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“Molly, did you read this?” Briana Cho asked. 

I didn’t look up from my desk, knowing that my very verbal best friend would keep talking whether I answered her or not. I was right.

“This is absolutely outrageous! It can’t be true, or I’ll have to re-evaluate every relationship I’ve ever had.” Bri brandished her phone as if she could shake whatever was irritating her right out of it. 

Sensing I was in for a longish rant, I put the lid back on the box that contained the rare first edition I was itching to examine and gave Bri my full attention. 

I folded my hands, still in their white cotton gloves, on top of the box. “What’s outrageous?”

Briana turned sideways—yes, my office was that small—to navigate her way around the boxes and stuffed bookcases, then plopped into the wooden chair across from me. As an educator for the Museum of Literature, where we both worked, Bri wore a matching skirt and blazer in powder blue over a pewter-colored silk blouse, her usual professional attire. Her curtain of silky black hair was twisted into a smooth bun at the nape of her neck and gave her a very polished appearance.

Tall and lithe with delicate features, Briana was the yin to my yang in the looks department. I was on the short side of medium in height and instead of slender my figure was...let’s go with...lush. My head of frizzy, shoulder-length, honey-colored curls that defied the laws of gravity or hair product, preferring to spring out of my scalp like wild vines, made me resemble a mad scientist when I stood next to Bri. The only thing missing was the lab coat. 

As the registrar, I was the person in charge of the objects at the museum. I didn’t dress to impress but instead wore a loose-fitting heather-blue turtleneck sweater with flared black slacks and comfortable low-rise black Converse. This was the closest I could get to pajamas without actually wearing a grownup onesie.

“Just listen to this.” Bri looked at her phone and began to read, “A study done by the Creighton Research Institute has determined that while men date aspirationally women do not.”

I blinked. A curl flopped over my right eye, and I blew it out of the way. “What does that even mean?”

Briana glanced up. “It means dating people out of your league.”

“Oh.” 

The image of the last guy I’d been interested in flashed through my mind. We’d found each other on a dating app and agreed to meet at a happy hour in Midtown Manhattan. He’d stared unabashedly at my chest during our entire fifteen-minute conversation before I fled. The next day, he’d texted me a pic of his privates asking for one of “the girls” in exchange. Currently between jobs, short, pot-bellied, and rocking a receding hairline, he had definitely not been an “aspirational” date. I sighed.

“Yeah, there are no aspirations here,” I said. 

I remembered the professional man Bri had met the week before. He was a good-looking guy, despite the prematurely gray hair and beard, who wore a corduroy jacket and liked to be called “professor.” She’d abandoned him at the coffee shop where they’d arranged a meeting when he’d asked her if she’d dress like a schoolgirl and sit on his lap. 

“And you don’t either,” I added.

She nodded at me so vigorously her hair came loose. “I know! This study claims that while men consistently go for women who are more desirable than they are, based on a general ranking of age, income, appearance, and career, women don’t. In other words, we reach down instead of up.”

I pursed my lips and tapped the box. “I don’t think I reach down precisely—”

Briana lowered her phone and stared at me. “Davis.”

I flinched. 

“Exactly,” she said.

Davis was my age, thirty-one, with what he described as a flourishing IT career. Right. I came to learn that was code for playing video games all day. He lived in the basement apartment of a three-family house in Queens, which seemed promising, until I was leaving for work one morning and met his landlord, aka his mom, taking out the trash. So, that was two months of my life that I’d never get back. The guy wasn’t even that good in bed. 

“According to this,” Bri paused and waved her phone at me, “statistically, women settle in relationships while men aim high. Why?”

“Is that a rhetorical question, because I seriously do not have an answer for you,” I said.

“Yes, of course it is.” Bri tossed her phone onto my desk in disgust. “The real question is, what are we going to do about it?”

Bri stared at me, and I sensed that this time she expected input. “Aim higher?”

“Yes!” She pointed at me with both index fingers. “Exactly that. We have to go for men who are successful, smart, confident, kind—you know, our very own Prince Charmings.”

Yeah, no. I had once believed in happily ever afters and Prince Charmings, thanks to a steady diet of Disney princess propaganda my older sisters had barraged me with as a kid. But that belief was dusted and done in first grade. 

I had arrived at school for our Halloween party, wearing my much loved, hand me down pink satin dress and matching plastic tiara, hoping my crush Brandon Kincaid, the most popular boy in our class, would finally notice me. Well, he noticed all right. 

In the middle of recess, as I was strolling amid the Batmans, Catwomans, Mutant Ninja Turtles, and Power Rangers—Brandon was dressed as the red Power Ranger—he stopped my royal promenade by grabbing my arm. In my fairy tale deluded brain, I thought Brandon was going to declare his love for me and kiss me. Nope.

“Look! Molly thinks she’s a princess!” Brandon cried with all the mocking venom a six-year-old can muster. Then he leaned close and took a big sniff. “Nah, she still smells like manure. She must be a cow princess. Moo.” 

In a matter of seconds, he had the entire class laughing and mooing at me. I wanted to die. The mooing followed me as I ran all the way into the girl’s bathroom, where I had a pitiful crying jag that lasted until my teacher found me and delivered me to the school nurse, who sent me home. 

