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Chapter One 
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			J acket on the back of the chair. Check.

			Desk light on. Check.

			Now, Ms. Willems, your mission, should you choose to accept it: Get out of the office on the sly. Audrey snorted silently at her own badly-played movie line. She stuffed the Save the Children t-shirt she’d gotten from a Central Park Zoo benefit in her Tory Burch brown leather satchel, added as many legal pads as could fit, and plumped the bag to look like it held at least four case files. She casually leaned the bag against the side of her desk, in view of her open office door.

			The excited chatter of the exiting assistants filled the hallway. She typed up the Popflicks engagement letter and then entered Popflicks as a new client into the law firm database. Yes. Her pulse quickened.

			The office was now quiet. She put an uncapped red pen in the middle of a legal pad on her desk. It looked like she’d be right back. The scene called for something more. If on​ly she had a permanently steaming cup of tea. She poured a bottle of water into a glass.

			She should depart​ boldly, but leaving early was frowned upon by the partnership powers-that-be. They might even think she needed another assignment. She definitely did not. She had just landed Popflicks. She had stayed until 11 p.m. every night this week. Okay, so I’m not always very good at saying no. But now was not the time to say no to a partner—not when she’d been working so hard for seven years, her life on hold. Now that she was in the homestretch, she could practically see “Audrey Willems, Partner,” embossed on her law firm’s business card.

			She’d promised Eve that she wouldn’t stand her up—again—tonight. Best friends were supposed to be reliable. Especially when she’d promised said best friend and neighbor to be the guinea pig for her new catering business.

			The towering stacks of papers on her desk made her hesitate. But … Promises to Eve. Promises to herself, her career. Promises to the senior partner. She could taste-test for Eve and then review the files … The mental image of her laughing with Eve morphed into her pale face lit by a fluorescent lamp reading a legal opinion. Her shoulders slumped.

			She peeked out her doorway. No one was in the hallway. It was clear. With the Mission Impossible theme song running through her head, she snuck down the carpeted hallway and darted into the rarely used interior stairwell. Better odds to escape unseen than to chance the elevator. She jogged down several flights of stairs. So far, so good.

			She was a few steps from the twenty-fifth-floor landing when the hard snick-crack of the crash bars sounded below on her left. The metal door swung open and the wiry figure of Lawrence Malaburn appeared. He leaned against the emergency exit door as it softly clicked shut behind him. Audrey stopped short, gripping the cold railing with one hand.

			“Audrey. I didn’t realize you took the stairs.” Malaburn raised his face, and his thin lips pursed slightly.

			Malaburn. Her least favorite partner. Eight months of working for him had made her seriously consider ending her law career. Demanding and critical, he’d brought her to tears more than once—in the office, but not in front of him. It was every working woman’s motto to never let them see you cry.

			Note to self: Do not take the stairs.

			Second note to self: Never let them see you sweat.

			“It’s my exercise for the week,” Audrey said wryly. Maybe even for the month.

			He waved for her to precede him down the cement stairway. Audrey stepped forward, her skin crawling. He was just about breathing on her neck. How about leaving the space of one step behind someone on the stairs? The jerk didn’t even practice common courtesy. No way was she going to make small talk with him for twenty-five more floors. She quickened her pace.

			He matched her steps.

			“Yes, well, this is fortuitous. I was just thinking of you for an assignment. It follows up on that research you did a few years ago, so it shouldn’t take too long. Could you fit it in?” Malaburn said, his nasal voice bringing back memories of his late-night calls with constant changes.

			When hell freezes over. Or when I don’t already have a full caseload. Same thing.

			“Thank you for considering me. I’ll check my schedule and let you know,” Audrey said, forcing a polite, measured tone into her answer.

			“Stop by my office tomorrow . . . or now?”

			“I’m on my way to a meeting.”

			“Then tomorrow.”

