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Chapter 1 
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“Can I make it?” Ivy Gibbons wondered aloud as she glanced at the time on her laptop monitor. The video conference her boss, Tom, had strongly suggested she attend was due to start in half an hour, but she had a sudden urge for a donut. A quick trip to Dunk’s shouldn’t take more than fifteen or twenty minutes. She’d get back to her desk, plug in her headset, and no one need ever know she had just played hooky while wearing fleece pajama bottoms. She had logged onto the virtual private network as soon as she’d turned on her laptop as she did every day, so she’d be ready with minutes to spare. “Yes. Yes, I can make it.”

Ivy worked remotely as a website moderator for Blink, a social networking site. When people asked her if she found it lonely working at home, she would ask how they could stand to work surrounded by people all day. She had never been comfortable socializing with groups of people and suspected it was because she wasn’t any good at small talk. 

It was times like this, freezing cold days in early January with two feet of snow on the ground, that she enjoyed the freedom to go get a donut or a bagel, or whatever the heck she felt like getting at whatever the heck time she felt like getting it. She put in her eight and a half hours a day, but they weren’t always consecutive. 

Glancing in the mirror, she was reminded she hadn’t put on makeup, forgetting the video appearance. “Makeup after the donut,” she told her reflection. And it would be the works. She felt her thirty-five-year-old face needed more than just lipstick, and she stuck her tongue out at the mirror to show her maturity hadn’t quite reached the age of the rest of her.

Ivy lived in Belford, a town of barely three thousand residents located in the Berkshires in western Massachusetts, and she was used to frigidly cold, snowy winters. Or as used to them as a person could get. Donuts helped.

Pulling on her red puffer jacket and white knitted hat, she eyed her boots, lined up by the kitchen door of her small one-bedroom house, and considered which pair to wear. Her walk and driveway were shoveled and mostly clear, although there were still icy patches. The snowbanks beside her driveway were five feet tall, and even higher along the main roads, but if she were careful, her feet wouldn’t come in contact with snow, so in theory she could even wear sneakers. But with the wind chill at twelve degrees, warm boots made more sense. “You’re wasting time,” she reminded herself, then stuck her feet into duck boots. She took her license, debit card, and keys, pulled on her gloves, and headed out the door, vaguely hearing the donut calling her name. It definitely sounded like a jelly donut.

“And remind me why I haven’t had a remote starter put in you?” she asked her Subaru Impreza as she slowly backed down the sloped driveway. She knew the car’s interior wouldn’t warm up during the five-minute ride to Dunk’s, or while she sat in the drive-thru line, or even on the ride home, but she reminded herself she was a hearty New Englander and could take the cold.

At the end of the driveway, she cursed. The snowbanks were ridiculously high, and she couldn’t see anything shorter than a tractor trailer coming, which wouldn’t be on Main Street anyway since they were prohibited downtown. She would just have to back out slowly and hope she’d hear a car horn to warn her of oncoming traffic.

She made it out onto Main Street without a collision and slowly accelerated. The plows hadn’t done a spectacular job after the last storm, and the roads were narrower than normal. Sidewalks? Forget the sidewalks. They were buried under five feet of snow. Maybe they’d be rediscovered by the end of April. Despite it all, Ivy loved living in Belford. As long as she was allowed to keep to herself and do her job. 

She glanced at the oncoming traffic, moving no faster than her lane was. As she crept along, her mind moving faster than her car, her wayward thoughts tried to roam where they were no longer permitted, to the recent past and particularly the handsome Pryce and their disastrous relationship. She decided to think about her grandmother instead, and what she would have thought about Pryce. If Ivy had ever introduced them, Nana would have probably known in an instant he was all wrong for her. She sighed and decided she would write Nana an email that night. Meanwhile, she had a time sensitive mission to accomplish.

“Think about donuts,” she told herself, pulling slowly into the Dunk’s parking lot, dodging other cars and the inconvenient snowbanks. She eased to a stop at the end of the line, white streams of exhaust escaping from tail pipes all around her, and thought about her donut-to-be. 

