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Roxie

There were worse ways to spend a Thursday evening than convincing the wife of a billionaire who had too much money and too much free time that yes, she absolutely needed this six-figure painting to hang on the blank space in her penthouse.

The woman turned her head from side to side, attempting to understand the abstract paint splatters on the canvas, which she said were very evocative. What they were evoking, I wasn’t totally sure. But what I knew for certain was that tonight’s sale would cover a month’s rent and maybe even a new camera lens or two.

My very best, frequently practiced “trust me, you need this masterpiece” smile stretched across my face while I slid the paperwork over the counter, making certain my buyer felt like she was departing the gallery with a piece of art as sought after as the Mona Lisa. It had taken nearly three hours of meticulous conversation to finally persuade her that she was missing something and that something was hanging on this gallery’s walls. The game began the instant she came through the doors. I complimented her Bottega Veneta bag and raved about her Manolo Blahnik shoes. She preened, pleased by my compliment on her coat’s soft cashmere as I gradually weakened her resistance with carefully chosen praise. As soon as I shared that a notable socialite had bought art from the gallery last week and remarked, “I think this piece is more exquisite,” I knew I had her hook, line, and sinker. The minute that she walked out the door, my phone buzzed across the counter, my best friend and roommate’s name flashing across the screen.


	Hallie: 	Are you on your way to McGuire’s? I’m ten minutes out. I swear if I have to fend off a man asking me if I’m investing in a Roth IRA, you’re on dish duty the rest of the week.

	Roxie: 	Isn’t a finance man walking up to you and asking you a question entirely the point?

	Roxie: 	On my way. Have the whiskey ready.



My best friend Hallie Woods was a column writer for Sophisticate, one of the best-known women’s magazines in the country. Which was all fine and good until her boss asked her to date the most eligible man working in finance in the city. Now, if my boss was paying me to go on luxurious dates with men dressed in nice suits who were more attached to their phones than the conversation, I’d be asking to sign on the dotted line.

That was exactly why I snatched up my bag, pulled on my jacket, and went directly to McGuire’s—where the air was thick with the smell of stale beer, the floor was sticky, and the drinks packed a serious punch. Just so I could be there to support Hallie as she chased her dream one awkward finance date at a time.

Hallie and I had always been shooting for the stars. Chasing the big dream—her with her food blog, and me with my photography. And if that meant kissing a few frogs along the way until we were the ones buying the expensive bottle of wine or dropping cash on a painting at a gallery instead of selling it? So be it.

My phone rang just as I hailed a taxi to celebrate my big sale, deviating from my normal subway ride as a treat for the sale I’d just made. It was my brother, Winn.

“If this is you shaking me down, I swear I have the money to pay you back for rent last month,” I said by way of hello.

“You make me sound like I’m a mob boss.” His laugh crackled down the line. “Can’t a guy call his sister just to say hi?”

Winchester King was far more likely to be putting mob bosses behind bars. The thirty-two-year-old Harvard Law School graduate was fully immersed in our family’s law firm, King & King. On paper, Winn’s life was perfect. An Ivy League education, a trust fund, and a family estate. But to me, his little sister who knew him better than anyone, it was becoming more obvious that the long hours, late nights, and constant networking events were starting to get to him. He was losing his Winn sparkle.

“Technically, yes,” I said, sliding into the backseat of the cab. “So let me give you some news. I just sold a big painting. Like huge.”

“That’s great, Rox. Proud of you,” Winn said, voice warm like it always got when he slipped into older-brother mode. “Grandma will be thrilled to hear that.”

“You know, this is one of those moments when I’m proud of myself for giving up the trust fund. When I know I can fend for myself.”

Winn said more softly, “I truly am proud of you, Rox.” It was easy to picture him—shirt sleeves rolled up, tie loosened, surrounded by files, with Greenwich’s lights visible through his office windows as evening approached.

“Where are you off to tonight?”

“Meeting Hallie at McGuire’s. She’s still stuck with that column assignment. Remember the one I sent you last week about dating the city’s most eligible human spreadsheets?”

Winn snorted. “Poor girl.” Then there was a muffled sound, and his tone shifted. “One sec—yeah, I’ll sign those before I leave,” he said, clearly to his assistant. I glanced at my watch. Nearly nine.

“I’m not surprised you’re still at the office, Winn,” I told him. “But your assistant? Send her home.”

“You know how it is,” he said, distracted now. “I’ll let you go. Text me later, okay? I’ll need all the intel you have on whether a hedge fund manager is more interesting than a financial analyst.”

“Sure,” I said, with a laugh. Winn always loved hearing mine and Hallie’s gossip.

I hung up and shoved my phone in my pocket as the cab dropped me off in front of McGuire’s. I pushed open the familiar wooden door and the scent of whiskey and bad decisions washed over me.

Home sweet home.

Hallie had arrived and was sitting at the bar, enjoying fries and a glass of wine. Two men were already talking to her, obviously trying their luck with the pretty brunette sitting by herself. I sat down on the empty stool beside her, offering a brief smile. The look she gave me in return was more like a grimace than a sign of someone having a good time.

