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One

John Seymour paced his Georgetown apartment’s living room. A honeysuckle-scented breeze wafted through the open windows. This morning’s thunderstorm had mellowed into a golden June afternoon, a perfect backdrop for a storybook marriage proposal.

All he needed was his bride.

He patted the velvet box in his jeans pocket for the hundredth time since Jane had texted. Her flight had landed at Dulles an hour ago. Practical as always, she’d declined his offer to meet her at baggage claim. Easier to Metro to Rosslyn and Lyft from there, she’d typed.

She’d be home any minute.

Adrenaline surged through him as he surveyed the apartment. Shit, he’d forgotten the candle. After flicking his Zippo torch lighter, he held the flame to the wick of her favorite one. Theoretically it smelled like midnight in Paris. It definitely didn’t. When he was there as a teenager, the City of Lights mostly smelled like river, garlic and bread.

Outside, a rumbling engine snagged his attention.

Jane?

Maybe. The idling SUV’s tinted windows shielded its passengers. As he leaned toward the window, it took off, tires squealing. Stop signs interrupted this street every hundred feet, so there was no point in gunning it. Why in the world would—

“Ouch!” Pain bloomed on his thumb. The candle’s wick had caught and flared while the SUV distracted him.

Ruckus, his rescue dog, raised his shaggy head.

“I’m okay, buddy.” He slipped into the kitchen and ran cool water over his thumb.

He was okay? Lie.

He was a sweaty, jittery mess. Smart, funny, big-hearted, grounded, with striking eyes that saw his soul, Jane Marie Davis was the key to everything he wanted in life.

Please let her say yes.

A year ago, Jane sailed into the museum where he installed artwork. His museum’s octogenarian director had consulted with her on an emerging voices exhibit. As they walked the space together, he informed both Jane and John that the show needed to be “well hung.”

The smile she flashed had hooked him.

Two days later, over Filomena’s triple chocolate mousse, he asked, “Want to come back to my place?”

“Yes, please. I need the end of your story about cracking the stretcher of a Picasso.” She dropped her napkin on the table. “But FYI, I’m a black belt in Muay Thai, so think twice about getting handsy.”

Then, much to his delight, she’d gotten handsy.

From that first date, they’d felt inevitable.

His phone vibrated against his ass. His younger brother, Thomas.

“Congratulations and best wishes!” Thomas’s sweaty face filled the screen. “Wait. Where’s my sister-in-law-to-be?”

“She’s not home from her work trip yet. And I promise to call you first if she says yes.”

“If?” Thomas widened his eyes. “Why if?”

John was ninety-seven percent certain she’d say yes. But the three percent of doubt was loud. Which he’d keep to himself. As the older brother, he always protected Thomas from emotional churn.

“Slip of the tongue. When.” The Washington Monument filled Thomas’s background, which meant he was still on the National Mall’s fields. “How’d we do?”

“We won in a sudden death shootout.” Thomas grinned. “Expect Toulouse remains undefeated, even though you bailed on our clash with the brutal OMB Actuaries. Don’t change the subject. Are you nervous?”

“Yes.” He scratched at his beard. “But I’m ready. This has been on my mind nonstop since your wedding.”

“You’re welcome. It was the event of the season, wasn’t it?”

“Don’t be annoying, dear.” Logan, Thomas’s husband, leaned into the screen. “Where’d Jane go this time? New York? Barcelona? Casablanca?”

John lit more Midnight in Paris candles along the mantel.

“Casablanca was last month. This was a last-minute Rocksy appraisal in London. They dug it out of a warehouse last week.”

The surprise work trip had given him the chance to pull out all the proposal stops. Rose petals strewn on their bed, chilled champagne, favorite meal in the oven because she was always exhausted after an international trip and wouldn’t want to go to a restaurant. Hell, he’d even driven to Baltimore for the honey graham ice cream she often devoured in a single sitting.

“She has the coolest job.” Logan sighed. “How’s your setup? Will you have a good proposal story to tell approximately eight thousand times? And are you prepared to get mushy?”