			They’d reached the twenty-third-floor landing. Her chance to exit, get rid of him. Suddenly, she felt the heat of his body next to her. She tensed—way too close—but then he reached past her and slapped at the crash bar. Only after the metal door slammed behind him did she let out the breath she’d been holding. She shook her head. Rules, girl, rules. He needed to go through the assignment partner. That was the protocol to ensure work was assigned evenly. She would not be in his office tomorrow.

			The cement block walls of the staircase mocked her. Stop thinking about him. She was about to defend the Popflicks litigation. Her Hen Bank case was busy, and its success crucial to the firm.

			She jogged down the stairs and pushed open the exit door. This staircase exited separately from the lobby, on the other side of the building. Total bonus. She checked to confirm no law firm colleagues were in sight and stepped into the sauna that was Manhattan in the summer.

			She merged into the throngs of suits heading for the subway station. Black sedans were double-parked, waiting to pick up the office building escapees. Her phone buzzed. Watching where she was going, so she kept pace with the fast-moving current of New Yorkers, she read the text from Winnie: Need to talk ASAP. Just stopped by office.

			She side-stepped out of the herd and stood off by the curb. Winnie was wasted as a lawyer; she should’ve been in CIA intelligence.

			She texted back: Escaping. Promised Eve dinner. Why?

			The heat shimmered off the asphalt street. A messenger guy on a bike swooped in and out of the cars on Eighth Avenue, blowing his whistle.

			Winnie: This is my friend Audrey, right? Who lives at the office? Who wants to make partner in six months?

			Audrey: Haha. Very funny.

			Winnie: Call you later. Have fun!

			She darted across the street before the light changed. She jogged down the metal subway stairs, the familiar dank smell of ammonia mixed with sweat greeting her. The countdown clock showed her the 1 train was arriving. She slid her MetroCard through the turnstile and ran down the next set of stairs just in time to squeeze onto a train. She reached around the woman in front of her to hold onto a pole, trying not to touch her, to maintain an inch of physical distance. There were definite benefits to working late and taking a car home on the client. A couple smooshed in behind her. The man had his arm tightly around the woman, holding her balanced against the jerking of the train. Audrey averted her glance and focused on the subway posters. One had a picture of a couple on a beach. That was the opposite of her summer so far, working nights and weekends. But romance suddenly seemed possible—not this summer, not before she made partner, but maybe after. Tim had reached out to hug her at the end of their Popflicks pitch, out in the hallway, under the portraits of the founding partners. But he’d stepped back as if electrocuted by that professional work-colleague boundary. Still, it was something, and it made her smile as the train pulled into her stop.

			She pushed through the subway turnstile at 72nd Street. She passed by the Gray’s Papaya with its slogans in bright red letters on its yellow façade and turned the corner to walk down the brownstone-lined block. Birds chirped; a teenager walked their golden retriever up ahead. Trees grew within small, fenced-off, neighbor-planted flower beds, with different variations of “Don’t let your dog pee on me” signs.

			She reached the corner Korean grocery store and admired the sea of pink roses, sunflowers, and hyacinths for sale. The bright yellow sunflowers stood especially tall outside. Eve would like those. Audrey picked out a bunch and paid the man at the makeshift counter at the end of the row of flowers.

			Walking away, she slid her wallet back into her purse just as her phone rang. Winnie. Fumbling to check it with her one free hand, she bumped into a hard body and dropped her phone.

			The owner of said hard body was tall with wavy brown hair a​nd chiseled cheekbones, and he was carrying a case of beer. His fitted, worn gray t-shirt showed off his lean muscular frame.

			“Sorry, I was distracted.” She blushed as she bent to pick up her phone, trying to do so gracefully in a pencil skirt and heels while holding the long-stemmed sunflowers.

			“No worries,” he said, turning away from her. “I was trying to make the light.” The light glowed red.

			She checked her phone so she looked busy as she stood next to him, waiting for the light to change. That hard contact had her flustered. Had she stared at him like a lovestruck teenager? She really needed to get out of the office more often. Fortunately, her mobile had survived the fall. The caller ID had identified the call she thought was from Winnie as a scam call. Now his phone rang.