She eased the Impreza out onto Main Street with her bag of donut but no coffee, having decided she’d make her own pot at home. Or maybe hot chocolate would be better. She reached in the bag and pulled out the gritty sugar-coated donut, heavy with the filling she anticipated biting into. She heard a faint pop and looked down, seeing a warning light on her gauge. Maybe the tire pressure was low due to the cold, which had happened before. Ivy really, really hoped it was that, and not a flat. She swore when she felt the car suddenly lurch to the right. “A flipping flat tire?” she demanded of her car. “Your timing is rotten, Subie.”

She guessed she was still half a mile from home and would have to call for a tow or rescue of some sort. Then she remembered she had left her phone at home, on its charger. 

“This day is getting better by the minute,” she told her steering wheel. She couldn’t drive on a flat. It would ruin her rim and maybe other vital parts. But she could slowly pull it into a side street and out of the way of the traffic before she single-handedly gridlocked Main Street. Once she had it safely parked she’d have to walk home and call her mechanic, Al, to come see if the tire could be fixed. With her luck, she’d probably need to buy a new one. Or two. She’d heard tires couldn’t seem to function without an identical tire riding next to them. 

She parked on Spruce Street as close to the snowbank as she could and opened her door. The wind immediately reminded her that, one, it absolutely felt like twelve degrees, two, she was wearing pajama pants, and three, she should have just told herself she didn’t need a donut before the meeting. The meeting that would be starting in less than ten minutes. 

“Oh, crap,” she muttered, slamming her door. She looked at Main Street, where the traffic backup was easing, and decided she’d most likely be either honked at, nearly hit, or definitely hit if she tried walking by the side of the narrowed road. Which left her with the snowbanks. She eyed the one she’d need to climb to start her journey home and stuck the jelly donut in her mouth where it would remain until she reached the peak and could take a comforting bite.

The snowbank was easier to climb than she had expected, making Ivy wonder if her day was taking a turn for the better. Then she took a step and her boot sunk about a foot into the snow. She calculated the half-mile walk home with these conditions would probably take a day and a half. “A flipping flat tire, and no flipping phone,” she muttered before taking a bite of donut, which she was now holding with her gloved hand. In addition to having a sticky glove, she would probably be eating wool fibers.

She decided to stop looking at the cars that were driving slowly past in the vain hope that she wouldn’t be recognized. Maybe she’d buy a new jacket that wasn’t such a distinctive and memorable red. Anyone who looked at her would know she was wearing pajamas. Between the wardrobe and her butt-protruding snowbank scaling and her face, which probably was coated with sugar and jelly, she could only imagine what people were thinking of her. She ignored the glob of jelly that had just fallen onto her jacket and kept trudging. She was sure her legs were minutes away from frostbite and she was afraid she was growing icicles under her watering eyes.

Ivy could see home, maybe six houses ahead, and put on a burst of speed in the hopes she would be less late for the meeting. She could imagine what Tom was thinking or saying to the others, because she was no doubt the only meeting delinquent. Her next step sunk her leg all the way to her knee, and she almost fell forward. “Thank you for the reality check, fate. For a second, I was afraid the rest of my day was going to go well.” She stuck the half-eaten donut back in her mouth and bent down to retrieve her leg with both hands, but it was really and truly stuck. Maybe she’d need Al’s tow truck to pull her out, too. 

––––––––
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JAMESON ADAMS HAD BEEN putting in twelve-hour days for the past week in his position as Social Media Manager with Chatterbox, a networking and media online service, and he needed to get away from the office for a while. He called it “the office” even though it was only a desk in his bedroom. 

Not only did he need to gas up the car, he needed to breathe in some of that frigid air to get his blood pumping. Some work days he thought his head was going to twist off from the amount of head shaking he did as he reviewed the more preposterous posts. Other days he could laugh about them. People could be pretty funny, but only if he weren’t face to face with them. Then he had to put up with the rest of their nonsense. He’d been burnt one too many times and now restricted his contact with the human race to a select few. His days were filled with people, or at least people’s electronic rantings, and sometimes that was almost more than he could tolerate. 

He drove in the slowly moving traffic down Main Street in Belford, where he had decided to move a year ago after hearing from his friend, Aaron, about what a great place it was to live. It wasn’t so small that everyone knew everyone else’s business, but the pace of life seemed slower here, and Jameson was happy he had made the move to the proverbial cabin in the woods. He had ten acres of land and all the privacy he wanted. His property backed up to state forest, and his nearest neighbors were acres away through the pine trees. 