“Jane doesn’t do mushy.” Jokes, yes. Incisive and cogent analysis and valuation of artwork, yes. Tirade of swearing when they lost at game night, absolutely.

But mushy? Never.

Thomas took the phone back. “Everyone does mushy. You may be older, but I’m wiser. Listen, you’ve got to tell her about it. Tell her everything you feel. Give her every reason to accept that you’re for real.”

John pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re the wrong generation to quote Billy Joel.”

“Blame Mom for playing Greatest Hits Volume I and II on repeat when she drove us to school in France. Do you have a ring?” He bumped shoulders with Logan. “Someone didn’t have one when he proposed.”

Logan sighed. “So you could choose one with me. Your taste—which some heathens call pickiness—is one of the many things I adore about you.”

“Yes, I have a ring. Want to see?”

John creaked open the box to reveal the silver-and-sapphire art deco ring that caught Jane’s eye in Old Town Alexandria last month. They were browsing for a brooch for his mother’s sixty-fourth birthday. He’d doubled back the next day for the ring.

“It’s beautiful.” Thomas flashed him a smile. “Very Jane. Good luck!”

After the screen darkened, John clutched the back of a chair. Nerves buzzed under his skin. The loud three percent was more like five now. From day one, he’d felt a cosmic click with Jane. Like the universe had whispered this one to him. Every future he imagined, she was in it.

And that future would begin…

Ruckus rocketed from his bed with a joyful bark.

…now, apparently.

He calmly exhaled one, two, three as she exited the black sedan onto the dappled street. Her sundress fluttered around her knees while the bodice clung to the crescent curves of her hips, her waist, and her perfect breasts.

If she said no… Stop that.

John hurried into the hall, then down the front stoop’s iron steps as the sedan eased away. Jane lit up with a smile as he approached.

Fireworks exploded in his chest.

“Hey, Gorgeous.” Her ginger-and-lily perfume enveloped him as he kissed her hello, then took her bag from her. “How was your trip?”

“Fast, which is good.” She squeezed his free hand three times, their signal for let’s go home. “How’s our boy?”

“Happy you’re back. Like me.”

She climbed the steps to the first-floor apartment of the townhouse his parents had bought in the nineties and converted to three units. In exchange for reduced rent, he handled the tenants’ needs while his parents lived abroad.

Inside the apartment, Jane crouched to greet the wagging tan blur. “Who’s a good boy? You are. You’re the best, sweetest, goodest boy.”

Maybe now?

He squatted next to her. “Jane, I have a—”

Ruckus nosed at him, knocking him on his ass.

Jane tugged her heels free. “Hey, can you work your magic on my neck later? The flight stressed me out. The woman next to me propped her naked feet against the seat in front of her. I swear she had a nail fungus.”

The moment had disappeared. He couldn’t follow athlete’s foot with a proposal.

“Sorry, and yes.” He rose from the floor, then helped her up. “Magic will be worked.”

“I swear, everyone forgot how to share public spaces during the lockdowns. Dogs in restaurants, watching movies without headphones, eating chips from crinkly bags in museums… Oh! I got you something.”

As he closed the apartment door behind them and flipped the dead bolt, his fingers prickled with adrenaline. That was his opening.

“I got you something too,” he said.

“Me first.” She rooted around in her carry-on. “Here.”

She thrust a variety pack of Hula Hoops at him. When she said she was flying to London, he mentioned he’d eaten these crisps on a family vacation when he was twelve and wondered if they tasted as good as he remembered.

“Thanks.” His heart stuttered in his chest. She listened to him so carefully.

“Welcome.” She sniffed. “What are you cooking?”

This was it. “It’s lobster ravioli from Filomena. I got carryout.”

“Why? Wait.” She knit her brows as she surveyed the tidy apartment, candles and champagne. “Did I mess up the dates? Isn’t our anniversary in two days?”

His mouth was a desert.

“That’s our first date.” He clutched the bag of snacks. “But we met a year ago.”