As the man beside her was discussing the finances of his investment firm, I leaned over and whispered, “You look hot tonight,” in her ear.

She was wearing a short, fitted dress that I remembered from a sale we went to last month. The green silk clung to her figure underneath a tailored blazer and knee-high boots. She’d come dressed to kill.

One guy leaned in, a watch that cost as much as one of my largest commission checks shining on his wrist. “So, what do you ladies do?”

Hallie gave me a look that said, please help. I took pity on her.

“I sell art,” I said as the bartender set down a matching glass of wine to Hallie’s in front of me. “Hallie writes about dating finance bros like you.”

Both found the comment cute, chuckling at it while completely missing the warning.

The guy with auburn hair and a bad comb-over glanced at an open table in the bar’s far corner. “Do you want to share a table with us? It’ll make us look less like assholes hogging the whole thing to ourselves.”

Hallie shrugged, seeing this as her only chance to get what she needed for a great article. The four of us exchanged names as we claimed the open table. Mr. Comb-over was Eli and worked for BAT down the road, and he seemed to have eyes only for Hallie tonight. Leaving me to entertain Seth, a financial analyst who had just moved to the city to chase the dream that New York promised young men dressed in well-tailored suits. His attention was clearly on his phone rather than me, and I found myself unenthusiastically responding to his half-baked questions.

You are here for Hallie, I reminded myself as I downed a good portion of my wine.

As the night continued, it seemed like Hallie might walk away from this evening with something to write about for the first time in a week. That changed when the waiter brought Hallie a glass of Riesling and subtly indicated the man at the bar who’d sent it to her.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me …” I heard her say under her breath. I followed her gaze to see who could have possibly sent a glass of wine that made Hallie react like that … only to see James Rossi sauntering toward us.

Oh, fuck.

Just when I thought tonight was going to end up boring.

“Who’s that from?” Eli asked, completely oblivious to the shit storm that was heading our way.

A few weeks ago, I brought Hallie to my client’s home for a dinner. There, she had met James Rossi—a tall, dark, and handsome eligible man whom she thought she had hit it off with. Only for him to leave the dinner party early without asking for her number. It turned out that James was the quintessential finance man. The very kind that Hallie had told him she loathed with every fiber of her being that night as she detailed her new work assignment from her boss. Now, James was making it his mission to ruin Hallie’s chances of putting out an entertaining exposé on dating men in the financial sector of New York City.

“Oh, it’s no one,” she replied in her best attempt to play it off, but Hallie Woods had met her match in James Rossi.

“Harsh, Hal. I would think you’d save a little more importance for someone you dated for four years.”

Finally. It was about time this night got interesting.

“What are you talking ab—” Hallie tried, but it was too late. James had already claimed Eli’s attention.

“You guys dated?”

James took that question as an invitation and slid into one of the remaining open seats at the table with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Oh, yeah. We go way back to college, when we both were at …” He let the sentence hang, anticipating Hallie’s response, though in truth, their familiarity was limited, and he was only kidding.

I was surprised when she grumbled, “NYU.”

“Yes, NYU! Hallie here was studying journalism, and I was studying finance.”

Our dates’ gazes bounced back and forth between James and Hallie during their duel. Neither of them knew James was lying through his teeth. James and Hallie had never dated. This was just all part of James’s attempt to undermine my best friend and ruin her chances of writing her article. Classic sabotage.

Eli had almost completely forgotten about Hallie at this point. “Finance? Where do you work now?”

Hallie’s face fell as she realized just how quickly tonight was slipping away from her. “Just down the street at Berkeley Williams. Don’t you work at BAT?”

But before Eli could reply, another voice cut into the conversation.

“Excuse me, everyone. I figured I’d join the party since my friend here so rudely ditched me at the bar.”

For a second, my entire world tilted as a man with green eyes that used to haunt my dreams stepped into view. I thought that I’d imagined him until he slid into the last empty seat next to me, his arm draping casually over the back of my chair. His fingers brushed my shoulder, and my muscles clenched.

It was like seeing a ghost.

The ghost of Sebastian Whittaker.

Flashes of perfectly manicured green lawns, sneaking out my window in the middle of the night, rushing toward the harbor with a green-eyed boy who always seemed to know how to get his hands on a bottle of liquor he wasn’t supposed to have. His sailboat waiting at the dock, deck cushions that smelled like salt and sun, and his grin in the moonlight.

Those nights had once felt like escape. Like the freedom that I craved. The first real taste of the life I’d always wanted.

Until they weren’t.

And now?

He looked like the person he was always meant to be. His dark hair framed his striking green eyes, and his expensive suit probably cost more than my monthly rent. The easy grin, which had once caused teenage butterflies in my stomach, had hardened into something close to a wolf’s smirk. His face had lost the softness I remembered, becoming angular, and the youthful spark of his eyes had dimmed over the past ten years.