Glancing around at the high snowbanks, he noticed a flash of red on top of one and saw that someone stood there, bent over double. As he got closer, he saw the colorful pants and red jacket, but whoever it was faced away from the street so he couldn’t see if it were a kid or adult. Although at this hour of the morning he knew kids would be at school. But – pajamas? Out in this weather in pajamas? He took a closer look. He knew people brought out trash barrels or got the paper from their driveways wearing them, but this was a new one. Small town, USA.

One moment he was staring at the queen of the mountain, or at least he guessed it was a female with those clothes, and the next he saw her cartwheel into the street in front of his Jaguar. He stomped on the brake pedal, swearing, and the car screeched to a stop. Heart pounding, he jammed the gear shift into park and opened the door to jump out. As he hurried around to the front of the car, he saw the woman slowly getting to her feet, her back toward him.

“Are you all right?” He watched as she slowly turned to face him.

Ivy’s first thought, after acknowledging to herself that she was alive and well, was that the man’s words were delivered in a baritone so smoothly sexy they slid through her ears and pooled in her belly. Then she saw his face and was hit with the terrible realization that this man could be the ruination of her. 

“Do I look all right?” Not only had she fallen off the snowbank because of her stupid leg getting buried in the stupid snow, but she had lost her donut, probably under the tires of the stupid red sports car that had nearly brought an end to her already rotten day.

“Your face is bleeding.” Jameson felt his stomach constrict. 

“That’s jelly.” Ivy thought about thanking him for not crushing her with his snazzy car, but she had to get home. Twenty minutes ago.

He was relieved he hadn’t hurt the woman. Relieved but angry. “What were you thinking, playing in traffic like that? You could have been hit. You’re lucky I stopped in time.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said slowly, looking him up and down. “I’d say we were both lucky. I’m alive and you aren’t charged with woman slaughter.”

“Woman slaughter?” Another example of why he needed to work at home, because of people like this. Did he want to get into it with this woman who played in the snow in her pajamas and had jelly smeared all over her face? No, he did not. He’d had enough of being outside for the day, and decided it would be more enjoyable to turn around and go home to spend another twelve hours on his laptop. Which was the plan until his curiosity got the better of him. “Explain yourself.” 

Ivy hadn’t had to “explain” herself for years. Maybe decades. She saw the cars moving slowly past the red car, which she noticed was a Jaguar F-Type, a supercar if ever there was one, and didn’t think this was the time or place to have a chat with a man who was angry with her because he had almost run her over. She swiped at her face with her glove, wondering if she now looked better or worse.

“I don’t think so.” She spun on the heel of her duck boot and walked away. Let Mr. Explain Yourself deal with the drivers inconvenienced by the impromptu gab fest. Some of them had started blowing their horns. Good. Maybe there would be a big argument and she would have time to reach home and get inside before it was all settled and he drove by her house. 

Jameson watched the woman break into a run, staying close to the snowbank, then he glanced at the cars slowly passing, the occupants staring at him as if he were some kind of winter attraction. He shook his head, then glanced at the grill on the front of his car, which had recently almost had a woman mounted on it. Instead of a woman, there was a donut. He turned around to look after the woman, but there were no pedestrians, pajama clad or otherwise, on Main Street. 
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AS IVY JOGGED HOME, she couldn’t get the image of the man’s face out of her head. She’d thought when she first saw it, as sickened as he’d looked, that his was a perfectly symmetrical face. She had almost backed away from him, but she hadn’t quite gotten the use of all her muscles back. Perfectly symmetrical faces belonging to men were to be avoided, as she had learned not once, but twice, the last time from Pryce. Perfectly symmetrical, handsome faces belonging to men with treacherous hearts, that was. Since it took too long to determine if there was a treacherous heart beating beneath the handsome, perfectly symmetrical faces, all symmetrical male faces were to be avoided. 

But as she had watched Jaguar man’s face today, she realized his face wasn’t perfectly symmetrical after all. Handsome? Absolutely. His left eyebrow and the left side of his mouth were just the tiniest bit higher than the right sides. It made him even more handsome and somehow more perfect because he was imperfect. It must come in handy when he spoke to people and irritated the crap out of them, she decided, keying open her front door.