			He shook his head. “Being on call. It’s so …”

			“Essential, right?” She nodded. It allowed her the freedom to leave the office, but still be available wherever she was.

			“I was going to say annoying.” He answered the phone. “Jake here.” He listened to the caller and then said, “Yes, come on by. You know my opinion: you’ve got to shake it off and get out there. Dating in New York for a guy is like shooting fish in a barrel.” He slipped his phone back in his jean pocket.

			“I’ve always preferred the metaphor that honey catches more flies than vinegar,” Audrey said. “You might want to try sweet bait on your hook, rather than your shotgun approach.” She raised an eyebrow, less than charmed by his remark.

			He laughed. “You’re right.” Her gaze met his; his eyes were warm blue with hints of green and gray, like the Atlantic Ocean on a calm day, and her stomach did a little flip. “Can I help you carry anything?” He waved at her purse and the flowers.

			“Thanks, but I’m good.” She was tempted to hand him the flowers to carry, just to keep talking to him, but he was carrying a case of beer.

			A little boy scootered past them, over the curb, into the street, towards the busy intersection. She stared in horror, her feet glued to the sidewalk as if stuck in cement. Jake bolted after him, scooping the child up with one arm as the scooter fell to the ground, just past the parked car. And then her feet moved and she sprinted over, picking up the dropped scooter from the street and following Jake back to the safety of the sidewalk.

			A mother with a baby stroller laden with Trader Joe’s shopping bags ran up, screaming. “I told you to stop at the curb, Eddy!”

			“I tried, Mommy, I tried.” The boy started crying. “I missed the brake.”

			Audrey and Jake exchanged a look of “that was close.” Her heart was still hammering. And she felt shaky. Jake wiped his hand on his jeans.

			The mother hugged her son tightly and turned to Jake. “Thank you so much.”

			“No problem.” Jake bent to his knees so he could look Eddy in the eyes. “I’ve got a niece about your age who likes to scooter. And you know what I’ve told her? She can scooter ahead, but she has to stop where the buildings stop. Then if she misses the brake, that gives her time to find it. What do you think about trying that?”

			Eddy nodded. Audrey found herself nodding as well; that was good advice.

			“Thank you both again,” the mom said. Audrey just waved it off. She felt guilty that she hadn’t moved fast enough—that she’d been stuck in shock.

			“No worries. I’ve had practice with scooter crises.” Jake looked embarrassed at the mom’s gratitude. The light changed, and he quickly crossed.

			Audrey followed him, still quivering from the near-accident. Her phone rang again. This time, it was Winnie.

			“Hey, what’s the important news?”

			“I heard a rumor that litigation isn’t doing well. They might only make two partners instead of four. I was going to wait and tell you tomorrow because you deserve a night off, but then I thought I’d better call you.”

			Audrey stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “That’s not good.” Only two? All this effort and I’m not even going to make it? She leaned against a stone wall of the steps of a brownstone, her leg muscles jittery. “But Tim and I got the Popflicks case.”

			“It’s not going to be enough. Two cases suddenly settled, so that means Colette and several other attorneys are no longer billing those crazy amounts, except that Colette is sure to get on another case soon. She’s not one to sit around,” Winnie said. Colette had joined the firm two years ago. She’d rebuffed Audrey’s friendly overtures; they were both in consideration for partner, but she was friendly with Tim.

			“That’s game-changing.” She had to do more, but she was already working more cases than anyone else. And if she made partner, it would be even worse. She sank down onto the steps. Her hand gripped her phone tightly, as she stared down at the paper garbage littering the street.

			Audrey shook her head. She had to think positively. It wouldn’t be worse. She would make it—be judged and found to merit becoming a partner with the best and brightest legal minds of the country. It was the final rung on the ladder. She would prove herself as one of them. She took a deep breath, stood, and strode forward. Eyes on the prize. Don’t be deterred by doubts. Her mom’s favorite expression, other than “be nice.” Kevin had often imitated her mom saying that, and not in a nice way.

