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  Chapter one
Tessa


I eat my cube of cheddar cheese off its toothpick, even though my black shirt hardly allows my arm to bend at the elbow because the dried paint there has hardened. But although the lime-green paint blob audibly cracked, no flecks dot the worn, wood floor of this gallery. My best friend, Miranda, in her typical, emotionally exuberant fashion, went a bit overboard with this costume. Last night’s idea to dress up as an artist to be the bait to catch a scammer conning artists seems a lot less brilliant now. 
Miranda and I huddle in the very back corner of this white-walled space, now converted into a hip art gallery on the Lower East Side. Bright-neon abstract paintings dot the walls, while metal sculptures command the floor space. The one closest to us looks like a robot made out of a car door, with metal tubes for legs and arms. His head is a paint bucket. It’s not bad, but it would be cooler if it were an actual robot—preferably one that did housecleaning and delivered trays full of cups of coffee, the rocket fuel that sustains me through my crazy, New York City lawyer workload.
“Tessa, why are you dressed as an artist who hasn’t washed her clothes in days?” William Matsumura, Miranda’s boyfriend, asks as he joins us. He laces his fingers through Miranda’s, pulling her closer to him.
“That scammer guy is supposed to be here—the one who ripped off Yvette, that emerging artist I just met,” Miranda says.
“I’m supposed to be a struggling artist. We’re hoping I will look like a good target and he’ll try to scam me,” I say. I'd suggested I be the bait last night when Miranda had been pacing about our living room, outraged about how this guy, Jurgen, had made all these false promises to Yvette and tricked her into paying him so much money.
Scammers who prey on vulnerable women are the worst. Or maybe the ones who prey on old people or children are the worst. But they’re all bad. Foiling them gives me great pleasure.
“Yvette said he’d picked her up at an opening here,” Miranda says. “If he tries to scam Tessa, then we can build a case against him.”
“Isn’t it unlikely this scammer is going to pick up Tessa?” William asks.
“It’s still a chance. Doesn’t she look like a passionate artist who is on the verge of being discovered?” Miranda asks.
“She looks like she’s given up hope and was unable to even dress up for this show,” William says, earning an elbow in his ribs from Miranda.
“I should look like I’m here to fill up on the free food.” I gesture with my fork to my paper plate, filled with cheese cubes and bread. 
On the west side of the room is a long bar manned by three bartenders, a crowd clustered around it. I haven’t even attempted to try to battle to get a drink.
“Do you see him?” I ask.
“No.” Miranda shakes her head. “Wait. Yes. There he is. He just walked in.”
At the entrance stands a tall guy in a green, velvet jacket with wavy, brown hair in a ponytail. He’s channeling a romantic poet aesthetic.
“He’s good-looking, objectively speaking,” I say.
“Undoubtedly helps his scam.” Miranda frowns. “Yvette said he has this whole ‘I wasn’t good enough to make it, but you’ve got what it takes. I can teach you’ spiel. He’s despicable. What kind of person would take advantage of all that hope and vulnerability and promise them connections and art shows—the whole inside scoop? She paid him thousands of dollars.”
“You have to know who to trust,” I say.
Miranda’s glance meets mine in silent acknowledgment of that truth.
“Ready, set, action,” Miranda says.
Miranda and William walk over to the metal sculpture near Scammer Guy. Like a besotted puppy, I eagerly tail after my supposed artist idol, Miranda.
“I’ve followed your career from the beginning.” I say my well-rehearsed lines as we maneuver in earshot of Scammer Guy. “You’re such an inspiration to me, especially because you didn’t succeed at first and kept trying.”
“Thank you so much,” Miranda says. “That means the world to me. It’s hard. I wasn’t sure I was going to make it either. You have to believe in yourself and know what you want.”
“Do you have any tips for an aspiring artist like me?” I ask.
Miranda gives her standard advice and a pat on my shoulder. And then she gently disentangles herself from me, saying she and William are going to get some food. Given my still-full plate, I can’t really follow them. I’m left standing alone by Mr. Alleged Scammer.
Perfect.
I let my shoulders droop and eat some more cheese. Like a tentative mouse.
But he doesn’t take the bait.
He walks away and joins another group of black-clad artistic types.
So frickin’ frustrating.
I wander around, studying the art. Bunches of people cluster here and there around the sculptures.
It would appear suspicious if I approached Scammer Guy dressed like this.
Miranda and William are so cute together. She’s laughing. William looks at her like he adores her and can’t believe he’s lucky enough to be with her. That’s relationship goals right there.
It’s crowded now. I eat the last of my cheese and crackers and throw away the plate in a silver garbage can by the refreshments table. Miranda and William are talking to a columnist who gave her last art show a glowing review. I check out the other people in the room.
A blond guy, tall, lean, and lanky, stands near this metal sculpture in the middle of the room, grinning and chatting with two other guys. He’s gorgeous. That tousled hair. Defined cheekbones. Strong jaw. Fit. A fitted, white, button-down shirt slightly open at the collar. He throws his head back, laughing at whatever his friend said. I feel a tug in my chest. And with a zest for life. He leans in to listen to his friend, who looks like he could star in a Korean drama. Also incredibly good-looking. But his friend keeps checking his phone and smiling, like he’s having a secret conversation with someone special—like a girlfriend.
My phone beeps.
Miranda: Scammer Guy left. We can hang out again.
Miranda joins me. “William is getting me some fruit.”
“I’m sorry it didn’t work,” I say.
Miranda whistles through her teeth. “It happens. It still gave us some intelligence. I thought for sure he would approach you, but he didn’t. We’ll have to try a different tactic at the next art opening.” She glances around. “There are a lot of good-looking guys here. Maybe we should focus on that instead. Are you sure there are no prospects here?”
“I can’t date now,” I say. “It will be the Wyatt scenario all over again, where I get dumped because I’m working all the time. I need to focus on work and earning the summer bonus.”
“We just have to find someone else who works all the time. Then he can’t complain about your hours.” Miranda scans the room. “Surely there must be someone here you find attractive. You can at least start up a conversation and decide if it’s worth pursuing.”
“That’s true.” I look again for the blond guy and find him almost immediately by the bar. We’re about ten feet away in the middle of the room by a sculpture of a metal spider; a car tire is the body, and the legs are made out of soup cans stuck together.
“That guy.” I tip my head toward him.
“I’ve been watching him,” Miranda says. “I thought he was your type. But he blew off two different women. I think he wants to hang out with his friends. Or maybe he has a girlfriend.”