What the hell was I meant to do now? Hug him? Smile? He’d demolished my financial future the last time I’d seen him.

As his eyes met mine he extended his hand.

“Sebastian Whittaker.” He gave me that familiar, disarming smile he’d use on teachers when he turned in late assignments, a smile that always got him out of trouble. He never used to give me that smile. He knew I knew him too well for that. But here we were.

If he wanted to pretend he didn’t know me, then fine. Two could play at that game.

It took every ounce of my being not to bolt from McGuire’s and instead, reach out to grasp his hand. “Roxie King.”

The instant his hand met mine, my cheeks burned.

“Well, now it’s a party.” With a sly wink that set the rest of my body alight, he reached into his jacket and produced a sleeve of Cuban cigars.

The match’s flame flickered for a moment, lighting up Sebastian’s calm face as he ignited the cigar. That confidence was cultivated at Connecticut dinner parties, amidst the murmur of influential voices and the gleam of silverware. The exact same dinner parties that we both had to suffer through growing up, usually sitting side by side.

Just as I started to believe Sebastian would ignore me for the rest of the night, he leaned in and whispered in my ear, his breath sending shivers across my skin.

“You still wear Chanel No. 5.”
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Seb

The Ghost of Girlfriends Past had never really been my style. All that sappy, introspective reflection on past loves just seemed like a waste of time better spent pursuing the next person. I’d learned early on, probably from watching my father’s fleeting relationships, that deep emotional connections were best avoided. The act of falling into bed with a woman had turned into a carefully rehearsed play of charm and detachment. Dates were easy—a charming smile, a well-chosen restaurant, and a practiced line or two always did the trick. Endings were even easier—a mumbled excuse about work, a disappearing act, a ghosting that left them wondering what they’d done wrong.

Except with Roxie King. That ending was almost my undoing.

Even a decade later, the memory of that messy, gut-wrenching explosion of hurt feelings and accusations still echoed in my mind.

So, after James and I walked into McGuire’s, the last person I was expecting to see amidst the dim lighting and the crowded space was her.

It felt like a different lifetime the last time I’d laid eyes on her. People had said she was in New York City, where she was trying to make a life for herself in the art world, but the city’s size was such that it could swallow people whole. We certainly didn’t run in the same circles anymore. My life was a dizzying mix of endless hours in the office, the sting of alcohol, and nights that often blurred into oblivion. While hers, according to whispers I’d heard through the years, was a whirlwind of gallery openings and rooftop parties.

She’d disappeared from our wealthy Connecticut hometown, vanishing without a trace as if she’d never been there in the first place.

The manicured perfection of our town, with its sprawling estates and country club, had never seemed enough to hold her. I don’t think she ever truly fit into the world of debutante balls and trust funds.

We’d spent so many nights as kids on my sailboat rocking gently in the Long Island Sound, dreaming about what New York City would bring for us as adults. On clear nights, the shimmering city skyline pulled her in, much like how a good time always called to me.

The woman I saw tonight was not the Roxie who I’d shared stolen cigarettes with behind the tennis courts. Or the girl from homeroom, super focused, tapping her pencil on her notebook while I leaned close, smelling her perfume. This woman seemed more totally at home in herself, and in this city, as if she wore New York City like her favorite jacket.

Despite everything, the sight of her now, positioned in a booth under the ruby sheen of a neon beer sign, felt like a glitch in the matrix.

I had remained at the bar, awaiting my bourbon, while James sent wine over to Hallie, a girl he seemed to have a love-hate relationship with, and who looked like she was already on a date. However, when I glanced over, I thought I was hallucinating.

Sitting opposite her was a gorgeous blonde, who had always lived in the secret places of my imagination.

Roxie.

Of all the places, of all the nights. While fate wasn’t something I usually subscribed to, this situation seemed different, as though the universe, having had enough of my behavior, was now offering up my deepest regret.

For half a second, I considered dipping, slipping out the door before she could see me. But I wouldn’t abandon my friend when he was about to make a move on a girl he liked. It wouldn’t be fair to drop him because my past has just strolled in, sporting Doc Martens and a black dress, revealing curves I never remembered her having.

From the bar, I watched as James confidently walked over to the table. My gaze quickly shifted away from him, finding Roxie instead.

All the features I remembered from childhood had changed. Her face was less rounded. Her hair was shorter, no longer down her back and wild like it used to be. But somewhere underneath all those changes, I knew she was still Roxie. Still the girl that used to sneak onto my sailboat late at night, the one I thought I’d ask to be my girlfriend before everything blew up.

The memory hit like a sucker punch.

A party in the Hamptons, the summer before college.

I’d planned that night to ask her if she ever thought we could be more than friends. Princeton wasn’t so far from NYU. We could make the distance work. But then I saw her with someone else. Some guy in a varsity jacket, kissing her like she was his.