Brandon was the only child of affluent dentists while I was the middle of seven children of a dairy farmer and a high school teacher. We lived on completely different socio-economic planets, and it was my first lesson in elitism and privilege. From that moment on, I despised the whole royal-peasant love angle. It was simply too far-fetched and one of the many reasons I’d given up on fairy tales and happily ever afters. 

As for Bri’s proposition, I had absolutely no idea how aiming high might work when I couldn’t even meet a decent guy in a city full of single men, never mind a prince. Plus, I really really really just wanted to get back to the book in the box on my desk.

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. I used my best wrap-it-up voice, but sadly she didn’t budge from her seat. Ugh.

“That’s what we need, isn’t it?” Bri asked as if I’d said something inspired. “A plan.”

“Sure.” I nodded. “And since you’re in the education department and I’m in charge of the objects, why don’t you come up with a PowerPoint to illustrate exactly how we’re going to do that?”

“Molly Graham, are you trying to get rid of me?” Bri’s eyes narrowed.

My face grew warm. “No?”

“What’s in the box?” she asked. Her look of affection conveyed that she understood I was dying to get back to my project.

“A first edition of Sense and Sensibility for the new Austen exhibit,” I said. I gently raised the top of the box. Inside was the first volume of three. The smell of old paper greeted me like the perfume of a dear friend. I glanced up at Bri and grinned. “It came all the way from Whitmore Estate in England. Isn’t it beautiful?”

Briana circled the desk to stand beside me. “Gorgeous.”  

I lifted the book out of its archival box and placed it on a bookstand, then slowly opened the fragile cover to view the title page. Printed in 1811, this was the rarest of Austen’s works with less than one thousand copies in the first print run. Its appraisal value was between thirty and forty thousand dollars, as it was a bit worn, but a similar set had recently sold at auction for over eighty thousand dollars. Examining the book, I felt the same frisson of excitement I always did when holding a rare volume. 

“What does that mean?” Bri demanded.

Clearly, she was not as caught up in the book magic as me. “What does what mean?”

“The title page.” Bri pointed, careful not to touch the aged paper, and read aloud, “‘A novel, in three volumes, by a lady’?”

“The book was printed in three volumes,” I said. I hoped that was what she meant, because otherwise...

She rolled her eyes. “I get that but what’s this “by a lady” nonsense?”
“Oh, right.” Given Bri’s current agitated state over the disparity between men and women, I had a feeling this was not going to go over well. “That’s how they credited Austen for her work.”
“You mean they didn’t even put her name on her own novels?” Briana gasped.

“They did,” I protested. I lowered my voice and mumbled, “After she died and at the insistence of her brother.”

“That’s it!” Briana declared. “We’re not going to be anonymous anymore! The museum’s next event is the Valentine’s Day Gala to open the Austen exhibit. We’re going and we’re aiming high.” 

With that, Bri swept out of my office, her heels clicking on the hard wood floor like a general marching off to war. Oh, boy.

“Whose idea was it to dress in period costume for the opening gala?” I asked. 

Bri and I were crammed in my office, making the final adjustments to our outfits.

“Sarah’s, you know it was,” Bri said. “Quit complaining. What else would we be doing on Valentine’s Day? Crying into our sour cherry martinis while watching Colin Firth in the lake scene on an endless loop?”

“Sounds lovely to me,” I grumbled. I struggled to tie the wide olive-colored satin ribbon beneath my breasts, which I’d had to restrain just to fit into the vintage dress. Sarah so owed me for this.

Sarah Novak was the curator in charge of the traveling Austen exhibit from Bath, England. An expert on the Classics—meaning Greek and Roman and other ancient civilizations—she still had a tender spot for Austen. Sarah had been in a frenzy for months, determining how to showcase the works to their best advantage. Dressing the museum staff as regency ladies and gents for the exhibit’s opening night fundraiser was, of course, genius but also very uncomfortable.

As registrar, I wasn’t really into the whole schmoozing-the-public thing. My skill set was more suited to the behind the scenes aspects of the museum, particularly caring for the objects. I unpacked them, noted their condition, and maintained them while they were with us. Sadly, I also had to repack them and send them home when the exhibit was over. 

Mingling with our patrons, donors, sponsors, and other assorted attendees, was not my introverted self’s favorite part of this job. Major understatement. In fact, I dreaded the required small talk. In regency terms, I was most comfortable and content as a wallflower.

Bri was not having it. She shook out the skirts of her gown, a dusty-pink and sage-green confection that made her look even more ethereal than usual. “The gala is a black-tie affair with academics and dignitaries coming from as far away as London and Bath. Tonight is the night we make our first run at aiming high.”

I swallowed a groan. She’d been on this tear for weeks since reading that article about the differences between how men and women dated. “Right,” I said. “Because at an Austen event, we’re going to find loads of eligible bachelors.”

“You never know,” Bri said. “All it takes is one.”  

I tugged on my bodice, trying to get more fabric coverage over my ample front. Like Bri, I was wearing a cap-sleeved, empire waist dress that ended at my ankles, revealing a cute pair of embroidered satin ballet slippers. While I loved the peacock-blue-and-olive tones of the dress, the bodice was a tight squeeze and I feared nipple spillage at any moment.