			Kevin, who she’d broken up with four years ago, who’d said she’d never make partner.

			She glanced up to see Jake turn into the five-story brownstone next to the one where she and Eve lived. The one with the apartment for rent. But that would be too much to hope—that he was her new neighbor. He was only her type in looks anyway, given that he was comparing women to fish and strolling around the streets on a Thursday carrying a case of beer—that he had managed not to drop while rescuing the boy. Impressed, she bit her lip. Better to hope that he wasn’t; she didn’t need that type of distraction.

			 “I still just have to do my best,” she said to Winnie.

			“I tried to find out more, but that was all I got. So far.” Winnie’s voice promised that she was on it. “They should pick you over Tim or Colette or that guy in London.”

			“I feel like I don’t fit the image,” she said. Especially now, with her caramel blond highlighted hair frizzing from the heat and exercise. And her face probably matched her pink blouse. “Colette and Tim are always so polished.”

			“Yeah, you’ve got a personality,” Winnie said.

			“They might prefer polish over personality.”

			“You’re the whole package. Remember that. When you’re on, you take over the room.” Winnie’s voice was reassuring.

			She nodded. She recognized that. She wasn’t conventionally pretty; she had a strong nose—far from an all-American button nose. But if she was animated or laughing when walking down the street, men and sometimes women turned to give her a second glance. Her mom said she had presence, but she had to feel confident; otherwise, she’d fade into the background.

			“Tim’s like the firm’s golden boy. If they’re only making two, he’ll definitely be one of them.” Audrey stopped outside her brownstone door, hoping Winnie would contradict her.

			“Unfortunately,” Winnie said.

			Indeed. That was the thing about Winnie—she could trust her for the truth. But that meant there was just one spot for three contenders. And she wouldn’t bet on her being chosen over the other two. Her shoulders slumped.

			Winnie continued, “Anyway, let’s grab lunch tomorrow.”

			After saying yes, Audrey hung up. She should go back to the office after dinner. But she’d promised Eve they’d hang out tonight. And they barely saw each other because they both worked nights even though they lived across the hall from each other. Eve was only off tonight because the restaurant where she worked as a pastry chef was closed for a private function and the group was bringing their own birthday cake.

			If Eve went to bed early, she could sneak back to work after dinner and dessert. Maybe she should’ve thought of joining the CIA. At least then she’d have the disguise skills to escape the office.

			



Chapter Two 
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			Audrey hurried up the stairs of her brownstone building to the second floor and pushed open the unlocked door to Eve’s street-facing apartment. She had to put Winnie’s news aside for now and enjoy her time with Eve.

			She had met Eve at a party freshman year in college. She was dancing with a group from her dorm, watching these three women dance on top of the trestle table in the center of the banquet hall, admiring their confidence. All of a sudden, one of them reached down and helped her onto the table, saying, “You’ve got good moves. You need to strut your stuff up here with me.” That was Eve, cajoling her to come out from the library when they were in college and graduate school, and now from the office. And it wasn’t that Eve didn’t work hard. She did.

			Eve called out hello from the kitchen. A cozy curry smell beckoned. Audrey’s stomach growled. She slipped off her shoes in the hallway and joined Eve in the kitchen.

			“You made it,” Eve said. “I was sure you’d have to cancel.”

			“I didn’t want to disappoint you again,” Audrey said.

			Eve’s curly black hair was pulled back from her forehead by a bright pink kerchief, which complemented her warm brown complexion. Eve was tall and thin, with toned arm muscles that Audrey envied—but not enough to do the required planks. Audrey smiled when she saw Eve was wearing a pink tank top that said “Bakers Gonna Bake.”

			Audrey handed her the sunflowers. “For you. Thanks for cooking me dinner.”