We’d never been official. We had only exchanged a few drunken kisses after our nights together extended too late. But it hadn’t mattered. I knew how I felt about her, and I’d assumed she felt the same. When I saw her kissing Mr. Varsity, I realized I was wrong.

And now, all these years later, here she was, still having the same effect on me. The bright blue of her eyes was reminiscent of the ocean waves that used to be an escape for both of us. A single look at her still sent my pulse racing.

I took my bourbon from the bartender, the amber liquid swirling as I chose to discreetly follow James, making it appear as though this evening was routine.

James and Hallie were in the middle of a verbal sparring match when I walked over to the table. With the intoxicating scent of a perfume I used to love wafting toward me and the strong potential for a confrontation just a breath away, I wasn’t sure how good of a wingman I’d be for James tonight.

“Excuse me, everyone,” I murmured, casually settling into the last empty seat, my arm instinctively draped over the back of Roxie’s chair. Her shoulder stiffened beneath my touch. I kept my grin easy. “Figured I’d join the party since my friend here so rudely ditched me at the bar.”

A forced smile quickly hid the flicker of apprehension that flashed across Roxie’s face.

For a second, I wondered if she’d call me out, if she’d tell everyone that we already knew each other. But she didn’t.

As if it were the first time, I offered her my hand and said, “Sebastian Whittaker.” Her eyes showed a hint of uncertainty, but she still took my hand gently. Familiar and foreign all at once. A decade of distance vanished in the space between that touch, as if nothing and everything had changed. The sounds of the packed room grew distant and muted, as if it were just her and me.

“Roxie King.”

The sound of her voice was exactly as I remembered it. Soft. Steady.

“Well, now it’s a party,” I grinned and winked, the scent of leather filling my nostrils as I produced a sleeve of Cuban cigars.

I regretted the words as soon as they came out of my mouth. I’d slipped into the familiar persona that had established me as New York’s most notorious playboy, to divert my attention from the nerves in my stomach, the bourbon a suit of armor against the world.

James kept volleying with Hallie, but my focus stayed locked on Roxie. Watching her reactions, measuring them against the version of her I kept in my head.

I tried to keep my composure and continue pretending we didn’t know each other. But the moment she tossed her hair over her shoulder, the plan went out the window, and that same jasmine and spice instantly whisked me back to when I was a sixteen-year-old boy, introducing the most beautiful girl to society at her debutante ball.

“You still wear Chanel No. 5.”

Her shoulders stiffened. A slow, hesitant exhale escaped her lips, as if she was debating whether my comment was worth acknowledging.

Her date, I assumed that’s who this guy was anyway, was oblivious to what was unfolding between me and Roxie, his eyes glued to his phone.

I shifted slightly, letting my fingers brush her shoulder again as I asked, voice quiet so only the two of us would hear, “So, Roxie … what do you do now?”

She squinted at me, as though trying to see through my intentions.

“I sell art,” she said simply.

I had refrained from looking her up on the internet over the years. Only allowing myself the bits and pieces I’d heard through the grapevine.

“Whereabouts?” I asked, my thumb barely grazing the edge of her sleeve now. I was playing with fire, but that was always the thing with Roxie King. She was an inferno I would have once gladly let consume me.

“Upper East Side.” Her voice was still reserved, but she hadn’t cut me off, which was a win. She looked at her date, still focused on his phone, and then at Hallie, whose face was flushing more with each exchange between her and James. Nobody was paying us any mind.

“Did you land in that neighborhood we talked about back then? The one you always said you saw yourself getting bagels in the morning before work or stopping in at some bar for a drink after?”

Her gaze was sharper as her eyes flicked to mine again. “Something like that,” she replied. “But what about you, still writing your own rules, Sebastian?”

“Trying to,” I admitted, watching her closely. “You always were better at it.”

She tapped her fingers against her glass—a habit of hers I hadn’t thought of in years.

Hallie stood up from the booth just as I was going to press Roxie further.

Her date was gone, and the fury burning in her eyes as she leveled them at James made even me shift uncomfortably.

“Roxie, I’m out of here,” she snapped, snatching up her purse. She didn’t wait for a reply, just turned on her heel and stormed toward the door.

Roxie hesitated for half a beat before she followed and just like that, she was gone. The door of McGuire’s swung shut behind her, leaving me staring at the empty space she’d left behind, wondering if I’d imagined the whole thing.

I sank back in my seat, trying to steady my pulse.

“How did we both strike out tonight?” I asked James, trying my best to act normal. “That doesn’t even seem possible.”

James smirked, swirling the ice in his glass before taking a slow sip of his Old Fashioned. “I didn’t strike out tonight, Seb. I hit a home run.”

I frowned at him. “How in the hell do you find that a home run?”

He leaned back, eyes glinting with something between mischief and certainty. “Everything is perspective, Seb. Even the curveballs.”

We sat there in silence, nursing our drinks, his words gnawing at me.

Because maybe he was right. Maybe life had just thrown me the biggest curveball of all. Roxie King. My Roxie, who had walked back into my life after nearly a decade.