“Did we?” She laughed. “How do you remember?”

“Because I’m a meticulous note-taker.”

He had been his whole life. Otherwise, it would’ve been impossible to keep track of where he and his State Department parents lived at any point in his history. He dropped the Hula Hoops on the coffee table, then picked up the journal he’d left there for this moment.

“Read this.” He opened to the bookmark, then handed the journal to her.

She squinted at the page. “Your handwriting’s atrocious. I need an Enigma machine.”

“I believe in your ability to decipher it.” He folded his arms to hide his shaky fingers.

“Okay, okay.” In a low voice, she read, “‘June 20. Hanging a new exhibit at the American.’”

He hooked his mouth up in a grin. “Is that supposed to be me?”

“Am I not nailing it?” She returned her sparkling green gaze to the entry. “‘The art broker…who helped curate the Revolutionary Voices exhibit…is something else. Gorgeous. Smart. Funny. Extremely bossy.’” She glanced at him. “Gee, thanks.”

“Keep reading.”

Once she returned her attention to his journal, he dropped to one knee. His heart hammered against his ribs. Hell, he might faint. No. Him keeling over would not be part of their proposal story.

Instead, he took a deep breath.

“I’ll… I’ll marry her someday. Is that what it says?” As she looked up, the color drained from her face. “What are you doing?”

Jane hated surprises. Which he maybe should’ve factored into this proposal scenario.

“This.” He opened the velvet box.

“But we’ve only been together for a year.” She took a step toward him. “I wasn’t expecting… This is so fast.”

He lifted a shoulder. “Fast? Maybe, but why should we wait to start the rest of our lives together? I love the way you think. You’re the first person I want to talk to in the morning and the person I want to wrap my arms around at night.”

“We haven’t talked about marriage.” Her eyes shone as she took another step toward him. “At all. I… I’m so… I’m not sure what to say.”

“Say yes.” He pushed the ring toward her. “We love each other, don’t we?”

Her eyes crinkled. “So much.”

“Then let’s get married.”

Time stretched as she searched his face. Her eyebrow jiggled the same way it did when he answered a trivia question incorrectly at the bar. That wasn’t good.

Except the jiggle calmed, and she smiled.

“Yes. An emphatic yes.” She held her left hand out to him. “Let’s get married.”

If he hadn’t already been kneeling, he might’ve collapsed with relief. He pressed his lips to the soft back of her hand, then slid the ring on her finger.

Her second knuckle stopped it.

“Damn,” he said. “It fit my pinky.”

She scraped it past her knuckle. “I’ll get it sized. Now please come here and kiss me.”

“Yes ma’am.” He surged to his feet.

Jane’s lips were as soft as sable under his. All he’d ever wanted was in his arms.

Jane caught a yipping Ruckus in a hug between them. “I guess he’s happy for us.”

“Everyone will be, Gorgeous.” John tucked her dark brown hair behind her ear. “Everyone.”




Two

Everyone will be happy for us, Gorgeous.

Hours after John had made that claim, she twisted toward him in their sex-rumpled sheets. He was wrong. Her boss, her boss’s boss, and her flirty French ex would be decidedly unhappy that John Carroll Seymour was her fiancé.

John would be too, when he learned the truth.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

There had been so many chances for her to come clean before today. When his parents flew into town to meet her, or when he’d asked her to be his plus-one at his brother’s wedding. Way back in the beginning when he gave her a key to his apartment.

“Hey, John,” she could’ve—should’ve—said. “Since we’re stepping things up, let me be honest with you. I work for the CIA. Art brokerage is my cover. My real name’s Vivian Flint.”

But she hadn’t because… Well, there wasn’t one good reason why. Lots of little ones that added up to her being afraid he’d break up with her. Eventually she hoped if she kicked the can far enough down the road, he’d be hooked on her and stick around.

She ran her thumb over her ring’s shiny sapphire.