			“My favorite. Thanks.” Eve reached up to take down a vase from a shelf. Eve’s kitchen had open shelving stacked high with pans of all types, cookbooks, and glass containers filled with all varieties of sugars and flours.

			“I think I just met our new neighbor.” Audrey filled the large blue vase with water.

			“And? I was hoping some hot guy would move in next door.”

			“I think you got your wish,” Audrey said wryly.

			“A hot guy?” Eve smoothed her hands on her apron and raised her eyebrows.

			“But he thinks dating in NY for guys is like shooting fish in a barrel.”

			“He said that to you? What kind of conversation did you have?”

			“No, he was on the phone with a friend who was just dumped,” Audrey said, arranging the flowers in a vase.

			“Oh, I see. He must be really good-looking then.”

			“Yes, but he knows it. So that makes him less attractive.” Or it should have.

			“I wouldn’t hold that against him,” Eve said. “My good-looking guy friends always say how easy dating in New York is for them. And remember when Max had that consulting gig down south for six months and complained about how much harder he had to work to get a date there compared to New York?” Max was part of their tight circle of friends from college.

			“We were so not sympathetic,” Audrey said with a smile. “And that’s why dating in NY is such a nightmare. Men always seem to be searching for that better girlfriend option around the corner.”

			Eve shrugged. “New York is tough. Let’s eat on your balcony. You can enjoy a summer night outside now that you’ve escaped.”

			Audrey carried the salad bowl across the hallway to her rear duplex apartment. The minute she’d walked into it, she’d wanted it: light and airy, huge sliding glass doors, hardwood floors, exposed brick walls, clever closet solutions, outdoor space. The kitchen and living room were upstairs, with a small balcony, and a spiral staircase led to her bedroom downstairs, where a sliding glass door opened out onto a little backyard garden. Perfect apartment: check.

			And she had been able to afford the down payment. Ever since her dad had died when she was in high school, she and her mom had had to worry about money. Her social life had taken a definite hit, but living at home with her mom for law school and for her first three years at the law firm had paid off. And her mom had been so relieved and proud that Audrey could buy this apartment. Yes, Mom, you don’t have to worry about me.

			Several months after her father’s death, she had tried to bring back their family game night, making tacos, putting out board games for two. Her mom had shaken her head, crying, and abandoned the table. Audrey had then remembered her all A’s report card and run after her mom, whose expression completely changed when she looked at it. Her mom was so happy that Audrey was keeping up her grades. That she was going to get into a good college. No more game nights. Just discussions about schoolwork. Eyes on the prize. And that prize was now the financial security and professional recognition of partnership.

			Which was now at risk. A cold shivery feeling snaked through her. It had never been a sure thing, but now it seemed farther away. She was tired; she’d been working so hard this past year that she didn’t have the reserves to pull up to mount this one last push. She shook her head. She could do it.

			The salad had fresh strawberries and blueberries. The tart, fruity smell of the balsamic vinaigrette dressing drifted up. Definitely a keeper for Eve’s menu. Audrey set the salad on the little square table on the small iron balcony that overlooked the gardens, going back inside to fetch wine and glasses.

			Her phone beeped. She picked it up as Eve passed by with the cranberry curry chicken dish and a bowl of rice on a tray.

			Eve stopped abruptly. “Are you taking the night off or what? Put that phone away.”

			She dropped the phone as if it were a hot pot. “Look who’s talking. Are you or are you not about to cook a new recipe on your night off?” She followed Eve out onto the balcony.

			“That’s my love of cooking. And you. You need to eat a home-cooked meal every once in a while.”

			“You’re the best,” Audrey said as they sat down at the table. “I’ll add someone who cooks to my list of boyfriend requirements. Make it impossible. It’s hard enough finding someone intelligent and attractive.” That was another reason she liked work. Law was logical. Case precedents gave guidance, and sometimes even black-and-white answers.

			“Good luck with that. What boyfriend is going to put up with these hours?”

			“Another lawyer?”