And as the burn of whiskey settled low in my chest, one truth hit me harder than anything else.

I’d already let her walk out of my life for good once. I wasn’t going to let her do it again.
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Roxie

I hadn’t been able to run after Hallie fast enough. I didn’t dare glance back at the one person I thought I’d locked away in a memory vault years ago, never to be seen again. Luckily, she was too blinded by her fury to notice the brief encounter between me and Sebastian Whittaker.

I followed Hallie along the rain-slicked streets, amidst the blare of taxis and the throng of New Yorkers seeking an escape from their workdays.

Because the vault held more than Sebastian. It held the truth. A truth I hadn’t even told Hallie the full extent of.

I hadn’t always been the Roxie King she had grown to know and love. Before New York Roxie, there was someone else, someone caged in a gilded palace I’d once dreamed of escaping with Sebastian. Until he had done the unthinkable. Until he went behind my back and shattered everything.

I’d spent years imagining the moment I’d run into him again, rehearsing questions I’d never ask. Why? Why betray me? Why tear down all our dreams like they meant nothing? How could the boy I trusted the most be the one who wrecked everything?

But I’d survived without answers. I’d built a life without him. And I wasn’t about to unravel now.

So, I shoved the memories back where they belonged and forced my arm around Hallie’s shoulders, pulling her closer. “Do you want to go grab ice cream from that place around the corner from the apartment?” I asked lightly, eager to change the mood we were both in.

Her head snapped toward me, eyes narrowing. “The one with the homemade waffle cones I love?”

“Of course,” I said, managing a smile. “Those cones are works of art.”

Hallie let out a soft laugh, and I looped my arm through hers. And for a moment, I let myself get lost in the one thing that had never broken my heart—New York City.

Tucked behind the gallery’s front desk, I spent the next week absorbed in client emails and invoices. Anything to keep from replaying that night at McGuire’s in my mind. I could still smell Cuban cigars on my leather jacket, and his low, familiar voice kept replaying in my mind. I’d almost forgotten what it sounded like, and now it was all I could think about.

The entire day had passed without a single alert on my phone. No texts. No calls. The quiet of the art gallery was no match for the thoughts swirling in my mind. I was desperate for a distraction. Anything to take my mind away from Seb.

Then my inbox pinged.

But it wasn’t my work email. My brow furrowed as I looked down at the confusing notification. The email address, Roxanne-Kirsten-King@hotmail.com, was one I’d set up when I was a teenager. It had been years since I’d received anything to that inbox.

When I was thirteen, I believed it sounded professional, precisely the sort of email address a twenty-something living in New York would have. I pictured myself exchanging correspondence with editors and gallery curators. Instead, the only emails I’d ever received on that account were from long-forgotten online forums, chain letters my grandmother sent, clothes stores offering discounts, and Sebastian Whittaker.


Subject: Long time, King

From: princewhittaker98@msn.com

To: Roxanne-Kirsten-King@hotmail.com



I gasped. I hadn’t seen that email address in years. It felt like a memory from a previous existence, much like the CDs he burned for me and the notes we exchanged in class.

I tapped on the awaiting message.

The message was short. Only one line:


I see you’ve graduated from sneaking out of windows to running out of front doors.



My neck pulsed as I stared at the screen, the words blurring before my eyes. The significance of those words would be lost on everyone but me.

The red glow of my alarm clock read 12:07 AM. My ears strained, listening intently for any sound that someone was still awake on the other side of my bedroom door, but only silence answered. I slipped my feet into my worn Hunter boots and slowly crept toward my bedroom window. The odds of successfully navigating past my parents’ bedroom, then the creaking grand staircase, undetected, were slim to none.

The window it was.

I inched the heavy wooden window open, just enough to swing one leg over the sill. I fumbled, searching for the familiar grip of the weathered trellis that climbed the brick exterior. Securing my foot, I then lowered myself further, adrenaline pumping.

It was early summer, and the night air still held a slight chill that snuck underneath my sleep shorts, raising goosebumps along my legs as I slowly descended the side of the house.

“Wouldn’t it be easier just to use the front door?” A voice, laced with amusement, cut through the quiet of the night.

I glanced over my shoulder to see Sebastian Whittaker standing near the rose bushes in my backyard. He was wearing his navy-blue lacrosse hoodie, our school’s emblem emblazoned across the front. It was a stark contrast to the crisp blazers and perfectly pressed dress pants I was accustomed to seeing him in.

“Where’s the fun in that?” I asked, the words a whisper in the still air, as my feet finally touched the cool grass.

“I brought the good stuff,” Sebastian announced, producing a bottle of chilled champagne from behind his back, the silver foil glinting in the moonlight. “Shall we?” A mischievous grin played on his lips, a silent invitation.

I hadn’t revisited those nights in my mind for a long time. I’d locked them away for a reason. Those nights contained a pain I couldn’t articulate and a sorrow I desperately tried to outrun. Vivid images flashed behind my eyelids—the flickering candlelight and the hushed whispers. Each memory, a shard of glass, threatened to cut me if I dared to reach out and touch it.