“You need a fichu,” Bri said. 

“God bless you,” I joked.

Bri laughed and turned to scavenge from the box of garments that the museum’s wardrobe department had given us to dress ourselves. She dug around, coming up with a large square of delicate lace. “You wear it around the back of your neck and tuck the ends into your bodice for added coverage.” 

“Brilliant!” I draped the cloth and inserted the ends just so, covering up my cleavage and hopefully averting disaster. 

Bri stood beside me, and we examined our reflections in the mirror on the back of my office door. She was lovely as curled strands of her usually straight hair framed her face, whereas I had simply let my rogue hair do its thing, springing all about my head but forcing the longer lengths into a tight bun at the nape of my neck. 

As I took in the full image of us, I had to admit we could have just walked out of the pages of a Georgette Heyer novel, with Bri being the lady of leisure while I looked like I should be behind a plow. Sometimes life simply wasn’t fair. Aim high, right. 

“Bri! Molls! Where are you?” Sarah pushed open the door and peered around the edge. She grinned. “You look amazing!”

Sarah was dressed in period costume, too. Her short, dark-red hair curled about her head and her gown was pale yellow with tiny purple flowers embroidered all over it. Her shoes were purple satin with yellow embroidery. Her light makeup revealed the spray of freckles on her upturned nose that she usually masked with foundation because she felt they made her look too young. 

“Is this where we call you a diamond of the first water?” Bri asked.

Sarah laughed. “Someone’s been binging the regency romances.”

“I consider it preparation,” Bri retorted.

“I don’t think repeatedly watching Bridgerton on Netflix is research,” I teased.

“But Lord Hastings,” Bri argued.

“That’s a solid defense,” Sarah said. 

I raised my hands. “No argument here.”

“The doors are about to open,” Sarah said. She turned and led the way out of my office. “Are you two ready to chat up the guests? We want to take this opportunity to reach into some deep pockets.”

“Absolutely,” Bri said. She would, too. She was a complete extrovert.

“Definitely,” I murmured. I hoped I sounded more enthusiastic than I felt.

“Excellent. Let’s do this.” We exited the hallway which opened up to a central landing where a massive ornate wooden staircase wound down to the main floor below. 

The Museum of Literature was housed in a Georgian Revival mansion on the upper eastside of Manhattan. Formerly the private residence of Thomas Stewart, a wealthy industrialist who had amassed a fortune in the steel industry, the home had been left to his beloved wife, Mabel. An avid reader and book lover, Mabel Stewart had bequeathed the property to a private foundation with specific instructions to create the Museum of Literature, a place where books were to be displayed and preserved like rare paintings for years to come.

Bri and I fell into step behind Sarah as she glided down the staircase. A crowd had already gathered below. The women sparkled in jeweled tones of emerald, ruby, and sapphire, while the men complemented the ladies in crisp black-and-white tuxedos. 

The large reception room had also been transformed. Swaths of ecru tulle were draped from the ceiling and over the walls while twinkling lights sparkled from several large potted Ficus trees strategically placed around the room. Vintage valentines decorated every surface in an abundance of lacy hearts and cupids. 

Waiters moved through the guests—trays loaded with complimentary beverages while a string quartet played in the corner. The piece sounded as if it could have been heard at Fitzwilliam Darcy’s Pemberley. Perfect.

I glanced around the room, utterly dazzled. A waiter came by with his tray and I gratefully took a flute of champagne.

Bri did the same and then leaned close to whisper, “Don’t forget... aim high. Find a man who you think is out of your league and chat him up. Who knows? Maybe you’ll meet the one tonight.”

She tapped her glass to mine as if she hadn’t just said the craziest thing I’d ever heard. Again, the prince falling in love with the poor plain girl was a fairy tale for a reason. That sort of relationship was too unbalanced. It would never work. I mean, it was one thing to talk in theory about going for a man who seemed too good looking, too smart, and too successful. It was another to actually do it. And to do it here? Sure, as if Valentine’s Day and being single wasn’t already the stuff of nightmares.
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“Two o’clock,” Bri said. “That’s your target.”

I took a sip from my glass and surreptitiously glanced at the crowd in front of us and slightly to the right. We’d been circling the room, pausing to chat with various guests for the past hour. My feet hurt, the pins holding my hair in place were digging into my scalp, my cheeks ached from forcing myself to smile, and I was fuzzy-headed from the champagne. Aiming high was exhausting.

“Which one...oh,” I said. With tousled tawny hair, a square jaw, a broad grin, and a twinkle in his eye, the guy was so obviously for Bri and not me. I mean, I appreciated that my best friend thought we were in the same league, that’s the very definition of sisterly love, but we very clearly weren’t.  I didn’t laugh, because when Bri makes up her mind about something, she can be as stubborn as a mustard stain. Instead, I went for diplomacy—sort of.

“He’s not really my type,” I said. I wrinkled my nose. “Too many teeth.”

“What?” Bri’s head snapped in my direction. “He has a terrific smile.”

“And he’s too tall,” I said. “I’d get a crick in my neck looking up at him.”

“He is not,” she insisted. “He just seems tall from across the room.”

“Also, he’s very chatty,” I said. The handsome man was telling a story with great enthusiasm and hand gestures to his companion, Miles Lowenstein, who was the head of the museum’s special collections. 