The responsible choice would’ve been to say she’d consider his proposal. But the prospect of a love- and laughter-filled life with John was too tempting. Yes had tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop herself.

“Hi.” He traced a circle on her shoulder. “I hear you thinking, Mrs. Seymour.”

She kissed his hand. “I’m keeping my name.”

Not Davis—Flint. Which he didn’t know yet.

She flipped back the covers. “It’s time for Ruckus’s walk.”

“I’ll take him.” As John stretched, the ripple of his body thrilled her. His job hanging hefty pieces of art kept him strong, but he loved good food, which kept his outer layer soft for comfortable cuddling.

“Don’t be silly.” Jane padded toward the dresser. “You’ve been on doggy duty since Wednesday, and I want to stretch my legs.”

With his arm tucked behind his head, he said, “I can help with that.”

“Not the kind of stretching I meant.” She tugged on her favorite yoga pants, a sports bra and a T-shirt. Heaven after two days in tailored business gear and four-inch heels. She’d love to chuck every pair of stilettos she owned straight into the mouth of hell.

Alas, they were what her alias required.

Through a yawn, he said, “I’ll wait up for you.”

“You’d better,” Jane called over her shoulder.

He would not. She could time a Swiss watch against John’s biometric clock. At 10:15 p.m., unless he’d taken a nap, it was lights out. She adored his reliability, especially when it worked to her benefit.

Vivian closed the bedroom door, then called, “Need a walk?”

Ruckus bolted from his bed and sat next to the door, tail thumping against the hardwoods. She zipped herself into John’s hoodie, then loaded its deep pockets with her keys, both her phones, a hot pink roll of dog waste bags and the flash drive she’d found in London.

She clipped the leash to Ruckus’s collar. “Lead the way.”

He tugged her into the night, then immediately slowed, sniffing every blade of grass along the stone wall dividing their quiet street from Holy Rood Cemetery. Technically, this neighborhood was Burleith, but the residents often referred to it as Georgetown.

As far as DC villages went, it was sleepy.

Her sneakers slapped against the sidewalk’s crisscrossed bricks. Comfortable, reliable, useful…this was her favorite footwear. The number of heels she’d sacrificed so she could make a hasty exit without breaking an ankle was shameful. Those Louboutins deserved better.

She plugged in her headphones and dialed her handler.

Compared to her personal cell phone, her meets-SCIF-standards work phone was a clunker. Still, it was an improvement over the years when she was required to head into the office to brief him. Seven miles didn’t seem like much, but in DC traffic, that translated to anywhere between fifteen minutes and an hour door-to-door.

MacColl picked up on the second ring. “Hope your shopping trip went well, Canvas.”

“Total success. I bought a palette knife.” In retrospect, she should’ve picked an easier code word than palette knife. It was a bitch to squeeze into conversation.

Ruckus paused to leave his mark on a hydrant.

“I expected your call four hours ago,” MacColl griped.

“Couldn’t isolate,” she said.

Protocol dictated she call to brief him if she could do so discreetly. The airport was a nonstarter, as was the Metro, and the Lyft driver. Too many ears. Once she was home, she couldn’t bail on John after he proposed. Or right after the glorious post-yes sex, the fabulous meal, and more enthusiastic post-dinner sex.

Another reason she’d said yes—she and John were fire in the sack.

“Should’ve tried harder,” he said.

“Sorry, Boss. But I hope you had a good birthday.”

Never hurt to kiss ass when she was in the doghouse.

MacColl humphed. “How’d you remember it’s my birthday?”

“Special talent.” More like muscle she worked hard to develop since she was a kid, when she couldn’t rely on her ability to connect speech sounds to letters and words. Numbers, dates and art became her comfort.

“Your connection’s shitty. Sounds like you’re under water.”

She looked at her phone. “Full bars. Might be a solar flare?”

“Whatever. Give me the latest on ZR/MONFUN.”

The agency’s digraph cryptonyms were often petty, but this one was just plain boring. MONFUN was short for money funnel, and ZR classified this as a Staff D operation. Staff D handled intelligence intercepts and worked directly with the broader intelligence community.