My fingers hovered over the keypad. To answer the question, to rekindle the memory, to pull those ghosts from their shadowy prison. It felt like a bad idea.

But I couldn’t bring myself to delete the email.

Instead, I closed the app and slammed my phone down on the desk, the sound echoing in the sudden silence of the gallery. It was a desperate attempt to escape Sebastian’s presence. I needed to get away, to breathe, to clear my head before I did something I’d regret.

Like entertain responding.

I tried to focus on the mountain of admin I still needed to do for the gallery, but my mind couldn’t shake that stupid email. I didn’t know what surprised me more: that Sebastian, after all these years, still had access to that ancient, forgotten email account of his, the one he’d used when we were barely old enough to have one, or that he still remembered my stupidly formal email address. I guess his contact options were limited, since he didn’t have my number and I only used a seldom-checked social media account for my photography.

The email itself offered no context, no explanation, just a single line, a half-remembered inside joke that sent a ripple of confusion and a strange, unwelcome nostalgia through me.

“Excuse me?” I glanced up to see a woman dressed head to toe in designer clothes with a pair of oversized sunglasses perched on her nose. Her perfectly coiffed blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders, framing a face that, despite the sunglasses, I suspected was impeccably made up. A Birkin bag, in a shade of electric blue that screamed expensive hung elegantly from her arm.

I’d never been happier to have a rich person walk through the art gallery’s doors, and that was saying something. I desperately needed the distraction.

“Can I help you?” I asked, forcing a smile and trying my best to forget about the email still sitting in my old inbox.

“I sure hope so,” the woman replied. Her voice was tight, her face a mask of barely controlled fury. “I just found out my husband has a mistress, and I’m here to spend all of his money.”

My smile stretched into a real one because if there was one thing I understood, it was a woman scorned. “Right this way.” I motioned toward the back of the gallery where some of our most expensive pieces were kept. “I think I know exactly what you’re looking for.”

I grew up around women just like her. Sebastian’s mother, a vibrant, kind woman with a laugh that could fill a room, had weathered her own storms of infidelity with Seb’s father. She possessed an unwavering strength, a quiet resilience that I admired from afar. I remembered the way she always greeted me with a warm smile and a plate of freshly baked cookies, even during the most difficult times.

She never spoke ill of Seb’s father, instead focusing on raising her son with love and teaching him the importance of family.

But her efforts were lost on Seb. With every careless action of his father, a man who chased fleeting pleasures and cared little for the consequences, Sebastian grew more closed off and jaded.

The beautiful smile I’d loved seeing, the one that could light up a room, came less. He’d retreated into himself, his eyes growing distant, the spark dimming with each new disappointment. By the time senior year had rolled around, he was following in his father’s footsteps, turning to alcohol and frivolous, shiny flings. The only time I saw glimpses of the old Sebastian was on the nights we’d slip away to spend on his sailboat, just the two of us like it had always been.

God, I’d gone ten years barely thinking about that man, and now I couldn’t go a minute without something reminding me of him.

So, I tried my best to focus on my job. On the art. But even when the woman decided on one of our most expensive pieces and signed to have it delivered to her house, making two large sales in as many weeks, my fingers itched to open my phone again.

Nostalgia, I figured, explained the thirty minutes I spent reading Sebastian Whittaker’s email after locking up the gallery. Fascination for when I clicked on the button to reply. Pure delusion for when my fingers started typing. Idiocy when I hit send.


Re: Long time, King

From: Roxanne-Kirsten-King@hotmail.com

To: princewhittaker98@msn.com

Doors are so overrated.



It meant nothing—sending that email. Just a flippant response. A throwaway line meant to curb the allure.

But, deep down, I knew better.

The second I hit send; I knew I’d reopened something I wasn’t sure I was ready for.

Everything had felt so much simpler before I’d seen him. Before that email. Before I remembered the version of myself that I once believed would belong to him.

By the time I reached my apartment, I’d convinced myself Sebastian wouldn’t answer. He probably wouldn’t even see it. Sent it in a drunken stupor or something. I climbed the stairs two at a time and pushed through my front door.

Hallie was still at the workout class she’d opted to take tonight in hopes of hearing something juicy she could use for her articles, and I was thankful to have the space for myself. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to fake a smile and pretend everything was fine.

But all I could think about was that stupid email and the stupid person who had sent it.

I pulled the phone out of my pocket, dropped it face down on my kitchen counter, and grabbed a glass from the cabinet, filling it with cold water.

This was the moment when I could walk away. Pretend I hadn’t seen the email. That I hadn’t answered. That I didn’t care.

But the problem was—I did.

But whether I missed Seb’s friendship or just wanted answers about what happened back then, I couldn’t deny it.

I cared.




4

Seb

“Get up.”

The voice was like a horrible alarm clock, cutting through my hangover. I didn’t open my eyes. I didn’t have to. Only one person in my life spoke to me like that.