I feel a pang. He probably has a girlfriend. Lucky woman. But if he doesn’t … 
We watch as another woman—this one wearing a stylish skirt suit with lawyer vibes—approaches him, smiling flirtatiously. A brief conversation ensues. He smiles but, gesturing to his friends, tips his head down as if saying no. She retreats, rebuffed. She pouts as she rejoins her friends.
“You never go for the easy one, do you?” Miranda asks.
“No,” I say. “Unfortunately.”
His dark-haired friend pats him on the back. He shakes his head, his hair falling forward over his forehead. I want to smooth it back. 
He also appears to be close to these friends, so that’s a good sign.
“But I do like a challenge,” I say. “It might be time for The Lady Eve approach. At least that way, he can take the initiative to pick me up if he wants, and he doesn’t have to reject me outright.” 
“What’s The Lady Eve approach?” William asks as he rejoins us, handing Miranda a plate of strawberries, grapes, and cantaloupe chunks.
“It’s a 1940s film,” I say. “All these women are unsuccessfully hitting on this millionaire at a restaurant. And Eve, played by Barbara Stanwyck, is giving her dad a play-by-play of their failed approaches. Both she and her father are con artists. Then when the millionaire leaves, she trips him and then berates him for breaking her shoe. She insists he accompany her to her cabin for a replacement. So, she successfully picks him up.”
“You’re going to trip that guy?” William asks.
“No.” I shake my head. “But he’s going to think he picked me up.” I roll my shoulders and stretch, playing it up. “But I need your help. All you have to do is cut in front of me at the bar and order a drink. But do it aggressively. And then leave.”
“It’s amazing that it works.” Miranda shakes her head in disbelief.
It doesn’t always work. The guy has to be a nice guy, somewhat observant, and not totally engrossed with his friends. And someone who cares about fairness.
It’s not risk-free.
“Can’t you just go up to him?” William asks.
“Normally, I would,” I say. “But as you said, I’m dressed like I haven’t washed my clothes in days. If I walked up to you looking like this, when you were single, would you chat with me?”
“No.” William frowns. “I mean, I might.”
Another woman in a suit walks right up to Hot Guy and does the hair flip. He chats with her for a moment and then turns back to his friends.
“He does appear to be rejecting all the women who approach him,” Miranda says.
“Let’s try it,” I say. “If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work.”
Here goes. I swish over to stand near Hot Guy. Our glances meet, and a definite awareness of each other shimmers across. He smiles. I look away. Even that brief glance … My pulse races.
But I ignore him. Luckily, there’s still a crowd two-people deep around the bar. I try to order a beer, but the bartender is busy and doesn’t see me. Granted, I’m only trying when the bartender isn’t looking.
I also don’t exactly look like someone who is going to tip.
William walks up and cuts right in front of me, grabbing the female bartender’s attention and ordering two drinks. I try to peer around William’s broad back to place my order, but it’s as if he’s blocking me out. The bartender shifts to the other side of the bar. William leaves with his beers.
The blond guy leans over to me and says, “That wasn’t fair. You were here first.”
And he’s a good guy—at least as far as this test shows. I shrug as if I don’t care. “It’s okay. I’ll get the bartender the next time around.”
“I’ll help,” he says.
The bartender returns, and I signal more vigorously this time. Hot Guy also raises his hand to help. She takes my order for a beer.
“Let me at least pay for it so you don’t think all guys are assholes,” he says.
He probably thinks I can’t afford it. 
“I’m not that judgmental. I’m not going to discredit an entire sex based on one bad apple.” I bite my lip. Is that absolutely true? Some bad apples can really leave a sour taste. “I like to give each person a chance to prove himself. But I do appreciate the offer.”
I face him, and my heart flutters as our glances meet. 
Why does he have to be so attractive? And why do I have to be wearing this paint-splattered shirt?
The bartender hands me my beer. I pay and leave a large tip in the cup.
Hot Guy smiles at me. “Well, I just wanted to help you out.” He turns around as if to return to his friends.
Not interested. At least I tried. And it’s not like I want to chase after someone who’s not interested. I turn to retreat to my friends.
His friend, a few feet away, is giving him a thumbs-up and has a huge, goofy grin on his face.
He sighs.
“Your friend seems incredibly happy that you’re chatting with a woman,” I say.
“He’s completely in love with his new girlfriend and wants everyone to experience the same bliss. Especially me.” Hot Guy smiles wryly and faces me.
“That’s a good friend,” I say.
“The best.” His eyes soften. “Are you here alone?”
“No. I’m here with my best friend and her boyfriend.” I have to raise my voice a bit to be heard above the din of the conversations. “She’s an artist and a lead singer for the band, The Tempest.” That was stupid. I wanted to impress him, since he’s now been compelled to stay with me to make his friend happy. But if he saw me with Miranda earlier, and now sees William with her, he’s going to wonder if we’re connected. I shift so I’m facing Miranda and William, forcing him to move so that his back is to them.
Hot Guy tilts his head. “That’s cool.”
“I am, unfortunately, not as cool and can’t sing.” This paint-covered getup also doesn’t look remotely cool.
He leans closer and whispers, “I can’t sing either.” My heart flutters as his breath grazes my ear.
“Let’s agree to never do karaoke with them.”
“You still seem pretty cool to me.” He smiles crookedly. He has a very small chip in an otherwise perfect set of teeth. He has such chiseled cheekbones. Our glances meet. Zing. A zippy feeling races through me. Wasn’t quite expecting that.
“I’m Tessa.” I put out my hand to shake his. His grip is warm and firm.
“Zeke.” He doesn’t let go of my hand. He looks surprised too.
We stand there, gazing at each other, acknowledging this attraction.
“I’m also here with friends. And work colleagues. We all work together.” He takes back his hand. “My friend went to college with the sculptor. It’s his first major show.”
“That’s cool,” I say. “It seems impossible to break out if you’re an aspiring artist, so this is huge.”
Mr. Scammer is next to me. He’s back.
“You must be an artist.” Hot Guy gestures to my clothes.
Oh no. Scammer Guy is just standing there. Not moving up to order. He’s listening in. But I don’t want to lie to Hot Guy. But this is also my chance to hook Scammer Guy.
“Yes,” I say. “But very much a struggling one.” I’ll explain to Hot Guy later.
“What kind of artist are you?”
“A painter.”
“Any upcoming shows where I can see your work?” he asks.
“No.” I let my shoulders drop. “I’m not at that level yet.”
Ugh. I need to be pathetic for Scammer Guy, but I hate being incompetent. I handle multibillion-dollar lawsuits for Fortune 500 companies—and win. I’ll never attract Hot Guy like this. And if I do, do I want him?