She stopped in front of the mirror, saw the jelly smeared across her right cheek, and sighed. She cleaned it off in the kitchen and walked to her desk, still wearing her hat, coat, and boots, then logged onto the video conference.

“Nice of you to join us, Ivy,” her boss said, eying her hat and coat.

“There was an accident out on Main Street, and I had to see if I could help,” Ivy said, stretching the truth like a rubber band. She saw Tom squinting and putting his face close to the monitor.

“Is that – blood on your coat?” he asked, his expression one of horror.

“Tom, if it’s all the same with you, I don’t want to talk about it.” She tried to look and sound traumatized. “I don’t even want to think about it.” She shook her head as she unzipped the jacket and slid it off to lay on the floor. Jelly side up. She slowly removed her hat as well and put her headset in place. “Please excuse me for being late. What did I miss?”

Once the meeting had concluded and Ivy had called Al to rescue her Subie, she took her jacket and gloves to the kitchen to try to remove the jelly, or at least the worst of it. Wiping them carefully, she realized she’d need to run them through the washer and dryer, which would work fine for the jacket but not so fine for the gloves. She’d just have to risk it. She had more gloves, although these were her favorites, so she hoped they survived their ordeal.

Having gotten caught up in her work, she forgot to pull the wool gloves from the dryer after only a few minutes as she had planned, and when she ran down the basement stairs after the dryer buzzed she saw her newly cleaned gloves were now the perfect size for a small child. First, she lost her donut and now her gloves. “And let’s not forget the flat tire, since that was what started it all,” she reminded herself. She hadn’t been run over by the Jaguar, so that was something. But the attitude of that guy had been unwarranted and she was going to do something about it.

She returned to her desk and logged onto Chatterbox, her second favorite social media site, and specifically Belford Blasts, which was a forum for residents who needed to air grievances. Ivy, who used IV as her username for social media sites, thought of it as a giant gripe session, but enjoyed reading the rants of others in town, who’d been known to complain about anything from the number of acorns in the streets to the price of lettuce at the grocery store. It was small town fun, but occasionally people got more personal. She thought about how personal she was going to get today, and started typing. 

“Beware the Jaguar F-Type, the color cherry red. If you should step before it, you’ll likely end up dead. The driver is a hottie, that I can’t deny, but if he dares to ask me, ‘No date for you,’, I’ll cry.” She grinned at her silly rhyme knowing she wouldn’t post it. It had served its purpose in dissolving her irritation. Instead she’d write something about the car, and the traffic jam, and the snowbanks. Maybe ask if anyone else got a flat tire on Main Street. 

She slid her fingers and clicked the curser, then swore at the monitor. The delete and post buttons were so close to each other, and she had to have hit the post button by mistake, because there it was, her silly poem, as good as carved in stone for all of Belford to see. 

She hadn’t shared her username with anyone in town and they wouldn’t know it was her post, so maybe she could relax. What she couldn’t do was delete it, as she had learned a year ago when she had joined the newly created group and had had second thoughts after posting in haste about the proposed traffic light. That hadn’t turned out badly, and this latest post wouldn’t either. She logged out of Chatterbox and back into Blink, where she belonged. Blink paid the bills, after all.

Night had fallen by the time Al brought Ivy’s car to her, the tire now repaired with a plug.

“You’re lucky you didn’t need a new tire,” Al said, standing on her front porch and handing her the car keys. “It was a nail. Probably there for a while.”

“What do I owe you, Al?” she asked, her arms wrapped around her waist as she felt the wind blowing into her living room. Al hadn’t wanted to come inside, saying he didn’t want to get her floors dirty. Once he gave her the total, she pulled cash from her wallet, a really small sum of cash. “You’re the best. Thanks so much.” She looked into her driveway and saw a truck parked there, lights on and motor running. Al, Junior, she knew, who would give his father a ride home. She didn’t imagine there were many mechanics with pickup and delivery service, and decided she needed to do something for Al soon. Maybe get him donuts. She knew he loved donuts.

“Night,” he said, then turned and walked down the porch steps.