Collaboration was a specialized skill, and she excelled at it.

Some CIA—MacColl included—struggled with trust. He came of age during the Cold War and never recovered from suspecting everyone had an ulterior motive.

She, however, was from a different era.

Trust had its benefits. She wasn’t naive—bad apples were out there. But dozens of her classmates from Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service now worked for DoD agencies. So yeah, she’d go ahead and trust the NSA analyst who’d held her hair senior year when a half-dozen tequila shots caught up with her after the Diplomatic Ball.

“Canvas?” MacColl prompted.

“Here are the headlines. The painting Dilettante hired me to authenticate was legit.”

Dilettante was their code name for Jean-Michel de Gramont, her, blech, ex-boyfriend and former mentor. Five years ago, after establishing herself as an art broker, she’d cozied up to him to build her street cred in black market art circles.

After their breakup a year ago, she advocated for turning him over to the local authorities. His money-laundering scheme had evolved into trafficking drugs via art. But MacColl overrode her. In his opinion, letting Jean-Michel continue to build his list of criminal activities would make the case against him stronger and more likely to lead to a conviction.

“Which painting was it?” he asked.

“Boy Playing Trombone. It’s stenciled spray paint on plywood from a council estate in London. The sales history shows a shell company bought it in 2018, kept it in a free port, and sold it back and forth to another shell company, bumping up its value. Should fetch six million euros, give or take a half mil.”

“Which shell companies?”

Ruckus led her to their usual destination—the Guy Mason Rec Center dog park. It was relatively deserted at night, and its walkways were well-lit.

“The seller’s a familiar player,” she said. “Gaizger Trading Company.”

“Dragomir Mihailovic is at it again, eh?”

“Got it in one, Boss.”

MacColl longed for his John le Carré days. Back then, the game involved dark alleys and dead drops. Now it was more spreadsheets and sanctions. Through those spreadsheets, though, they’d caught Dragomir Mihailovic’s campaign contributions to pro-reunification politicians based in the Balkans. Otherwise, the Gonič family underboss was a mystery. Slippery. No photos had been uploaded to the DoD’s shared systems for a decade.

“When’s the auction tomorrow?”

“Nine a.m. GMT, 4:00 a.m. local.” She’d wake up to watch the livestream. “There’s more.”

“I’m listening.”

She searched the shadows. Nothing, and Ruckus was quiet. That was good enough for her to proceed with the briefing.

“Rocksy embedded a self-destruct device in the painting’s frame.”

“Does Dilettante know?”

“Doubtful. He loathes unpredictability.”

MacColl sighed. “Does this stunt put you at risk?”

“No. Heightened emotions could work to our advantage. Angry people get sloppy.”

“Agreed. We’ll wait and watch. Anything else?”

“Yes, but it’s personal.”

Her heart kicked into overdrive. She’d been in tight squeezes and dangerous situations with barely a blip in blood pressure, but the idea of uttering this next sentence made her knees wobble. It would trigger a chain of events that would end with revealing her true identity to John. They’d either achieve a beautiful new relationship phase or break up. She didn’t see an in-between.

“Canvas?”

“Brawn asked me to marry him.”

Seconds felt like hours as her butterflies morphed into hornets. She never rocked the boat at work, had always followed orders without hesitation. Even as a little girl, she’d hated being a problem because it made her the center of unwelcome attention.

But John was worth it.

Finally, MacColl humphed. “If you said yes, you need to bring him in for a polygraph.”

Her engagement ring gleamed in the park’s overhead LED lights. Relief flowed through her. In more fraught times, MacColl might’ve told her to break it off.

“Then I need to bring him in.”

“Tomorrow,” MacColl said. “If he passes the poly, the wedding needs to happen fast.”

Standard. Marriage brought legal protections that engagements did not.

“Roger that. One last thing, Boss. In addition to the self-destruct device, I found a thumbnail-sized flash drive.”

“Christ, Canvas. You should’ve started there.”