  
  Chapter two
Zeke


She’s not a lawyer. Phew. Dylan thinks I’m crazy with my “never date a lawyer” stance. Given that he was “no women, love doesn’t exist” after his last breakup, before he met his fiancée, he has no right to talk. “No lawyers” is targeted. Feasible. 
Not that her occupation wasn’t clear from her paint-bespeckled shirt. Odd choice for a night out. But preferable to pearls and suits.
She has mesmerizing, blue eyes and wavy, blonde hair. What am I doing?
I came here to hang out with Ben and Dylan—definitely not to pick up women. I’m on a break. But no harm in making a female friend and chatting about what it’s like to be an artist. Something that I at least have peripheral experience with.
“My dad is a writer,” I say. “There’s so much rejection. I wouldn’t be able to take it.”
“Art has so much rejection.” Tessa sighs. “Is he published? What does he write?”
“Yes. Mysteries.”
“That’s amazing. I love a good mystery, deciphering the clues to figure out who did it.”
“It is cool,” I say. “Especially when he’s in the middle of plotting, and Post-it notes are all over the wall of his office. It looks like a crime scene board.”
A few feet away, the sculptor waves his hands, explaining his metal sculpture, composed of tubes and car parts, as some critique of capitalism. Three finance guys are clearly not his target audience, although he did try to sell us one work.
“Can you usually guess the murderer when you read it?” she asks.
“No. You’d think I’d have some insight as his son, right?”
“Not necessarily. I mean, he has to deceive his faithful readers.”
“Deceive?”
“Leave them guessing. That’s a better way to phrase it.” Her brow furrows.
“But I do try to figure it out. I’m one of his beta readers, and that’s one thing he always wants to know: Who do I think did it?”
“You must be close if he allows you to beta-read his manuscripts. Did you ever want to be a writer?” She tucks her blonde hair behind her ear.
“Never.”
“That’s very definite.”
“Math and history were my favorite subjects. English, art …” I shake my head. “Torture.”
“I’m surprised you still want to talk to me, then.” She crosses her arms.
“I said the wrong thing, didn’t I?” I ask. My face warms.
She laughs. And I feel a burst of pride that I made her look so delighted. I like her smile. It’s open and playful. And that she’s casually dressed—that messy, painted top and a short miniskirt. Not that I’m checking her out. Or in the market. Even if I did just help her out. And even if there was that flare of attraction.
I’m not in any place to be dating anyone. I have to impress my boss, Charles. My fund was recently sued, and the litigation is taking up all my extra time. I can’t lose focus again by dating and getting my heart stomped on. Especially someone without any references. Not that common friends did me any good when I was dating Paisley. Except that they seemed as shocked by her betrayal as I was. 
But I also haven’t felt that electricity with anyone since Paisley.
It’s not like I want to be some monk. Ben is right that I should get back out there.
She shakes her head, still smiling. “Actually, I think you said the right thing. Brownie points for self-deprecating honesty. But I’d recommend against saying that to any other artists you meet.”
“Point taken. I’ll stick to saying I’ve wanted to work for a company ever since I was a kid and used to have to hang out after school with my mom at her office. She’s an accountant. My mom framed a photo of me organizing my desk at home like her office desk.”
“Aww. That’s definitely a better story. I want to see that picture,” she says. “You don’t have a copy on your phone?”
“Definitely not. But I’m sure my mom will be happy to show you.”
She sips her drink, peering at me over the rim, and then tilts her head. “Are we already discussing meeting mothers?”
I laugh. “For a swap of embarrassing childhood photos? I’m in.”
She leans back and narrows her eyes. “It’s the stories that accompany the photos that I’m more worried about.”
I step a bit closer. “Now that’s a tease if I ever heard one. Any you want to share?”
“Not at our first meeting.” She lifts her chin primly.
“We’ll have to schedule a second, then. Can I have your number?”
“Smooth,” she says.
“Too smooth?” Even I think it was too smooth. Or desperate-sounding. I’m rusty.
“Maybe,” she says. “But I’ll give you my number.”
I unlock my phone and hand it to her.
She types in her number. “Still, I’m not promising that I’ll share any embarrassing childhood stories.”
“Holding out ’til the third date?”
“At least.” She raises her eyebrows.
“Maybe we’ll even have to have a fourth date. It can take a while to build up that level of trust. But I promise not to share them with anyone.” A drunk guy careens toward her, and I pull her out of harm’s way. Closer to me. She looks up, surprised. She’s inches away. I swallow. “That guy seemed a bit out of control.” Her hair has an apple-y, clean scent.
“Thanks.” She looks around, and then the corner of her mouth tilts up. She doesn’t step back.
That’s fine with me. I’m all for sharing the same air space.
She tilts toward me like we’re magnets drawn closer.
“Fourth date. Things are getting serious.” She winks. “What do you usually do on a date?”
“Good question,” I say and look away to think of a coherent response. I glance at her again. “I haven’t dated in a while. I guess it depends on what you like to do.”
“Good answer.” Her jaunty grin makes me smile in return.
I step back. I’ve forgotten that I’m in a no-speeding zone. And a no-parking zone. I’m not out here to meet anyone.
“But I should probably get going,” she says. “I need some more substantive food.”
“I saw a burger place next door. Can I treat you to dinner? I don’t think it’s fancy, but it was crowded.” I finish my beer. I did come here straight after work, and I am hungry. It will just be some more talking. Talking while eating is totally safe.
She looks around the room, clearly hesitating.
I wait. I’m surprised by how much I want her to say yes.
She turns back to me. “Sure. But I can’t stay out late. I have to work tomorrow, so I need to be fresh. Let me tell my friends.”
I exhale, as if I’ve been holding my breath. “Okay. I’ll get a table.”
“I’ll meet you there.”
As I walk toward the door, this guy in a green, velvet jacket waylays me. He has Artist written all over him. But not in the positive sense—like I’m trying to make sense of the world, or create something that inspires emotion, or make the world a better place, like the vibe that Tessa was giving off. No. More in the pretentious, stuck-up, I’m superior because I don’t traffic in the means of commerce sense. I’ve met types like these before when my dad has book talks, only they’re aspiring to write the next great American novel. They’re even more horrified when they find out I’m his son and I work in finance.
“What did you think of the show?” the guy asks.
Maybe he’s one of the artists.
“I don’t know much about art, but I was impressed,” I say.
His eyebrows raise. “You’re not an art collector or connoisseur?”
“No.” Connoisseur looks like the type of word he’d use.
“What do you do?” he asks.
“I’m in finance.”
“If you’re interested in any of the artwork, I can facilitate an introduction and negotiate a good price,” he says. “I’m Jurgen.”
I was wrong. He’s still pretentious, but definitely all about trafficking in the commerce of art.
“No, thanks. If you’ll excuse me, I’m on my way out.” I brush past him.