“Sebastian.” A hand shoved my shoulder. Firmer this time.

My head pounded as I pried my eyes open. The world came into focus in fragments: gilded crown molding framing high ceilings, antique mirrors catching pale morning lights, floor-to-ceiling windows wrapping the far wall, draped in heavy silk curtains that I hadn’t bothered to pull shut last night in my drunken state. Hell, judging by the shirt I was still wearing and the tie haphazardly loosened around my neck, I’d forgotten to do a lot last night. Beyond those windows, Central Park stretched out like a painting—mist curling above the treetops, Manhattan glittering beyond.

My father had bought this place for my mother before their divorce. It was an apology gift after the second mistress. After the third mistress, he got her a house in the Hamptons, and that was where she’d been ever since.

I sat up slowly, running a hand over my face, feeling the scratch of stubble I hadn’t bothered shaving last night. Between the business meetings and extracurricular parties, I had to attend this week, it had slipped my mind entirely.

“Christ,” I muttered.

“Are you listening?” My father’s voice again, clipped and controlled like always. He stood at the foot of the bed, wearing his signature navy suit, the same one he wore on the cover of Time magazine when he was named person of the year for his achievements. He’d likely taken a detour to my apartment on his way to the office.

Whittaker Holdings’ patriarch. And, unfortunately, my father.

“I’m listening,” I said hoarsely. “Maybe not awake yet, but I’m listening.”

He glanced around the room, eyes skimming over the empty bottle of scotch on the dresser, the leather chair in the corner of the bedroom draped with someone’s designer coat. Hannah? Maria? Whatever her name was, she must have left it behind.

“Did you forget about the meeting this morning?” he asked coolly.

I hesitated to ask what meeting he was talking about, pushing off being on the receiving end of Edward Whittaker’s famous glare for a little while longer. The last I checked, my only meeting for the day was with the head of marketing regarding the newest jewelry storefront being opened in Tokyo by one of our subsidiaries. I figured I’d take the call after my gym session on the way to The Nest, the private members’ club my family belonged to.

My responsibilities at the family’s company were superficial at best. As expected, I joined Whittaker Holdings after graduating from Princeton nearly six years ago. But just because I exchanged classes for meetings didn’t mean I stopped having a little fun in between. To say my father believed I’d eventually run the company would be a lie. If he did, he would have given me more responsibility than a glorified sales consultant, looking for new talent to add to the monster that Whittaker Holdings had become.

I pushed to my feet, ignoring the low throb behind my eyes. A black lace bra lay tangled near the towering mahogany bedroom door. Another article of clothing that Hannah (or was it Maria?) left behind.

Right.

I didn’t remember much about last night except the burn of scotch and the usual cocktail of bad decisions. Work hard, play harder—that was the Whittaker brand, wasn’t it? I’d learned from the best after all.

It was hypocritical of my father to judge me for indulging a little, really.

I crossed into the main room, leaving my father to follow. The penthouse condo opened up in grand proportions: a sunken living area with matching tufted velvet sofas arranged beneath a chandelier older than me, some ridiculous vintage crystal thing my mother had flown in from Paris. The walls were paneled in dark, lacquered wood, broken up by shelves lined with first-edition books I’d never read.

My mother took advantage of my father’s credit card every time he offered it instead of an actual apology. Every member of the Whittaker family had their own vice.

Thanks to my mother’s indulgences, this apartment had been featured in Architectural Digest. But despite the carefully curated paint color that was matched with the one-of-a-kind wood floors, this place still held its ghosts.

“Sebastian.” My father’s voice echoed sharper in the cavernous space. “The meeting with the Zurich investors. Nine a.m. About the new makeup brand you helped bring on. I was very clear that you needed to be there.”

“Right,” I muttered, already veering toward the kitchen where the coffee machine sat idle beside a bar cart full of half-empty liquor bottles I’d collected. It was barely past seven, and already I could feel the weight of the day closing in.

My father didn’t move from where he stood near the dining table, perfectly still like one of the marble statues in the foyer. Eyeing me with the kind of scrutiny that would have sent his assistant scurrying for cover. Me? I was used to it. That had always been Edward Whittaker’s style. Never give in. Make others fold.

I turned on the espresso machine, glancing at the files one of my father’s assistants had dropped off earlier in the week about potential prospects he thought would be good for the company. I hadn’t bothered cracking them open. Even though it was my job to approve new company purchases that we made, if my father had formed an opinion on something, nothing I said would matter.

“Do me a favor,” I said as the machine hissed to life, “next time you feel the urge to play wake-up call, don’t. I’ll be at the meeting.”

He didn’t answer. Just looked at me in that measured, unimpressed way he had, like I was some minor inconvenience. It was the same look he’d given me most of my life. No matter what I did—what award I achieved or what game-winning play I made as a kid—nothing was ever good enough in his eyes.