Tall with a poof of white hair that stood up at odd angles, Miles towered over everyone, his severe black suit rather like that of an undertaker. I thought it spoke well of Bri’s target, that it didn’t seem to bother him. In fact, he grinned in the face of Miles’s stern countenance, which I found truly impressive as I’d worked with Miles for years and he still unnerved me.

“The man does seem friendly, but you need that,” Bri insisted. 

“Do I, do I really?” I asked. 

“Yes.” Bri didn’t take her eyes off him and I wasn’t even sure she was answering my question. Interesting. Her voice became breathy when she added, “Seriously, Molls, he’s perfect.”

“But not for me,” I said. She finally looked at me. I gestured at her and then at him and then back.

“Oh.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Let’s go meet him.”

We worked our way through the crowd. Thankfully, our target stayed with Miles, who facilitated the introductions. 

“Tristan Somers, I’d like to introduce you to Briana Cho and Molly Graham, two of the museum’s finest,” Miles said. His tone was bland as if he was reading off a notecard.

“Miles, we have to go.” Olive Prendergast appeared beside Miles as if she’d sprung fully formed out of his shadow. 

Bri let out a small yelp.

The only person more terrifying than Miles was Olive. Also tall and thin, she wore a black trench coat over a white dress shirt, black slacks, and combat boots. It went without saying that Olive did not dress up in period costume for the gala. She was not what one would call a joiner. Her features were sharp, she never smiled, and one of her eyebrows had a scar running through it, slicing it in half. Her thick mane of dark hair swept halfway down her back, and she looked as if she’d be equally as comfortable in a bar fight as she would on a catwalk. That sort of self-assurance was just not normal. 

Olive was in charge of the special collection entitled Books of Dubious Origin, aka BODO. No one had ever explained to me what that meant. Her office was in the same wing as Miles’s, which was inaccessible to anyone but those with clearance—which I did not have. 

“I leave you in their capable hands,” Miles said to Tristan. With that he turned on his heel and he and Olive left the gala as silently as two wraiths. I shivered.

“A pleasure, ladies,” Tristan said. His accent was delightfully British and when he bowed low over our hands, I actually felt a little flustered. I noted Bri was having a hard time meeting his gaze. A faint blush colored her cheeks. Well, then.

“The pleasure is ours,” I said. It’s so much easier talking to a man when there is absolutely no chance of anything happening between you. I glanced at Bri out of the corner of my eye. My flirty outgoing friend seemed dumbstruck. Huh. “How did you come to attend our Austen gala, Mr. Somers?”

“Please call me Tristan,” he said. “I’m an old friend of the Whitmores.”

“Who own the largest collection of Austen works in Britain,” a voice said from beside me. I turned to find Phillip Carter, Bri’s boss, standing there. 

“Just so,” Tristan said. “Good to see you, Phillip.”

“And you as well,” Phillip said. “This exhibit would be sadly lacking without the Whitmore’s contribution.”

I knew this since I’d been unboxing items from Whitmore Estate for weeks. Having read all of the paperwork attached to the collection, I was familiar with the family from Bath. If I wasn’t mistaken, they were members of the aristocracy, putting Mr. Somers even farther out of my league but not Bri’s. I could absolutely see her moving in such elevated circles. 

Phillip turned toward Tristan. “Is Lord Insley here? I’d like to personally thank him for making this exhibit such a success.”

“He is,” Tristan said. He glanced around the packed room. “I don’t see him, but I’ll be sure to introduce you when I find him.” 

We all scanned the crowd with Tristan as if the three of us knew what the lord looked like. I imagined he was elderly, being a lord and all, and studied the silver-haired men in the room. None of them seemed very aristocratic, however. 

This event had one of the largest turnouts I’d ever seen in my time at the museum. There were groups of guests admiring the items on display, many were standing in clusters enjoying cocktails, and at the far end of the room, the dance floor was full of couples swaying to the sweet sounds from the string quartet. None of them looked like a Lord Insley.

Tristan’s gaze lingered on Bri’s profile. “I must admit, I never appreciated how flattering the female attire of the early nineteenth century was until just this moment. You two are breathtaking.”

Oh, he was a charmer. I glanced at Bri, aware that my hyper verbal friend was still speechless. “Thank you,” I said for both of us. “You’re too kind.”

“You’ll note he left me out of that observation,” Phillip said. He gestured to his high-waisted beige trousers and brocade waistcoat over a starched dress shirt, which framed his neck and face. The very pointed collar was tied with a flouncy white cravat. “I look like I’m wearing a flotation device.”

Tristan laughed. His own tuxedo was clearly bespoke, fitting him perfectly. “I will refrain from causing offense by agreeing or disagreeing, but...better you than me, mate.”

Phillip chuckled. “No offense taken. I understand completely.”

Bri was sneaking peeks at Tristan when he wasn’t looking at her but had yet to engage in the conversation. I decided to give her a nudge.

I finished the champagne in my glass and in my best damsel in distress voice, said, “I declare I am parched.” I dangled the glass meaningfully from my fingers at Tristan. 

“May I bring you another glass of champagne, Ms. Graham?” he asked.