      [image: ]I hand Tessa a menu as she takes a seat at the small, round table across from me in the outdoor section. We’re the only couple out here. Most people chose to sit inside, but the night air is warm, and I like sitting outside. This up-and-coming neighborhood is good for people-watching. A light, wooden trough with fake, green plants shields us from passersby on the sidewalk.
Ben looked happy when I told him we were going next door for dinner. And the thing is, I feel good about this. I want to be here with her. She has this certain assurance. She’d have to … to wear that shirt to an art opening.
We order hamburgers, two glasses of beer, and a plate of fries to share. The waiter comes back with our two beers immediately.
“Proost,” Tessa says. We clink glasses.
“You know Dutch?” I ask.
“My roommate is half Dutch, so that’s how we toast. You know Dutch?”
“I’m of Dutch descent,” I say.
“I’m a mutt. I’m a mix of Polish, German, Irish, and English.”
“I’ve always been partial to mutts. I adopted my dog from the ASPCA. She’s a sweetheart.” I sip my beer.
She wrinkles up her face. “I don’t think people usually describe me as a sweetheart.”
“No?” I raise an eyebrow. “How do people usually describe you?”
She looks away. “Loyal, a good friend, tenacious, hard-working, competitive. A bit too willing to take risks. Not risk-averse enough. How would your friends describe you?”
“Similar. But maybe too risk-averse. Now.” Since Paisley cheated on me.
“Now?”
I shrug and look away. “I’m trying to transfer to a different department at work. I don’t want to take any risks that might mess that up.”
She raises her glass. “Yes. That’s exactly the definition of risk-averse. Whereas I sometimes take risks that I probably shouldn't.”
“Why? For the thrill?” Is she another Paisley? Unable to commit because of a fear of missing out on other choices?
She frowns.
Yeah. My tone was probably a bit bitter, derisive.
“No," she says. "The reward. I’m betting on myself. In my own calculus, I still think that the risk is worth the reward.”
“Have you ever been wrong about the risk?”
She smiles cheekily. “Not recently.”
Our waiter serves us our burgers and a plateful of fries. She takes a bite of her burger. The burgers are good with slightly toasted whole wheat rolls. She hums as she eats the fries. I almost feel bad taking any.
“That’s impressive.” I raise my beer to her. I think back to what she said earlier. “But loyal, a good friend … Why not a sweetheart? Because you’re competitive and take risks?”
“Sometimes those risks skirt the line of what could be considered the sweet thing to do. You should definitely not consider me a sweetheart.”
“Are you warning me?”
“I am.”
“Isn’t that kind of a sweet thing to do?”
She laughs and shakes her head, framing her face in her hands. “You’re the sweetheart here. Because I’m warning you, and you still want to believe I’m sweet.”
“I’m fine with being a sweetheart. I have no problem with that characterization. The question is … why do you?” I lean forward, closer to her, across the table.
She rests her head on crossed hands, her elbows on the table. “Because I’m a woman and don’t want to look like an easy mark?”
The slight breeze blows her hair around her face.
“Because being labeled a sweetheart sounds like a weakness?” I ask.
“Yes.”
I stop to consider this. She waits, watching me. It feels like it’s just the two of us in the night. “That’s true. You can be taken advantage of”—I take a deep breath—“because you’re not on guard.” I never suspected a thing with Paisley. “But don’t you think it takes a certain strength too? To not let others’ betrayals change you. I don’t want to go through life suspecting people of bad intentions. Although that’s a lot easier said than done.”
We both concentrate on eating for a few minutes, finishing our burgers.
“That’s true. I also want to state, for the record, that my intentions toward you are good.” She says this with an intense seriousness but then waves a fry at me.
“Do you have intentions toward me?”
“I wouldn’t be sitting here if I didn’t.”
Direct. I salute her with my beer and then finish it. “Do you want to take a walk to Pier 35? Have you been? It’s great at night with the view of the bridges and the city lights.”
“No, I’ve never been there. Is it safe at night?” She sips the last of her beer.
“Yes, it’s well lit.”
“Okay. Let me run to the bathroom, and then I’ll meet you out here.”
“Okay,” I say. 
She gets up and disappears inside.
I text Dylan and Ben that I’m leaving with her. I’ve barely hit Send before Ben is there.
“Did she leave?” Ben asks. “It looked like it was going well.” Dylan tries to shush him.
“We’re going for a walk along the pier. She went to the bathroom.”
“Dude still has moves.” Dylan punches me in the shoulder. Ben rolls his eyes.
“It’s not moves.” I shake my head. “The pier has a great view.”
“Sure, it does,” Dylan says. “I’ll talk to you later this week. And don’t forget, if it all goes well, you can always bring her as a date to my wedding.”
I shake my head. “I just met her.”
“C’mon,” Ben says to Dylan. “Let’s leave the guy alone. This is a good first step. Good way to get back out there. And she looks like a lot more fun than Paisley.”
Once you break up with your girlfriend, that’s when all your close friends finally tell you that they never liked her. Never thought she was good enough for you. Worked too much and had no sense of humor.
It’s understandable. But not reassuring. Because, before that, they’d said she’s great. Although Ben had asked, “Do you know what you're getting into?” I guess Ben was trying to hint at something with that comment. Apparently, Paisley and I had been in two different schools of thought about relationships and fidelity.