She ignored his irritation. “It’s encrypted. Given the duty of care from warehouse to auction house, the drive could’ve come from anywhere. I’m leaving it at our usual place.”

On cue, Ruckus squatted on a wedge of green grass next to the dog park’s paved trail. She ignored the bag dispenser attached to Ruckus’s leash. Instead, she ripped a hot pink bag from the roll in her pocket and stashed the drive, which she’d then shove into the bag she used to clean up after Ruckus. Then she’d dead drop everything in the park’s waste station.

“Don’t,” MacColl said. “Bring it tomorrow instead.”

Maybe this was a sign MacColl was finally starting to trust her capabilities. She pocketed the pink biodegradable plastic, then picked up after Ruckus with the normal green bag.

“Will do, sir.”

He ended the call.

Sigh. Just once, it would be nice for him to say nice work. She’d heard his whole your paycheck is your reward for a job well done speech, but a pat on the back—even better, a promotion—went a long way.

At least he’d been decent about the proposal.

The overachiever in her laughed into the dark.

He wanted fast? She’d show him fast.

At home, as predicted, John was sawing logs. He slept in the ready soldier position, flat on his back, arms straight by his sides, ready to spring into action. Ironic considering she was actually the one who took middle-of-the-night calls from parts unknown.

“John?” She nudged his shoulder. “Wake up. I need to ask you something. John?”

“What? Who?” He bolted upright like Nosferatu disturbed before sunset. Unless sunrise or Ruckus’s snuffling woke him, he greeted sudden consciousness with startled suspicion.

“Do you have any important meetings next week?” she asked.

“That’s why you woke me?” He slapped at his bedside lamp, then grabbed his water to clear his groggy throat. “Jesus, Jane. Next week? No, there’s nothing I can’t move.”

She straddled him. “Let’s elope. Tomorrow.”

John coughed on the water. “Why?”

“Because we can.” She was telling the truth…but not all of it. “To Copenhagen. The weather’s beautiful this time of year, the days are twenty hours long, and I have a boatload of points burning a hole in my pocket. Denmark’s like the Vegas of Europe. Same-day licenses, and we don’t need any special visas.”

“You want to…” He rubbed his beard. “Go? To another country? Tomorrow?”

The agency preferred quick nuptials, true, but she also wanted to seal this deal fast. Otherwise she’d torture herself with legitimate reasons they shouldn’t marry. Her subterfuge, his tense relationship with his parents, his unwillingness to travel.

But mostly her subterfuge.

“I promise we’ll do a performance wedding too. But work’s bananas, and I hate the idea of delaying because of logistics. I want to be married to you, John. Not in a year or two, but now. Your passport’s valid, right? So there’s no reason we couldn’t—”

He cupped her face with his big rough hands and ran his thumb along her cheek. “Let’s do it. Let’s elope to Copenhagen and figure out the rest later.”




Three

“There we go.” Thomas unplugged the flash drive from his laptop. “Every stitch of wedding research we did is on this.”

“Thanks.” John pocketed the thumbnail-sized device.

Early this morning, John texted his brother, Thomas, and his brother’s partner, Logan, to ask if they could dog-sit Ruckus while he and Jane celebrated their engagement with a spontaneous getaway. Once he arrived at their Capitol Hill townhouse, they demanded he stay for a cup of coffee.

“Any dates in mind?” Logan set Ruckus’s water dish on the kitchen floor. “It took forever to nail down a weekend that worked for your parents’ and Thomas’s work schedules.”

The hot mug irritated John’s sensitive blister.

“The thing is…” He never lied to avoid friction. Better to face unpleasantness head-on and deal with the fallout than to keep secrets. “We’re eloping.”

“You?” Coffee lurched from Thomas’s mug. “Why? Have you told Mom and Dad?”

“Not yet. I’ll call them when I’m back.” His parents had never done him the courtesy of announcing their big life decisions with lead time, so he didn’t see why he should. “Jane’s work schedule is unpredictable, so we’re going for it. We leave for Denmark today.”