“Oh, thank you, but perhaps sparkling water would be the better choice and, please, call me Molly,” I said. “Bri, why don’t you go with him since you know what I like?”

My normally sassy friend smiled demurely. Who was this stranger? “Of course.”

Tristan held out his arm to her and Bri slid her hand into the crook of his elbow as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Then she giggled and Tristan looked as if he’d been shot in the butt by Cupid’s arrow. I watched them go, thinking my friend just might make this a Valentine’s Day to remember. 

Phillip turned to face me and said, “Subtle you are not.”

I bobbed a curtsy. “No, but I’m very effective.”

Bri stayed with Tristan for the rest of the evening. I did my duty and made mind-numbing small talk with several of the museum’s donors and chatted up the museum’s librarians about the Austen exhibit. It all felt horribly forced—but maybe that was just my smile, and exhausting, which was probably just my feet in the ballet flats. 

Toward the second half of the gala, I snagged a glass of champagne and hid behind a twinkling Ficus, where I downed the fizzy bubbles in an attempt to feel anything beyond the awkwardness that permeated my soul. It was no use. I had reached maximum capacity for the effort required to chat with strangers. I was tapped out. 

When I gave my empty glass to a passing waiter, I caught a glimpse of Bri on the dance floor in Tristan’s arms and they looked so right together, with their perfect hair and smiles, that I couldn’t even squeeze out a drop of jealousy. Okay, maybe just a teeny tiny dewdrop of envy, but it quickly evaporated when I saw the way they stared into each other’s eyes. They were absolutely besotted with each other and I couldn’t think of anyone who deserved it more.

The party was in full swing, and I knew I should join the crowd, but my fichu had started to itch and my hair was staging a full-on rebellion. I glanced around the room and realized there was no one for me to aim high or low at. I was squashed flat with discouragement and couldn’t bear another moment of the festivities. 

It was time to ghost out of the gala and head home where a hot cup of tea, my pajamas, and a good book awaited. A nice thick slice of pizza from my favorite food cart by the park on my way would console me in my disappointment over this evening.

I strode up the staircase, hoping that if I walked with purpose anyone who might see me would assume I was just running an errand. The wood paneled hallway of the second floor was dimly lit and dark. The office doors were all shut, meaning the upper level was deserted. I let out a sigh and yanked the fichu from around my neck. Sweet relief.

There was a light shining from beneath my office door and I realized I must have left it on, knowing I was going to come back and change. I yanked the ribbon loose beneath my breasts and began to shrug out of the loosened gown. 

I opened the door to my office and stepped inside, eager to peel off the dress and slip into my day clothes, when a movement behind my desk startled me. I jumped and let out a small high-pitched shriek. 

There was a man—a stranger—sitting at my desk!
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The intruder and I stared at each other for a beat and then his gaze drifted down and then shot right back up to study the ceiling.

“You, eh, um, I’m not sure—” he stuttered. 

Furious at the violation of my privacy, I planted my hands on my hips and glared. “Who are you and what are you doing in my office?”

He was standing in a half crouch as if he’d been rising from the chair but was now stuck somewhere in between, not wanting to make a move that might scare or offend me. He glanced at me but didn’t meet my eyes. Instead, his gaze fastened somewhere over my head.

“M. Graham, I presume?”  He waved his hand at the door where my nameplate was attached.

“Molly, the M stands for Molly,” I said. “And, yes, that’s me. And you are?”

He was wearing a tuxedo, which made it obvious that he’d been at the gala, but his bow tie was loose, the ends dangling on each side of his unbuttoned shirt collar. Had he sought refuge in here because he’d been feeling ill? Or was he a very well-dressed burglar? 

It hit me then that I was all alone on the upper floor of the museum with an absolute stranger. This was what avid readers described as a protagonist’s TSTL (too stupid to live) moment, which was frequently found in modern fiction. I’d always been a critic myself, but I now had a new appreciation for those sticky situations that characters found themselves in.

“I’m a guest,” he said. He still didn’t meet my gaze. “Would you believe me if I said I was hiding?” 

He had a deep-toned British accent, which was annoyingly distracting. In the silence, his gaze met mine, drifted down, and then rocketed away. “You might want to um...” His voice trailed off, but he pointed to his chest and then mine, indicating there was a situation. 

Suddenly, I was aware of a cool breeze in a place I should not be feeling a breeze at all. I glanced down and then clapped my hands over my front. One of my girls had gone rogue and had popped out of my loosened bodice, exposing one perky nipple. Ack! 

My face was instantly as hot as the fire from a thousand suns, and I wondered if this was where the tall tales of human combustion came from because I was positive that I would go up like a human torch of humiliation in three, two, one...I did not. Pity. 

I yanked up my droopy bodice and quickly draped the fichu around my neck, trying to salvage what little dignity I could find. I’d have had better luck trying to hold water in my cupped hands. 

Awkward silence filled every nook and cranny of the room as I had no idea what to say to this stranger who had seen my bare breast. Wait a minute. Yes, I did.

“Who are you? And why are you hiding in here?” I cried. With my front now completely covered, I tossed my head and assumed a rigid stance of furious indignation. I would have high-fived myself, but I didn’t want to risk another slippage.