			“Well, that’s one point in Preppy Boy’s favor.”

			Audrey smiled at the nickname Eve had given Tim. He was a preppy dresser, which wasn’t exactly her style. But he was still a good guy, ironed khakis notwithstanding. “His name is Tim.”

			“I prefer Preppy Boy,” Eve said.

			“What happens if we start dating?”

			“Preppy Boy doesn’t have the guts to start dating you while you’re both up for partner at the same firm. I’ve told you that. But if he does, he’s got my respect and I’ll call him Tim.” Eve took a bite of her salad. “Or Preppy Man.”

			“Lovely.” Audrey poured two glasses of wine. “Anyway, I’m not going to date him either while we’re up for partner. I’ve learned that lesson.”

			An evening breeze lessened the heat of the day, carrying the smell of barbecued steak from a neighbor’s grill. She filled Eve in with the exact details of her bumping into the good-looking guy and how he’d rescued the little boy. A glow of warmth made her cheeks blush as she recalled his glance meeting hers, but she didn’t share that with Eve. It was nothing but two strangers smiling at each other on the street.

			“Looks like they’re setting up a party down there,” Eve said, gesturing with her glass of wine to the garden next door. A bar with a bright yellow surfboard as the countertop dominated one corner of it, and citronella candles and strings of Chinese lanterns provided dim, atmospheric lighting. “Let’s see if your hot guy shows up.”

			 “A surfboard—impressive!” Audrey said.

			“Do you think he surfs?”

			“Maybe that’s how he catches all his fish.” Not that she was surprised that he caught a lot of fish. That intrigued glance when he’d laughed at her comment. Her stomach flipped again. She would’ve swallowed a hook if she hadn’t overheard his remark to his friend.

			Eve asked Audrey to point him out to her if she saw him. Audrey took a bite of the curried chicken and said, “Oh wow, Eve. So good.”

			“So, it’s a yes as a menu option for my catering gig in three weeks?” Eve asked.

			“Yes. The mix of spices—it’s delicious.”

			Eve smiled. “Chef Burns seems to be feeling me out for the executive pastry chef position.”

			“That’s amazing.” Audrey savored another bite. “But you’re still doing the catering? Shouldn’t you just focus on getting that position?”

			“I can’t do these hours forever. I don’t want to be working nights and weekends. I never see Pete. Especially because he works all the time too. But, we can’t both continue like this.” Eve lived with her boyfriend, Pete, who was in finance. Eve rested her head on her hand. “I thought being an executive pastry chef at a restaurant was the holy grail, but I’m thinking I need to check out some back-up options.”

			“But you shouldn’t be the one giving up your dreams,” Audrey said. That’s what her mother had done. And she never failed to tell Audrey she deeply regretted it—having to start over when her husband’s death meant she had to return to the workforce.

			“My dream is a balanced life where I get to see my boyfriend, my friends and family, and be a chef.” Eve sipped her wine. “I’ll still work.” The music volume from the party next door increased.

			Audrey shifted uncomfortably in the iron chair. She wanted a balanced life too, but having it all was a myth. She was going to have to live at the office 24/7 if she wanted to be a partner. And Eve had been pursuing her dream of a pastry chef with the same single-minded determination. “But what if Chef Burns promotes you?”

			“If he promotes me, I’ll put my all into that. Then I’ll be able to create my own menu. But until then, I’ll try the catering or apply for jobs as a pastry chef for a chain where the hours are better, you know, explore other options. And you?” Eve gave her a look as if to suggest she should do the same.

			Now was not the time to be exploring other options. The window to leave the firm had been one or two years ago when she was a fifth or sixth year—that’s when her peer girlfriends had departed, but she’d decided to go for it. She leaned forward to be heard over the music. “Tim and I won the pitch today for a new case.”

			Eve clinked her wine glass against Audrey’s. “Congratulations!”