“Good night,” she called, and closed the door, shivering. Deciding another hour of work should do her for the day, she returned to her desk, pulling a fleece blanket across her lap, and got back to work.

Before putting her laptop to sleep for the night, she logged back onto Belford Blasts. She read about what a terrible job the town had done plowing the streets, how the price of gas had increased, and that a street light on the corner of Main and Elm Streets had burned out. Not anything she’d want to listen to in person, but entertaining enough to read. Then she spotted her own rant and saw others had added to it, one person wanting to know who the hottie was, and if he was single.

It had been a strange day all around, and she opened her email account and typed a detailed email about it to Nana, pausing frequently to gather her thoughts. Once it was finished, she read it through slowly, took a long, slow breath, and deleted it.
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Chapter 2
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Jameson’s phone rang and he considered ignoring it since he was working and he had already wasted too much time today, but he saw it was Aaron. 

“Yes, Aaron.” 

“You stepped on some toes today. Female toes, apparently,” his friend said.

Jameson’s mind was on the post he had been reviewing. “What are you talking about?” Female? He had worked all day. Ah. Not quite all day. It came back in an instant. Once he had been able to move past the “what ifs” after nearly running over that woman, he thought about her; the line of her jaw, the full lips, the green eyes, the flushed cheeks. 

“Does this sound familiar?” Aaron asked, then read the post aloud. 

“What?” 

Aaron grinned. “There aren’t a lot of red Jaguar F-Types in Belford, are there?”

“Not that I’ve noticed.”

“Let me read it again and see if it helps you remember.” Aaron slowly reread the rhyme. “What’s the story?”

If you should step before it, you’ll likely end up dead. She’s a wit. “Where is that?”

“Belford Blasts. The irony, my friend.”

Jameson didn’t answer, just opened his pet project. Aaron was the only one in town who knew Jameson had started the group. He found the post.

“Do you see it?” his friend asked.

“Yes.”

“What’s the back story? Have you found and lost a girlfriend since I saw you last weekend?”

Jameson again replayed the morning’s incident. Red coat, pajamas, snowbank, street, donut. And one angry woman, jelly on her face and on her coat, disappearing when he turned his back.

“No comment? Whoever she is, she thinks you’re a hottie. Does any of this ring a bell? Don’t hold out on me, bud.”

“She fell off a snowbank and I came close to running her over.”

“Just another trip into town?”

Jameson thought about her face. She hadn’t looked frightened when she turned to face him. He’d been terrified he had hit her, or hurt her, or killed her. But she’d only glared up at him, standing inches shorter than him and looking ready for a fight. If his heart hadn’t been pounding so hard, he might have found her attitude entertaining. 

“Still no comment? The poor, delusional thing. Did you get her number?” Aaron asked, since Jameson remained uncharacteristically silent.

“Get her number, Aaron? I almost ran her over. She wasn’t about to...” And he wouldn’t have wanted her to. People were too much trouble. He had enough friends, and didn’t want to be encumbered by anyone, especially one who had the potential to become more than a friend. “I have to get back to work.”

“It’s Friday night. How about going for a beer?”

“Not tonight. How about tomorrow?”

“That works. I’ll meet you at Ziggy’s at 6:00. It’s burger night.”

“Sure,” Jameson said, disconnecting. He reread the post and wondered if her use of “hottie” was only poetic license. He looked at her username, IV. Could mean anything. He would think of her as Four. He clicked on her username to see what else she’d posted.

––––––––
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“A conference, Tom?” Ivy asked on Monday morning. Her boss had called at eight on the dot, and she was thankfully at her desk, cup of hot chocolate beside her laptop. She had put on jeans and a fleece top, superstitiously feeling her change of clothes would bring her a much better day than she had on Friday. “You know conferences are a waste of valuable time.” Mine, particularly.

“It’s your turn. I’ll email the details.”

“Can’t wait,” she said, hoping she sounded more enthusiastic than irritated. 

“They’ll feed you,” he added. “And not just donuts.”

Was that a dig? Had she missed some of the jelly on her face on Friday? After disconnecting, she saw Tom was true to his word and she clicked on the email and read about the dreaded conference, which was to be held on Thursday at a Fairfield Inn in Wells, about an hour from Belford. “Nine to five,” she muttered. “Perfect. Driving home through the mountains in the dark.” She read the names of the sessions and shook her head, imagining herself surrounded by people all day long. Maybe they would be as delighted as she to be attending and they wouldn’t want to talk to her either.  