“I’m...er...Albert George, you can call me Al,” he said. His Rs were as soft as butter and his smile revealed a slightly prominent canine tooth on the right side that gave his handsome face a roguish charm. Startlingly bright blue eyes met and held mine as he rose to his full height and a wave of thick dark hair flopped over his forehead in a disarmingly endearing way. 

I refused to be sidetracked by his attractiveness. The man was in my office, had seen my boob, and for all I knew was there to steal the rare books that were in my care. I glowered.

“That tells me who you are, Al.” I over pronounced his name just to be annoying. “But why my office?” I demanded.

He looked sheepish and held his hands out as if grasping for an explanation. He then put a palm on the back of his neck and sighed. “I am very sorry. I didn’t mean to infringe upon your privacy.”

Privacy. He pronounced the i in the short way, and it was as appealing as all get-out. How could his pronunciation of one simple word make my brain flatline? I shook my head.

“You didn’t touch anything, did you?” I stepped forward into the only clear area in front of the desk, waiting for him to come around. He didn’t move.

“No,” he said. He held his hands up. “Word of honor.”

“And how am I supposed to trust your word given that you broke into my office?” 

“In all fairness, the door wasn’t locked,” he said. 

There was no argument to make there as I couldn’t remember if I’d locked the door or not. 

“This area is for staff only,” I said. “Which you must have seen on the sign posted at the end of the hall.”

He glanced down at his shoes. “You’re right, of course, I did. It was horribly rude of me to disregard it, I just...”

I stared at him as he paused. I was not about to spoon-feed him answers.

“The truth is, I am the worst with crowds,” he said. He made a face as if this was a personal flaw that he found as mortifying as smelly feet or snoring. Given that I felt the same way, it took everything I had not to smile.

“You really were hiding?” 

He looked pained and then nodded.

I took a moment to study him, trying to decide whether I believed him or not. Of course, this was ridiculous because I had no idea if he was being honest, and I had no clue how to determine such a thing.

“What brought you to the gala?” I asked. “Why would you attend if you hate crowds so much?”

“It was...required,” he said. 

That made sense. I knew there were several graduate students and doctoral candidates from the local university who were here to fulfill some scholarly obligation. He appeared to be about the same age as me, no longer flush with youth but not middle-aged either. Probably one of the doctoral candidates then.

“You’re with the university?” I asked.

“Yes, that’s it,” he said. He nodded, clearly relieved that I understood. 

“I get it,” I said. “I had to do my share of these sorts of events when I was in the program, but you really shouldn’t be up here. If security—”

As if I’d manifested him, Jones, the head guard, appeared in the doorway. “Evening, Molly, you good?”

This was Jones’s standard greeting, given that I usually worked late, all alone, on the second floor. When Jones caught sight of Al, his eyes went wide. I did not generally have company and definitely not of the male persuasion.

Dilemma! As a student, Al would be in deep trouble if he got busted by security for being in a non-public area. He could quite possibly get kicked out of his program. I really didn’t want that on my conscience. 

On the other hand, I had found him in my office, sitting at my desk looking perfectly at home. I only had his word that he wasn’t a criminal attempting to rob the museum, after all, even graduate students can have dark agendas. If he was a bad guy, it could be a disaster not to report him. Not to mention that I’d feel like an idiot.

I glanced at Al and then at Jones and back to Al. Both men were staring at me, clearly waiting for me to introduce them. To Al’s credit he remained relaxed, willing to handle whatever I decided to say. There were no puppy dog eyes, sly winks, or nervous tics. My gut told me this meant Al was who he said he was.

“Hi! Jones, this is Al,” I said. “Al George. He’s from the university and here to help me out.”

“Well, it’s about time you got some help, Molly.” Jones grinned. 

Jones was seventy going on forty. Former military, he worked out every day and could run up the central staircase of the museum faster than the guards half his age. Yes, there had been a competition. He was six feet tall, with broad shoulders, deep-brown skin, and a buzz cut for the hair he had remaining, which was mainly a gray fringe on the sides. 

“Maybe now you’ll have time to get back out there and find yourself a nice fella,” he said. 

No, no, no. Jones did not just discuss my nonexistent dating life in front of a stranger—a cute stranger no less. But, of course, he had. How was it possible that one person could suffer so much embarrassment in the space of fifteen minutes? 

“Yeah,” I said. I gave a double thumbs-up. “Here’s hoping.”

Jones nodded at Al. “Nice meeting you, Al.”

“You as well,” Al said. 

Jones disappeared and I turned to my uninvited guest. “You’re welcome.”

He grinned at me as if my sarcasm amused him. Again, I refused to be charmed. I ripped my gaze away from his handsome face, stood back, and pointed at the open door, signaling that he should leave without saying the words. Even though I would be in the right, saying it felt rude.

He skirted the desk which, unfortunately, brought him very close as I hadn’t thought to step out of the office to make a path for him. With the boxes from the wardrobe department stacked in the only available space in the center of my office, there really wasn’t enough room for one person to maneuver, never mind two. He stopped just short of being pressed up against me.

The masculine scent of him, a heady combination of amber and bergamot, filled my senses. Paired with his smile, I found it impossible to maintain my irritation. His proximity mellowed me with more effectiveness than the champagne I’d just consumed. Huh.