They near the corner, even though Ben can’t resist turning around and giving me a thumbs-up.
Tessa comes back out and smiles. “Shall we go? You don’t need to check back in with your friends?” She waves at the art gallery as we pass it. “Did you come with a lot of friends?”
“I did, but they just stopped by our table on their way home while you were in the bathroom.”
We wander past the lit bars and closed stores of the Lower East Side, across Delancey Street. People mill about on the streets, chatting and joking on their way to check out the next bar. Colorful graffiti decorates the closed, metal, roll-up storefronts.
“Where did you grow up?” I ask.
“Manhattan.”
“Same. But I spent summers in Holland,” I say. We’re in a wide-open space, tall apartment buildings on the periphery.
“That’s so cool. Where did you go to high school?” she asks.
I was about to ask her that same question. High school is so defining in New York that anytime one born-and-bred New Yorker meets another, that question invariably is asked.
“Bronx Science,” I say. “Where did you go?”
“Stuyvesant.”
“Ah, so we’re rivals.” And she’s also the product of gifted public high school.
“Not exactly. Stuy is so clearly superior that …” She shrugs and then pats me on the back. “But Bronx Science is good too.”
I snort. “I always found that Stuy students were good at trash-talking but couldn’t measure up to their words.”
“Those are fighting words, my friend.” She side-eyes me. “We’ll see.”
“Hold on for a sec. I need to figure out where we are.” I’ve lost my bearings talking to her. Signs in Chinese dot the stores. We’re near Chinatown, so we’re going in the right direction.
We pass the East Broadway subway station and stroll down Rutgers Street. A metal fence cordons off a community garden. Small buildings with fire escapes line this street, but as we reach the end, the view opens up to reveal the brick public housing towers. A breeze carries the smell of salt air; we’re close to the East River. As we walk down this open boulevard, a bunch of senior citizens sit on metal, folding chairs outside their red-bricked building, a CD player playing a Chinese ballad.
We wait at the red light to cross the street and then go under the metal overpass of FDR Drive. And then we’re right next to the river, the waves lapping softly against the pier.
The Manhattan Bridge towers over the scenery.
A train passes over the Manhattan Bridge, and the rumbling roars through the air. It’s much louder than I remember.
“It always shocks me how close you can get to the river,” she says after it passes. “And you’re right. This is a great view of the Manhattan Bridge and the Brooklyn Bridge.”
We walk out on the pier, down the pathway, past the greenery and trees and flowers, toward the giant swings. One is empty, while couples occupy the three other ones.
“Should we swing?”
She nods. We sit next to each other on the metal slats. It’s oddly intimate, even though four people could probably fit on each. In the swing next to us, a couple cuddles. I don’t feel like I can do that yet. Not after the good guy remark and her trusting me enough to come with me to this pier at night. She pushes off with her feet, and we rock up and down. 
“It gives a great view of the bridge and Brooklyn,” she says.
“Does it make you want to paint it?” I ask.
She glances at me sharply, and then she frowns. “It should, shouldn’t it?” She turns to face me. “Look, I’m not—”
My phone rings. I glance down at my screen. “Sorry, it’s the company's lawyer. I have to take this. Unfortunately.” I pick it up and say hello to Brooke.
“I’m sorry to bother you this late,” Brooke says.
“I hate lawyers,” I say. I stand up from the swing, trot down the few steps, and move off to the side where my conversation can’t be heard. I lean against the railing next to the river. If Brooke is calling at this hour, it has to be confidential.
“We’re not all bad,” she says.
“You’re the best of the bunch,” I say. “I’m only kidding that you need to work all the time on my case and not date Ben. He just left the bar. I thought he was heading home to you.” I turn around to look at Tessa. She’s pushing off with one foot, frowning.
“Ben says hello. But seriously, Arthur is holding a meeting tomorrow at eight a.m. for pitching potential investments to the various portfolio managers. I just received an email invite and you were not included, even though you should be. Winthrop is.”
“Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll be there.”
Arthur strikes again. Time to call it a night. I walk back over. The light illuminates her face and blonde hair. Her forehead is creased as if she’s deep in thought.
She stands. “I should get going. I have to work on my portfolio tomorrow. It was nice meeting you.” She puts out her hand to shake.
Like we’ve met at a business function.
We walk back toward the highway. She’s walking fast—not that ambling pace as we strolled over here. We cross over FDR Drive to South Street.
“I hope we can see each other again soon,” I say. 
What am I doing? Usually, I’m the one hit on. I’m not the smooth operator hitting on random women. And I’m already discussing a fourth date. I run my hand through my hair. What am I thinking? Am I ready to have a new girlfriend?
A taxi is idling there, its small sign on the roof lit, indicating it’s free.
She tilts her head. “I hope so.” And with that, she waves goodbye and jumps into the cab.
Without even an invitation to share. She did warn me she wasn’t sweet.
I look at what she wrote in my phone. No last name. Did she even give me her real number?
And why did my stomach suddenly drop at the thought that she didn’t?