She resumed her reviewing on Blink, and got more comfortable in her chair. Why did Tom have to mention donuts?

––––––––
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THURSDAY MORNING IVY checked the weather. Another day in the twenties, with night temps in the teens. She wouldn’t be home until six if she stayed until the end of the conference. Tom would expect her to have handouts and a summary of what was covered. This wasn’t a frolicking day out of work by any means. Blink was paying for her to go, and she needed to show her boss some results.

She pulled a red wool dress from her closet and added a black jacket in case the function rooms were cold. Black knee-high suede boots would keep her legs warm. Dressed and ready to go at eight, she slipped on her black wool coat and gloves, gathered her messenger bag and phone, and headed out into the cold, sunny morning. After programming the GPS, she loaded her Beth Hart CD and settled in for the long ride.

––––––––
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JAMESON WONDERED HOW much of a waste of time the conference would be, then shook his head. He knew his time was better served working at home, but he’d been asked to attend by Rachel, someone he considered a friend at Chatterbox, although they never socialized. She’d helped him out occasionally without being asked, and he appreciated her attitude and the fact she rarely asked for anything in return. 

As he waited in the drive-thru line at Dunk’s, he decided coffee would be enough today. There seemed to be ample food at conferences, and he could get something later if he needed it. While he was placing his order, he glanced at the menu board and saw donuts, then remembered Four and the jelly on her face. And the donut on his grill. He was annoyed that he was repeatedly reminded of her. Possibly more annoyed than he was about having to attend the conference in Wells.

––––––––
[image: ]


IVY GLANCED AROUND at the quiet hotel lobby, liking the décor and the fire burning in the oversized fireplace. While checking in at the conference and picking up her name tag, she saw the woman at the registration table glance at her watch in a most unsubtle way. Ivy knew she was late, but the GPS had sent her into some neighborhood instead of directly to the hotel, and she lost time finding her way out. 

“Where is the ‘Social Marketing and You’ session?” Ivy asked with a forced smile, slipping off her coat, telling herself to focus on how she would feel when she could escape the conference and not about what she had to do next. She hoped she wouldn’t have to sit in the front row because she was late. The dreaded front row. 

“In the Winter Room to your right,” the woman said with a forced smile of her own.

Her respect for the woman rose slightly because of the insincere smile. And the glance at her watch. Maybe she was nonsocial herself. But if she was, she’d better find a different job, Ivy thought, locating the Winter Room and opening the door.

She saw the backs of the other attendees as they sat at long tables, laptops open before them, then saw the speaker at the front of the room pointing to a projection on the screen. She looked around for an empty seat, of which there seemed to be none. Had the nonsocial woman sent her here knowing the session was full? 

Then she saw one in the back row, an almost-corner seat. She walked quickly in the slightly darkened room, trying to look less noticeable, thankful no one seemed to be looking at her. Every person in the room appeared to be intrigued or at least interested in the speaker, which boded well. 

But, no. Not every person. There was one man looking at her, the man seated beside the empty seat.

Jameson had looked toward the door when it opened, spilling light into the room. There was always someone who didn’t have the courtesy to arrive on time. He eyed the woman’s black boots, red dress, and the coat carried over her arm. Then his gaze reached her face. The strong jaw, the full lips, and the cheeks, but they weren’t flushed from the bitter wind today. He swore silently, but he wasn’t sure if it was with annoyance.

Ivy didn’t bother asking if the seat was taken, but eased it out, draping her coat carefully over the chair back, feeling the gaze of the F-Type on her. How lucky could she get? Not only for getting to waste a whole day at a conference, but finding a chair right next to him. She wondered where he worked and what he did that would be bringing him to the conference, then asked herself why she cared. She sat and opened her messenger bag, pulling out her laptop and placing the bag under the table between her feet. She had clipped her name tag to her jacket lapel in the lobby, and reached up to pull it off and slip it into her pocket.

