my focus across the room and saw Trevor doing a shot with his two teammates. He caught me staring at him, smiled, and headed in my direction. I highly suspected that after a few drinks, mistakes were going to be made. But it was Mardi Gras. It was almost a requirement to engage in drunken debauchery. It was one of the reasons I specifically chose this competition after coming in one place short of making the national team that competed in DC. My friends joked that coming in seventh place and going to Mardi Gras was the real goal. Less practice. More booze. All paid for by the school
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