“Of course, I’ll leave,” he said. “Obviously, I’ve overstayed. And thank you for not having security boot me out on my arse. It would have been perfectly understandable if you had.”

I smiled at his proper tone, in spite of myself. “You should probably get back down to the gala.”

It took some maneuvering, but I managed to back out of my office while he followed me. In the hallway, I waited for him to step out so that I could re-enter, but he didn’t. Instead, he leaned against the doorjamb, crossed his arms over his chest, and studied me. 

I peered down to make sure I was still covered. All good. I glanced back up and his blue eyes twinkled at me as if he’d known exactly what I was doing. My breath caught. It was exhilarating to be on the receiving end of his attention. Oh yeah—because that’s just what I needed in my life—an introverted doctoral candidate. 

Nope, nope, nope. I tried to shake off the misguided attraction. I tapped my toe, signaling my impatience. He ignored me. His grin deepened.

“Tell me this, Molly Graham,” he said. “Was your plan to skive off from this gala?”

Busted!
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Chapter Four
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“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said. I’m a terrible fibber. Judging by the way Al’s left eyebrow quirked up ever so slightly, he was on to me. I decided to bluff my way through it. “Now, if you don’t mind?”

“I don’t mind at all,” Al said. He stretched like a big, lazy cat as if he had all the time in the world and then he didn’t move.

I glanced over my shoulder, starting to get antsy that someone from the gala might wander upstairs and see us. Not that it mattered that I was here, talking to a guest, but I already had Jones as a witness and I didn’t need anyone else adding fuel to the gossip fire.

“Admit it,” Al said. “You were going to sneak out.”

“I will admit no such thing,” I protested. “I was merely popping into my office to check on things.”

“Things?” he asked. “Like what? The kettle?”

I frowned. I didn’t have a kettle.

“Did you think you left the lights on then?” Al asked. “Or maybe a window open?” He snapped his fingers. “Or could it be you remembered that you’d left the door unlocked?”
“That’s it,” I said. “I just had a feeling that I forgot to lock the door and I was worried that vermin might get in.” I gave him a pointed stare. “It appears I was right.”
“Vermin?” Al laughed. It was a glorious sound, rich and deep like a burst of sunshine through the clouds. “Here’s what I think,” he continued. “You don’t like crowds any more than I do, and you were going to slip out unseen.”

“What makes you think that?” I asked.

“You were half undressed when you entered the room,” Al said. I felt my face get warm again. He shook his head. “Truly, I saw nothing.” He wasn’t a very good fibber either, but I appreciated the effort. “Deductive reasoning indicates that you were changing clothes so you could leave.”

“There is nothing deductive or reasonable about that faulty logic—now, would you step aside so I can get back into my office?” 

“On one condition,” he said. Al stared down at me, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “When you leave, take me with you.”

“Absolutely not.” Realizing I had just admitted that I was ducking out, I clapped my palm over my mouth. 

“Ah ha!” he said. “I knew it.”

I dropped my hand. “All right, yes, I was planning to leave. Satisfied?”

“Not by half,” he said. “Where were you planning to go?”

Again, I glanced over my shoulder. Any minute now, someone was bound to come upstairs and then I really wouldn’t be able to leave.

“I was going home,” I said. “Not that exciting.”

“No late-night pizza, or a walk in Central Park?” he asked.

My stomach grumbled. Traitor. His smile widened and my common sense was smashed to bits.

“I’m guessing you want late-night pizza and a walk in the park?” I asked. I didn’t mention that pizza was on my to do list as well.

“I thought you’d never ask.” He stepped aside. 

“I didn’t,” I protested in a panic. “I never said—”

“Don’t dawdle or we’ll never sneak out of here.” Al gently nudged me into my office then closed the door. Through the wood, he said, “I’ll grab my coat while you get dressed and meet you right here.”

I stood rooted to the floor for ten seconds trying to figure out what the heck had just happened. A glance at the time, however, had me back in motion. It was a few minutes before nine o’clock. If I wanted to commit this jail break, I’d have to be quick. 

“That’s not how you hold a slice of pizza in New York,” I said. We were standing beside the food cart where we’d ordered two large slices. Al was juggling his loaded pepperoni, sausage, and meatball wedge, while I folded my slice lengthwise, keeping the toppings contained. “It’s supposed to go like this.”

“I hear what you say.” His breath misted on the cold night air while he frowned at the slice in my hands. I burst out laughing.

“What?” he asked.

“That I hear nonsense is British code for I disagree completely, isn’t it?”

This time he let out a surprised laugh and sent me a rueful look. “Yes, I suppose it is, but really, why fold it?”

“So, we can walk and eat and talk at the same time,” I said. “I’ve lived here for ten years and have learned that New Yorkers are multi-taskers.”

I chomped the end of my pizza. So good! I watched Al fold his slice like I’d showed him. When he took a bite, his eyes went wide. 

“That’s the stuff of gods,” he said. “You know, I’ve been here for a month and all my time has been spent on campus. I don’t feel as if I’ve seen the city at all.” 

“Have you been to Manhattan before?” I asked.

“No.”

“Well, now you can say you’ve had the best pizza in the Big Apple.” This particular food cart was one of my favorites. Bri and I usually hit it at least once a week.