  
  Chapter three
Tessa


Instead of reliving meeting Zeke last night, I should get back to work reading the “private” emails of our clients. My officemate Lakshmi is clicking away at her computer at her desk next to me.                      
Recruiting ads for lawyers may explain that, in every litigation, the emails of the plaintiff and the employees of the defendant are gathered and reviewed by teams of young lawyers like me to determine whether either side said anything relevant to the lawsuit, with the hope that the other side wrote something that will hurt their case. But what those ads should really highlight is that this is a chance to read the inner thoughts of two guys discussing who they want to date. Figuring out their love lives, which is what I’m now doing, is definitely not included in the position description. People reveal surprisingly personal secrets in corporate emails. It’s a cautionary reminder not to mix business with personal.
“Didn’t you bet Stuffed Shirt that our team would finish the document review first, before his team did?” Lakshmi asks.
“Yes.” I turn back to my monitor, which displays the text of the email I’m supposed to be reading. But where’s the fun if I let a little competition stress me out? No risk, no reward.
Outside, above the New York City skyline, the blue sky is fading into dusk. Across the way, the lit windows frame other individuals, all similarly staring at screens. Lakshmi glances at me and raises an eyebrow. My distraction must be obvious. 
Lakshmi’s desk is closer to the door, whereas mine is next to the window because I’m a year senior. We both have L-shaped, white desks, with our computers on a tabletop against the east wall.
I stare at the screen, but instead, I see Zeke’s tousled, blond hair that made me want to mess it up even more. That zippy feeling. He was sweet. And the way he’d listened, his head tilted, seeming to want to know me.
Could this be the start of something? It’s been so long.
But why does he hate lawyers? He was so adamant.
That was bizarre.
I’d been about to tell him I was a lawyer. I’d forgotten I’d said I’m an artist until he asked me if I wanted to paint the Manhattan Bridge.
No. Not at all.
And I’d also completely forgotten that Miranda and I saw him talking to Jurgen, aka Scammer Guy.
I hope he was able to find a cab. I was so flustered that I left him there. And it’s not easy to find a taxi in that neighborhood. And when I arrived home, Miranda was horrified. “Struggling artists take the subway.”
But why was he talking to Scammer Guy? Zeke said he was there with a bunch of friends. Is Jurgen one of his friends? I should have asked him more about his friends, but I was so caught up in the moment. It’s good I didn’t reveal I was a lawyer. He lulled me into a false sense of security. Unbelievable.
I check my list of Capital Management employees whom Brooke Smith, the in-house counsel and my company contact, provided:
Zeger van der Zee—fund manager.
Arthur Ross—boss of Zeger van der Zee.
Ben Kim—another employee at Capital Management—not involved in this fund.
I turn back to the document review to determine if the employees at this fund I’m defending wrote anything related to the fund or its risk. I open up the next email.
To: Zeger van der Zee
From: Ben Kim
Date: April 12

Is Brooke in Toronto with you?

      [image: ]To: Ben Kim
From: Zeger van der Zee
Date: April 12

No. But she is working on the North American Fund litigation. If you really want to spend time with her, persuade some plaintiff’s lawyer to file some bogus fraud suit alleging your fund misrepresented its risk. I spent all day with her yesterday discussing documents, including whether I store any off the main server. Quality time, my friend. She mentioned she was meeting our outside counsel today.

      [image: ]To: Zeger van der Zee
From: Ben Kim
Date: April 12

I want to date her—not discuss work.
Twenty-five more emails to read, and then I’m done with this batch. I open up the next one.
“This guy, Ben, really likes Brooke,” I say. “He wrote Zeger asking if she was traveling because he hadn’t seen her around. And Brooke clearly likes him back. She invites him for coffee every day.” I mark these emails as irrelevant to the litigation.
“Are they allowed to date?” Lakshmi asks. “Wouldn’t that be problematic if she had to defend his fund?”
“Maybe. Optically, it wouldn’t look good. But it would depend on Capital Management’s company fraternization policy. The client is the fund, not Ben.”
I mark this next batch as irrelevant as well. “I hope they’re already together by now. These emails are from last month. Ben is so open about his feelings for her, so he must have told her.” I click on another email. “Here it is. He wrote Zeger that he’s going to ask her out for dinner. What? Wow. Zeger’s response is unbelievable.”
“Let me see.” Lakshmi scoots her chair over to my desk and leans over to see my screen. I tilt it toward her to read the reply email.
To: Ben Kim
From: Zeger van der Zee
Date: April 12
Re: Don’t