Logan wiped up Thomas’s spilled coffee. “But you still want to do something stateside? So all your nearest and dearest can celebrate you the way you deserve?”

“Yes, but we haven’t talked about what we want.” John lifted a shoulder. “I’d be happy with a potluck picnic in the backyard. Does one of you want to officiate?”

“Oh, John, no,” Thomas said. “I won’t let you downplay the biggest event of your life. And I can’t officiate since I’m your best man.”

“I haven’t asked you yet.”

Thomas dropped his jaw. “How dare you? And whom else would you ask? If you say Patrick or Timothée, I’ll put you in a headlock until you recant.”

John laughed. “I haven’t talked to Timothée in almost twenty years. Pretty sure he’d turn me down.”

“Patrick, I’ve met.” Logan joined them at the table. “But who’s Timothée?”

“My high school best friend,” John said.

Thomas squeezed John’s shoulder. “My first act of best-mansmanship is to demand you and Jane have dinner with us the second you return from this capricious-but-classier-than-Vegas elopement so we can plan your wedding. No brother of mine is getting married in a barn.”

“I didn’t say barn. I said backyard.”

“Potato, potahto.” Thomas waved his hand. “Rest assured, we’ll help you find the perfect place to host a petite gathering of five hundred.”

“I’m friends with like twelve people. Same with Jane.” John had met a handful of her work friends, but her best friends lived abroad, and her parents died when she was in her early twenties. The rest of her family lived in Colorado. “We’d probably both prefer something more scaled down than your wedding. Which was great, but the National Cathedral and a splashy reception aren’t my style.”

Logan rested a hand on Thomas’s drumming fingers. “Something more intimate, then.”

Budget-conscious, more like.

Hanging exhibits wasn’t a lucrative career, but John was happy. He’d quit corporate graphic design after three soul-sucking years. Since he’d always been good with his hands, he switched to art handling in his mid-twenties and hadn’t looked back. His real talent lay in finding the perfect way to support and showcase an artist’s work.

“Talk to Jane,” Thomas suggested. “She might surprise you with what she wants.”

“I will.” He rose to empty his mug in the sink.

“I fully support this whirlwind romance, John.” Thomas flashed him a smile. “Jane’s good for you. You’ve been happier this past year than I ever remember.”

He folded his arms across his chest and grinned. “Because she makes everything better.”

“Aw, away with you.” Logan shooed John. “Back to your bride and your international wedding adventure. We’ll treat your pup to the best week of his life.”

“Thanks, guys.”

John drove his ancient Ford pickup across the city, then stopped for coffee and pastries. After unlocking the front door, he dropped his keys in the bowl on the console table. Jane’s weekender bag lay next to the shoe rack. She’d be home from Muay Thai in ten minutes, enough time for him to pack and call his parents.

The bedroom door swung open. Jane appeared in a navy pantsuit and heels.

“Christ.” He pressed a hand to his hammering heart. “I didn’t know you were home.”

“Sorry.” Jane laughed. “You startle so easily. Are you okay?”

He set the coffee tray on the table. “Fine. Just shaved a few days from my life.”

“They were probably shitty days anyway. Ooh, did you stop at Janti?”

“I did.” Just like most weekends. He wiggled her preferred combination of drip coffee, a shot of espresso, and four raw sugars from the tray. “Here. Are you headed into the office?”

He loved her go-getter ambition. In an industry that risked becoming boring and dusty, she shook up norms with the artists she championed and exhibits she curated. But he preferred more of a heads-up that their plans might change.

“We are headed to the office.” Her silver-and-sapphire ring winked in the sunlight. “I need to pick up a few things for our trip. We’ll head to Dulles from there.”

Relief thrummed through him. “Should I change?”

“Much as I love cargo shorts and movie T-shirts, maybe khakis and a button-down are better?” She sighed at her phone, which was buzzing like a hornet’s nest. “Fucking Rocksy.”