Jameson wished he had gotten a look at her name tag before she stashed it away, although calling her Four worked for him. He considered starting a conversation with her when their first break came, specifically about what she had posted on Belford Blasts, then he had a better idea. He saw her open her laptop and he grinned, logging onto Chatterbox and opening BB. He angled his laptop slightly so she would be able to see his screen, should she look his way. Which she was being careful not to do. He was amused, and he hadn’t been amused in a long time.

Ivy opened her laptop, then stared at the speaker. He wasn’t a symmetrical, or even handsome, which she was grateful for. Instead of gazing at him in hypnotized fascination, she could watch him and focus on what he said since she did have to take notes and absorb something at this session. Unfortunately, beside her was a handsome nonsymmetrical, wearing a suit that looked much too nice to wear to a conference. She hadn’t noticed what he’d been wearing on Friday, since she had been hyper-focused on his face, once she grasped that she hadn’t been killed. 

She flicked another glance to her right and saw what was on his monitor. It took everything she had not to look into his eyes. Whatever color they were, because she hadn’t noticed on Friday. She looked at her monitor, turned her laptop slightly toward her so he wouldn’t be able to see it, and logged onto Chatterbox. Then she opened Belford Blasts.

Still playing in traffic? had been posted by Instigator less than a minute ago.

Instigator? How flipping appropriate. Ivy felt her heartbeat quicken. But if she typed a response, he would know her username, then he might see what she wrote on Friday. Her instantly regretted poem. She tried counting to ten but only made it to five. She couldn’t help herself and turned her head to glare at him, seeing his eyes in living color. Hazel. Figures. Why would he waste his time having a common eye color? She looked away and heard him typing, then looked back at her screen.

Nothing to say, Four? 

She squinted. What’s this Four business? Curiosity was a terrible thing, she decided, as she typed. 

Four what? Four score and seven days ago when you almost ran over a pedestrian? Four leaf clover? Which you must have had with you on Friday or I wouldn’t be sitting here, and neither would you. She clicked post and sat back in her chair, waiting for a response.

IV=Four. But nice attempt at subterfuge.

He thinks my username is Four? She shook her head. Let him. It was better than him knowing her name.

You figured it out. Kudos to you, she typed.

Jameson was enjoying this. Is this where I ask you out in my cherry red F-Type? Since I’m a hottie?

Ivy read and reread his post, feeling her irritation spike. Swears were edited out of Chatterbox posts, or so she presumed since she’d never seen any, but maybe she could disguise one somehow, adding characters in between the letters so he’d get her meaning loud and clear. She heard him typing.

Are you blushing, Four? she read. 

That is RAGE, she typed, then looked around the room again, hoping she had missed seeing another empty seat when she first came in. But, no. There was nowhere to go. All she could do was ignore him. Instigator. He hadn’t looked like an instigator on Friday when he faced her in front of his grill. He had looked scared out of his mind, so she knew he had a heart. He was just apparently selective about when he used it.

It looks good on you, he typed. Better than jelly.

At the reminder, she shook her head and typed, You owe me a donut.

You owe me a car wash, he typed, then backspaced over it. I’ll send you a dozen. Just tell me where you live.

Are you out of your mind? 

Don’t post it in Belford Blasts – slip it to me under the table, he typed, grinning.

Ivy logged out of Belford Blasts and Chatterbox and opened a Word doc to start taking notes. She had heard nothing of what the speaker had said, and hoped he would do a summation. She glanced at the time and saw there was an hour left of the session. She assured herself she would get something out of the sixty minutes. Despite having to sit next to the class clown.

Jameson knew instantly when Four stopped playing, but he saw that others had been posting in their thread. Their sparring seemed to have attracted followers, which pleased him. Not only had he enjoyed it, but it would be good for business, an unexpected bonus. He’d have to provoke Four again.

As the speaker concluded “Social Marketing and You”, Ivy delayed packing her laptop in the messenger bag, wanting Instigator to leave first. She wasn’t sure which seminar he would attend next, but she would make sure she attended a different one. She was considering either “Successful Social Marketing and You”, or “Determining Your Priorities”. She heard him stand and pick up his laptop, but she didn’t look at him. 

Jameson wondered if he should speak to Four, but decided against it. The world would be a better place with more epistolary relationships, he thought, walking behind her chair where she sat unmoving. He wondered which session she would do next.