Don’t date a lawyer. Too competitive. And they work all the time. Date an artist. Someone who’s creative. Someone who is emotionally open. Not someone who is arguing over commas. And twisting the truth to fit their own reality. I would never date a lawyer again. Learn from my mistake. Brooke seems great, and I highly respect her as a lawyer, but don’t date her.
“What the heck? What a jerk!” Lakshmi says.
“Like lawyers can’t be creative,” I say.
“We do work all the time, though.”
“So do artists,” I say. “Anyway, Ben put Zeger in his place. Lucky Brooke.” I show Ben’s reply email to Lakshmi.
To: Zeger van der Zee
From: Ben Kim
Re: April 12

Brooke IS great. And I want to date Brooke for herself. Her career doesn’t define her. And I work all the time too.
Exactly. My career doesn’t define me. I find it weird when friends introduce me as a lawyer because I’m so much more than that.
Lakshmi sighs. “And here I thought that finance guys weren’t romantic.”
“He’s probably the exception. I wish I’d done some sort of litmus test on Wyatt before he dumped me for working too much.” To the right of my computer monitor hangs a framed picture of two kids hugging their grandparents and a handwritten letter thanking me for helping with their adoption. That was my pro bono case I was doing after hours instead of going on dates with Wyatt. I don’t regret it. What I regret is that he dumped me.
Not that I’m bitter. We dated for eight months and broke up about eighteen months ago. On November 1. The date of the New York City Ballet Gala, which I was unable to attend as his date because I got staffed on a hostile takeover case.
He said our relationship clearly wasn’t working for him anymore.
Because relationships should be working for you.
What kills me is that there were red flags. I liked him, so I let my emotions cloud my rational judgment. So much for lawyers not being “emotionally open,” Mr. van der Zee. But maybe he has a point. I know how to protect my heart. But that’s not from being a lawyer.
“You should look at it as being a lawyer saved you from Wyatt,” Lakshmi says. “Now you can find someone who appreciates you for who you are.”
“A competitive, workaholic lawyer?” I ask.
“It looks like there’s a market for them. Ask Brooke if Ben has any friends.”
“Other than Zeger van der Zee.”
“Other than him.”
“That’s this bunch of emails. How’s your batch going?”
“Almost finished,” Lakshmi says.
“Anyway, I met someone last night.”
“You’ve been glowing all day. I was beginning to wonder. Did you hook up?”
“We exchanged numbers. But then he said he hated lawyers, so I got flustered and left. But before that, there was definitely chemistry.” I open up the folder of documents marked by my team as relevant to study them.
“That’s fabulous.” Lakshmi clicks on her mouse.
“Dangerous.”
“Much better than Wyatt, then. If I recall correctly, you weren’t sure you were attracted to him initially.”
“Your memory is correct as always, counselor,” I say. “I should search up this guy Zeger and see what he looks like.”
“You should focus on beating Stuffed Shirt first,” Lakshmi says.
I salute her and call the document review room to check how my team is doing. Almost done. I hang up as Stuffed Shirt—today’s sartorial selection is a blue, pinstripe suit with a crisply ironed, white shirt—knocks on the door and then sticks his head into our office.
“My team is almost done reviewing their half of the document production.” Tom aka Stuffed Shirt steps farther into our office and leans against the wall, one hand on his waist, surveying us. “I hope you’re not slowing us down.”
“It won’t be my team slowing us down,” I say. The smirk on his face makes me want to pour a bucket of cold water over his head.
“Did you hear that I won the City banking case?” he asks. “See if you can top that, Jackowski.”
“I heard.” My tone is purposefully flat. “Congratulations.”
He waits for a moment, as if expecting more.
My assistant appears at the door. “Ken from FLAFL is on the line. He has a new case he thought you might want.” 
FLAFL is the acronym for the Free Legal Advocacy For Liberty, an organization that provides legal services to low-income New Yorkers. White & Gilman has an agreement with FLAFL that it will screen and refer individual cases for White & Gilman associates, like me, to serve as co-counsel with a FLAFL attorney. Usually, our pro bono coordinator posts the cases on our internal website, but Ken and I have worked together for several years now, so he calls me directly with any cases of possible interest to me after clearing it with the firm’s pro bono coordinator. 
If all goes well—and I get the summer bonus—I plan to quit my job as a corporate lawyer in six months to work for FLAFL.
“I have to take this,” I say.
“Still doing all that pro bono?” Stuffed Shirt asks. “That’s not going to increase your billables.”
“It’s not all about billable hours.” Did he become a lawyer solely for the money? Not that I don’t like the pay … and the security it provides.
“It is for the extra summer bonus.” And on that grim reminder, he leaves.
And he’s right. I’m going to have to turn Ken down and focus on my billable cases for the bonus. Every summer, our law firm rewards one top-tier associate in each class with an extra bonus. And hours worked for paying clients is one of the main determinants. I pick up the phone.
“This is a compelling housing case for you,” Ken says. “She’s fighting for the succession rights to her grandmother’s rent-controlled Harlem apartment. Her grandmother raised her, and she’s lived in the apartment the whole time—until she left to serve in the military. But her grandmother died while she was away, and some man is claiming he’s the successor as a ‘common law spouse’ of her grandmother.”
I bite my nail.
No.
I can’t say no. Not to this type of case. My best friend’s tear-stained face saying she and her mom were going to lose their apartment. That’s why I became a lawyer.
“I’m in,” I say. “I’ll email you with times when I can meet her.”
As I hang up, Lakshmi says, “I thought you were not going to take any more pro bono cases so you can get the bonus and pay off your law school debt.”
“I couldn’t turn this down.”
“You could have. Especially since the sooner you pay off your law school debt and quit to work for FLAFL—”