“Molly, will you show me the city?” 

“Right now?”

Al laughed. “I’m only here for a short time. I want to see everything but mostly, I want to see the real New York, you know, the local spots like this pizza cart.” 

He appeared very earnest in his long black overcoat and blue scarf, the same bright color as his eyes. I had changed into my work clothes but was also wearing a long, camel-colored wool coat with a pink-and-gray plaid scarf and matching pink beanie. With folded slices in our hands, we certainly blended with the natives.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

He opened his mouth as if he would argue his case but stopped himself and focused on his pizza instead. Wise choice. No one likes a badger.

Thinking over his request, I started to walk down the sidewalk toward the park. Al awkwardly fell into step beside me. He appeared uncoordinated, as if walking and eating at the same time was a new thing for him. Welcome to New York. 

“Another positive thing to note, when you fold your slice, you don’t burn the roof of your mouth on the hot cheese,” I said. 

“Brilliant!” He chewed with gusto, then swallowed. “Look at how much you’ve taught me so far.”

We walked, devouring our slices, along Museum Mile and turned into Central Park using the East 90th Street entrance. It was the dead of winter and the large trees were bare, but there was a festive vibe as couples filled the park, along with flower vendors, food carts, buskers, horse-drawn carriages, and pedicabs. The sidewalk was thick with hearts and flowers—love was in the air. 

It took me a beat to remember why and then I had to resist the urge to do a facepalm. How had I forgotten that this was Valentine’s Day? Was there anything more awkward than walking amid goopy shmoopy couples with a veritable stranger? I felt newly confident that I could say no, there absolutely wasn’t.

As if to make a mockery of my forgetfulness, a couple stopped short right in front of us and the man dropped to one knee in prime proposal position—because of course he did.

The woman he’d been strolling with appeared shocked and not in a good way. I didn’t think this boded well for the guy. I glanced at Al to see if he’d noticed. He was staring at the couple over the remainder of his crust, completely engrossed.

He leaned close to me and said, “Looks like we’re getting dinner and a show.”

I studied the kneeling man. He practically had hearts floating out of his eyeballs, unlike the woman. 

“I don’t think we’re going to like the ending of this one act play.” 

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Al said. 

I gave him side-eye. “I’m guessing that’s the British way of saying this is an utter disaster.”

“Quite right.” He nodded. 

“Let’s get out of here,” I muttered. I hated to watch anyone else’s embarrassment. I had enough of my own on a daily basis, thanks.

Unfortunately, a crowd had gathered behind us wanting to witness the couple’s happy moment which prevented our escape. I chewed the last bite of my crust with the anxiety of a park squirrel and Al did the same.

“Justine, you’ve made me so happy,” the man said. His round face was flushed pink.

“We’ve been on three dates, Bill,” Justine protested. She was pasty pale and glistening with sweat even though it was forty-three degrees out. “I haven’t even introduced you to my cat or my mother.”

“That doesn’t matter.” He dismissed her concerns. “When it’s right it’s right.” 

Bill fumbled with his coat pocket and pulled out a small velvet box. And just like that, the crowd collectively whipped out their phones and started recording the moment. A woman behind me shrieked in delight. Justine did not look delighted. Instead, her eyes darted from side to side as if searching for an escape.

I leaned close to Al and said, “We should do something.”

“Like what?” he asked. He brushed his hands together, getting rid of the crumbs.

I shrugged. “No idea but...something.”

Bill popped the lid on the box and said, “Justine, will you ma—”

“Oy, Justine, is that you?” Al shouted. 

I jumped and stared at him in surprise. I didn’t think Al was going to insert himself into the moment. I’d thought we’d just yell “Fire!” and run or something. 

Al wagged his eyebrows at me, then turned back to the couple and stepped forward. Very dramatically, he opened his arms and said, “How are you? I haven’t seen you in an age.”

“I...um...” Justine stammered. 

Bill’s head snapped in Al’s direction. He frowned. This was obviously not part of his plan. “Do you mind? We’re in the middle of something here.”

“I don’t mind at all,” Al said. He gazed at them expectantly. Gone was any sense of romance, which had been bargain basement to begin with. Al stood there with a vacant grin, playing at being half-witted so well that he almost had me convinced. In a very loud voice, he yelled, “I’m her cousin, Al, from across the pond—pleased to meet you.” 

Al held out his hand which Bill ignored. “I thought you didn’t have any family other than your mother,” Bill said to Justine. He was still kneeling. 

The crowd behind us, sensing the romantic moment had been derailed, began to disperse.

“I...” Justine blinked. She stared at Al for a second and then threw herself at him in a big hug. “Cousin Al, what a surprise!”

“I know!” Al said. “What are the odds? I’m only in town for a minute, visiting my friend Molly.” He gestured to me, and I gave Justine a tiny finger wave. Her shoulders relaxed and she smiled at me. Her relief was thicker than the perfumed air coming from the nearby flower stand. 

“Fancy a quick catch up?” Al asked her. She turned from him to Bill.

“I can’t say no to family,” Justine said. She grimaced at Bill.  “So sorry.”

Before he could speak, Justine looped her arm through Al’s and dragged him toward the curb. I glanced at Bill, still kneeling, and said, “Nice to meet
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