Ivy felt Instigator walk behind her, and wondered if she preferred that name to F-Type. Then she wondered why she was wasting her time thinking about him at all, and stood, gathering her things. 

In the lobby she looked around at the throng but didn’t see him. She walked down the hallway, glancing into each of the function rooms. She hadn’t considered “Successful Digital Marketing Campaigns”, but didn’t see Instigator in the room, either standing or already seated, and she made a quick decision and entered the room. She headed for the coveted back corner seat, still looking around, still not seeing him. She sat, sighing quietly as she again draped her coat and opened her laptop. Since she had a few minutes before the session started, she logged onto Chatterbox and Belford Blasts, and saw the posts that had been added to the rant she and Instigator had posted. Rereading the thread from the start, she felt her face flush. She sounded like a twelve-year-old. But then, so did Instigator. The comments others had added made it clear they found the conversation entertaining, and they clamored for more.

“Welcome to ‘Successful Digital Marketing Campaigns’,” she heard a moment later, and looked up at the male speaker. Crap. A symmetrical. And handsome. She would keep her eyes on her monitor for the next hour and a half.

Four, why aren’t you determining your priorities with me? she read, sneaking a glance at Belford Blasts that she instantly regretted.

So that’s how it’s going to be, is it? She shook her head.

She typed, Social Marketing Success is the better session. 

You aren’t there, Four. I checked. So where are you? Jameson posted. More subterfuge. Unless she had been hiding under a table when he looked for her.

Pay attention to your speaker, Ivy posted.

Losing interest. She isn’t wearing a red coat and snowman pajamas, he typed, and watched for Four’s response. The lights dimmed and the projection lit up the white board at the front of the room. He wondered where Four was, and decided to take a quick look around. He’d sat at the rear near the door, and he slipped out, leaving his laptop on the table.

The lobby was quiet. No Four hiding out on a couch near the fire. There were only a few choices of sessions, but the function room doors didn’t have windows, so he’d have to open the doors, hope they were at the rear of the room, and take a look. He asked himself why he was bothering since she made it clear she didn’t want any more word play. Probably hadn’t wanted any in the first place, but she had joined in for a while, and he’d had fun with her. He opened a door and saw tables holding platters of food. Slam dunk. 

Holding the small plate, he opened another session door, glancing at the faces that were watching him. No Four. Only one more option. He eased the door closed. Taking a short walk down the hall, he opened the next door, and saw another projection on another whiteboard. Then he saw her from the back, sitting in the rear corner. He closed the door carefully behind him, keeping his eyes on her. There was a guy sitting beside her, leaning toward her, and he wondered if she was talking with him. He stepped over to her other side and squatted down in the aisle. 

“Four,” he said softly, and saw her whip her head to the side and see him.

Ivy wondered why she was even surprised to see Instigator beside her, holding out a plate with a jelly donut. She took the plate from him, and he stood.

“Get me a bagel, will you?” Jameson heard the man beside Four ask and he walked away without responding. He returned to his laptop, logged on, and checked Belford Blasts.

Ivy glanced at the man beside her and wanted to shake her head. People like him are why I have to work at home. She looked at the donut and grinned.

Thank you for the donut, she typed.

You’re welcome, Four, he posted. Don’t share it with the bozo beside you.

Aren’t you getting his bagel? 

He can get his own @&$% bagel.

She took a bite of the donut and almost sighed with pleasure. Then she told herself to get back to her note-taking, sticky fingers or not.

When the speaker wrapped up the session, he told the group where lunch was to be served, and Ivy put away her laptop and picked up her coat. She was one of the first to leave and walked down the hall to check out the lunch room. 

Buffet style, she saw, with round tables set up for the diners. She decided to fill a plate and seek out an empty session room where she could get some work done instead of talking to people. She’d had enough chatter already, and still had two more sessions to get through before five. She got a wrap and some salad, a bottle of water, and headed back into the hall. She didn’t see Instigator, and pulled open the door of the first session room she came to. The Spring Room, announced the sign. Blessedly unoccupied. Sitting where she wouldn’t be seen from the door, she opened her laptop and logged onto Blink. 

Jameson took his car to get a sandwich at a sub shop he passed that morning and
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