“Shh.” Lakshmi knows my plan to quit to work for FLAFL, but she’s the only one at the firm. I enjoy corporate law more than expected, but if I work for FLAFL, I can literally change lives. Like how FLAFL saved my best friend, Tara, and her mom from eviction when we were in high school. But I’m still torn because giving up my current salary is hard. This case can be one last chance to make sure that I truly want to quit White & Gilman. Maybe representing pro bono clients as part of my caseload here is enough.
“The sooner all your cases will be those types of cases,” Lakshmi continues. “But if you don’t get the bonus …”
“I’m going to get the bonus.”
“All I’m saying is at this point in time, your focus should be on increasing your hours working on billable cases—not pro bono.”
I nod, acknowledging her point, and refresh my email. And there it is. My team of associates emailed that the document review is complete on their end.
I grab my legal pad and run in as dignified a manner as I can down the hallway to the partner’s office at the corner, the carpeting muffling my heels, stopping to walk each time I pass a partner’s open office door. So not so dignified. I probably look more like a squirrel scampering, pausing to stick its head up to check for danger. Only a new assistant looks up from her cubicle outside the lawyers’ offices. The others are used to my mad dashes.
No Tom.
I knock on the partner’s door, and Paul, a distinguished-looking, gray-haired man in his fifties, waves me in. Bird prints line the wall. There’s a heron. That’s about what I can identify. None of the typical New York City species line the walls. Illustrations of pigeons, cardinals, crows, seagulls, sparrows, and bluebirds wouldn’t quite convey the same gravitas, I presume.
“We finished,” I say.
“Great job. So, now, we’re waiting for Tom’s team to finish.” He straightens a stack of papers on his desk. “And thank you for working late these past few nights preparing that client memo of our best legal arguments. I appreciate that you went the extra mile to ensure that it was done. Jack was also extolling your work in your recent M&A case with him at the partner lunch yesterday. I hope you get to enjoy your weekend.”
Jack is the best. I adopted him as my mentor, even though he’s a corporate partner and I’m a litigator, after we’d met at a firm cocktail party in my first year, and he was hilarious.
I sit in the armchair in front of Paul’s massive, cherry wood desk. “Did you see my email? Plaintiff admitted the fund was risky but worth it. He wrote “No Risk, No Return” in an email and a Facebook post. That should help us win this case.”
“I shared it with Brooke,” Paul says.
“But Mr. van der Zee also wrote an email worrying that one of the investments was too risky, given that they had so many retirees investing in the fund,” I say. “Plaintiffs are going to love that email.”
“That’s for the plaintiffs to find. They argue their case. We argue ours. But make sure to prepare a rebuttal.”
“Will do.” I stand. “The investment was within the parameters of the fund’s investment criteria, so legally, he’s fine.”
Tom knocks on the door.
“Shouldn’t you be reviewing your documents?” he asks, that self-satisfied smirk back on his face.
I stare at him. “We finished.”
He waves his phone and smiles. Then he shakes his head and sighs. “The paralegal just emailed that she forgot to send over a batch of emails—in your range.”
I narrow my eyes. Do I suspect he had something to do with this being “forgotten”?
Yes. Yes, I do.
I hadn’t trusted Tom from the get-go when we met as first-year associates at the law firm, but I hadn’t been cautious enough. We’d worked together that fall on a case. Tom had told me that he didn’t need help one weekend—he had the matter well in hand. I was in the middle of an all-hands-on-deck M&A litigation, so that worked for me. But then Tom complained to the partner about my not helping him. That partner then gave me a critical review that I wasn’t a team player.
“Congratulations on getting the job done, Tom,” Paul says.
“I’ll get right on it.” I walk toward the door. As I brush by Tom, he leans in and whispers, “You’re slipping, Jackowski. Too much pro bono.”
I keep my face blank. It annoys him when he doesn’t get a reaction out of me. He tilts his head to peer more closely at me.
“Have a great weekend,” I say. And he frowns.
Ha.
But then he smiles and says, “Cheers! I won our bet.”
I wince. That means my team is reviewing the documents arriving on Monday.
“Hurry,” Paul says. “Time is of the essence, and now we’re behind.”
“Yes, I will.” The door closes behind me as I leave.
I murmur hello to the executive assistants sitting in cubicles lining the hallway outside the closed doors of the lawyers. The grunt of printers printing, a telephone ringing, and a hushed tone asking, “How can I help you?” form the background noise to my thoughts.
I hate losing. Especially in front of a partner.
I slip back into our empty office. Lakshmi must be at her team meeting. Tom is back to his dirty tricks again. Twenty emails still to go.
I click on the folder to pull up the first email. It’s another bunch of Zeger emails.
To: Zeger van der Zee
From: Ben Kim
Date: April 14

Do you think Arthur is purposefully setting you up to fail?
Hmm. So all is not smooth sailing in the Zeger van der Zee world.
To: Ben Kim
From: Zeger van der Zee

I’m not ready to go that far yet. I’d say that Arthur will not be unhappy if I do. And FWIW, I also don’t recommend dating an office colleague.
No office colleague romance either. Has Mr. van der Zee ever thought that maybe he’s too straitlaced to date an artist?
And this one is to his boss. It’s a follow-up to his previous email, worrying that the Mexico investment was too risky for their investors. Kudos to him for raising that, even if his boss definitely did not appreciate his concern.
To: Arthur Ross
From: Zeger van der Zee

I’ve looked further into the Mexico investment. The upside is good, and I think we can mitigate the risk.
Good job at backtracking, Zeger.
I finish this batch of emails and notify Paul. I click on the documents Ken sent over about the housing case and review them. 
And now I can finally check out what this Mr. van der Zee looks like. Probably looks like a clone of Stuffed Shirt. A starched shirt that can probably stand up by itself. Good-looking if
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