I wasn’t sure why I had ever expected a different reaction from him. As if one day he’d magically become a good father that cared about anything more than his bottom dollar. Maybe then I’d finally stop being disappointed.

“Take a shower before you come into the office.” My father wrinkled up his nose. “I can still smell the scotch on you.”

He left without further comment. I held my breath until I heard the ding of the elevator in the foyer as it descended to the lobby. Sighing, I slumped as the sputtering coffee machine finished brewing.

With a father like that, who could blame me for having a little fun?

Maybe that’s why I’d opened that old email account when I’d gotten home from McGuire’s the other day. Some fucked-up form of entertainment that was easily classifiable as self-inflicted torture.

Seeing Roxie King again after all these years felt like a carrot being dangled in front of my face. When we were kids, Roxie was the only person that understood what I was going through behind closed doors. She’d listened when I told her about the newest fucked-up experience I’d had as the heir to the Whittaker fortune.

She was the only person in my life that would listen without judgment and knew exactly what I needed to feel better—distraction. Somehow, Roxie always knew that all I wanted was to vent to someone that would listen and then do whatever I could to forget it all entirely after I got it out.

There hadn’t been anyone else since her that I felt comfortable opening up to. Not even James knew the extent of my family dynamics. He assumed my parents weren’t as involved in my life as they should be, too caught up in the family business and society life. Which was only part of the truth.

The message to Roxie had been sitting in my drafts folder since last Thursday night. Written sometime around three in the morning when I’d gotten back, my tie already loose, a night cap in one hand, bad ideas in the other. It took me nearly a week to actually hit send.

Long time, King.

There was a slim chance she’d even seen it. A slimmer chance she’d answer. It had taken me three guesses of my password for my old email account from when we were kids before I got in. It was like traveling back in time to see the various unopened emails from wannabe friends of the past and marketing emails from companies I’d subscribed to. I’d opened a blank email and selected Roxie’s predictably sensible email address before spending nearly an hour coming up with the perfect message.

Long after I’d drained every ounce of my scotch, I’d settled on those three words. But some common sense that still remained in those early hours stopped me from pressing the send button straight away. It was only the fact that I was still thinking about it nearly a week later that finally made me do it.

Some time passed without a response, which wasn’t a surprise. But I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a small part of me hoping for one.

So when I grabbed my cup of coffee and headed toward the bathroom, I opened my old email account expecting to still find no response from Roxie and nearly dropped my mug when I saw one sitting at the top of my inbox.

For a few seconds, I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. My finger hovered just above the screen, as if opening it would make it disappear entirely.

Setting my coffee down on the marble bathroom counter, I leaned back against the wall and tapped the email open.

Her reply wasn’t long. It wasn’t dramatic. But it was entirely Roxie.


Re: Long time, King

From: Roxanne-Kirsten-King@hotmail.com

To: princewhittaker98@msn.com

Doors are so overrated.



That was it. No greeting. No sign-off. But somehow, I could hear her voice in it after all these years. That cool, collected tone she’d always used when we were kids. A little unimpressed, a little amused. Like I wasn’t quite as clever as I thought I was.

I read it twice. Three times.

When I glanced at myself in the mirror, a grin nearly stretched from ear to ear. Those four words cut through the headache and the unexpected drop-in from my father. Somehow still managing to make my life exponentially better like she always had.

The initial thrill of her response quickly faded, replaced by a bitter taste of regret that settled in my stomach like a stone. The grin faltered as quickly as it came. That bitter edge crept in, cold and familiar. I hadn’t thought about that night in years—not really. Not in the kind of way it knocked the wind out of me like it did now.

I’d had a plan once.

There were so many late nights spent together, escaping suffocating parties our parents put on full of people we didn’t care about, people who only saw us as a Whittaker or a King. Heirs to fortunes and not young kids with aspirations to do something different with their lives. A few stolen kisses as we passed a bottle of champagne back and forth, giggling about how her grandfather’s toupee was crooked.

I never touched her in front of anyone. Never said it out loud. But I’d decided the summer after our senior year that I was going to change that.

One night in particular was stuck in my head like it was frozen in time. The ocean waves lapped gently on the shore, just the two of us sprawled out on a blanket I’d found in the boathouse of my parents’ place. Roxie sat beside me, bare legs stretched out in front of her, toes digging into the sand. Her head tilted back, eyes closed, like she didn’t have a single thing to prove to anyone.

I remember watching her that night and everything snapping into place.

It wasn’t some grand realization. It was quiet. Simple.

I wanted her to be mine.

I’d even taken the time to rehearse what I’d say to her when I finally worked up enough courage. I wasn’t normally the type to get nervous.

But that night my stomach was tied in knots at the idea of taking the risk of changing the very fabric that made up our friendship.

The only problem was, I never got the chance to ask.

Time had taken the sting away from the memory, to warn me away from reaching back out to her. But a few too many glasses of scotch during my night out with James had blurred all my senses after she’d waltzed back into my life.

I scrubbed a hand down my face, trying to shake the weight of her away.

I never stood
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