“What?” He unraveled the pastry bag and withdrew a croissant, handing it to her. “Did it set a record?”

“Big-time. It went for three times what I predicted.”

“Isn’t that good?” he asked. “You sound annoyed.”

She ripped the horn from the croissant. “After the winning bid from an anonymous buyer was announced, a mechanism in the frame tipped some kind of acidic solution over the surface. It destroyed the painting. Boy Playing Trombone is now a messy swirl of goo, and people are losing their minds.”

“The blank plywood’s probably worth more now. Infamy is expensive.”

She leaned her hip against the counter. “I bet you’re right. The art world is so weird.”

“Which is why you love your job.”

“I don’t love all of it.” She dusted her hands as a shadow passed over her face. “But I love enough of it to stick around for a while. Let’s load up the car. I already packed your bag.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Her decisiveness was such a turn-on. He glanced at the bedroom. “Unless you want to…”

As she kissed him, her ginger-and-lilies scent swirled around him. “Plenty of time for that in Denmark. I don’t want to miss our flight. Now go change.”

She nudged him toward the bedroom.

“Okay, okay.” He raised his hands. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

His life was amazing.



While Vivian waited for John to lock up the apartment, she drummed her fingers on her Chevy SS’s steering wheel. She was more of a supercar fan, but she purchased this model because it was (a) nondescript, and (b) had a beast of an engine.

Sort of like her.

John tossed his bag in the back. “Did you remember your EpiPens?”

Depends on what you mean by EpiPens. “Yes.”

“Great.” He buckled into the passenger seat. “I can’t wait to see where you work.”

“Don’t get too excited,” she said. “It’s bland.”

She eased into M Street’s busy traffic flow. DC driving was tricky since she preferred not running over inattentive tourists. As cars pumped through the crowded intersections, she checked her mirrors.

All clear. No tails.

She swerved and laid on the horn to stop a minivan from hitting her in Dupont Circle, aka the fifth circle of hell. She used her defensive driving training more in DC’s nightmare roundabouts than she did while navigating twisty Moroccan streets.

“Will your coworkers be there?” John asked. “It’s like I already know Brady, Kyle, Alaina and Torrey from your stories. Oh, and Beverly.”

“Not sure about most of them since it’s a Saturday.” Vivian chewed the inside of her cheek. He’d meet them soon…in a different context. “But Beverly definitely will be.”

Because Beverly was their polygrapher.

“What about your boss?” he asked.

John sucked in a breath as she whipped a hard left across three lanes of oncoming traffic. She’d survived a white-knuckle drive on Switzerland’s Furka Pass during a snowstorm, so maneuvers like that didn’t bother her, but John’s fear was reasonable.

“Sorry,” she said. “And yes, my boss will be there.”

A sudden move in the rearview mirror caught her attention.

Black Suburbans were a dime a dozen in DC. Diplomats, Feds, people who ordered Uber Black… Still, better to be cautious. Up ahead, the light turned yellow. She slowed to a stop, and the Suburban blew through the now-red light.

Phew, not a tail.

“Good,” John said. “I’d like to meet the person sending you around the world.”

The light turned green. After two blocks, she flicked her blinker and turned into her parking garage. It sat below a brutalist building in which the agency rented space. She reversed into a spot, then puffed her lips with an exhale.

This was it.

In minutes, John would learn she’d been lying to him for this whole year… But he’d get why, wouldn’t he? She side-eyed him. Or would it be too much?

“Everything okay?” John settled a grounding hand on her shoulder. “You seem nervous.”

“I’m great,” she squeaked at a dolphin-level pitch.

What the fuck? Vivian Flint faced steely crime bosses across interview tables. Joked with them, threatened them and usually got what she wanted. She should have been handling this better.

“If you’re having second thoughts, it’s okay.”

And this was why she’d fallen for him. His kindness, his lack of guile, handling her feelings like they were precious—an irresistible cocktail. On her bad days, when her worried heart got the better of her, she suspected he was too good for her.

“I’ve never been more
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