			“It’s a really cool case. Cutting edge legal issues, an entertainment company, a female general counsel.” She waved her hand expressively, smiling as she recalled the smart questions of the general counsel. Answering them correctly had been invigorating. “It’s my dream case. And my other case is high-stakes too, with a great team. I spent the earlier part of the week at that client’s New York office, pulling relevant documents for the document production.”

			“Are the employees there?”

			“Oh yes, they get to watch me go through all their stuff. I had to go through one guy’s gym clothes.” That guy had not been happy.

			“That’s a clever hiding place—right next to the smelly socks!”

			Audrey shuddered. “You have no idea. The clothes were still slicked wet with sweat and it smelled rancid. But a file was in there.”

			“How do you know what might be relevant? It’s not like they’re tagging it ‘smoking hot bad document.’”

			“If only they would …” Audrey looked out over the brownstone backyards. Kids were being called in for the night, their childish voices disappearing from sounds of the night. “No, we have to read through everything. The team has been there for days now. But people generally don’t hide things well. Maybe they’re too confident they won’t get caught. When I kept a diary on my laptop, I named it ‘calculus homework’ so no one would ever be tempted to review it.”

			“Except a math geek.”

			“No plan is foolproof.”

			“Did you find any juicy admissions?” Eve asked.

			Audrey shook her head. She’d finished her curry chicken, her plate completely empty.

			“That’s just scary that you read everything,” Eve said.

			“Well, don’t mix personal and work. You should be safe.”

			“What do you mean? Every recipe I make is a little love letter.” Eve gave a chef’s kiss. “Besides, you’re one to talk what with your little office crush on Preppy Boy.”

			“True. You’d think I’d learn not to have office crushes.” Audrey sighed. It had been two years of late-night chats, and Tim still hadn’t asked her out. Eve was right that she should stop mooning over him. Especially after her break-up with her last boyfriend, Kevin. They had dated when she was a fourth-year associate and he was up for partner at the firm. When he didn’t make partner, he left. And they’d broken up soon after that.

			“Kevin was a jerk,” Eve said. “And he was the worst kind of jerk because he seemed like a good guy. Even I was taken in. But you can’t let him define you.”’

			 “I’m not. I still think I can be promoted to partner.” She shifted in her seat. Or so she had thought—before Winnie’s news.

			“Given how much you work, it makes sense you’d meet someone in the office.” Eve ate her last bite.

			“Someone online asked me for a date this Saturday.”

			“And you said yes, right?”

			“No,” Audrey said. She kept forgetting to take down her online dating profile. She really had to add it to her to-do list. No time for dating now. “I haven’t replied.”

			“Say yes, now.”

			She should tell Eve about Winnie’s news, but Eve always argued that she should be able to date while being a lawyer. “Does that mean I can get my phone?”

			“Okay. You can have five minutes on your phone to say yes and check your work email. I’ll get dessert.”

			Audrey carried their dishes into her apartment and deposited them in her sink. She’d do clean-up. She picked up her phone and typed yes to the date. He had seemed funny—he’d made a joke about being a workaholic, and she was taking Saturday off to re-charge.

			Eve brought out a strawberry-rhubarb pie for dessert, and they sat back outside in the balmy evening air. Audrey took a bite, the tart flavors of the berries and rhubarb exploding on her tongue. As they threw around ideas to kickstart Eve’s catering business, Audrey suggested she throw a party to show off Eve’s appetizers and desserts. It would have the added benefit of being one last chance to see all her friends before she buckled down into a black hole to make partner. Eve agreed. The garden next door was now packed with people. “The Man” by Taylor Swift was playing, and some guests were swaying to the music. Glass clinked in a toast between several beer bottles. Audrey helped herself to a second sliver of pie. The rest was for Pete.

			“Okay, I see him. He’s in the light gray shirt by the bar talking to the girl in red.” Audrey looked away so he wouldn’t see both of them checking him out.

			“Mmm, yes, he’s hot.” Eve nodded and smiled mischievously at Audrey. “And they say fairy godmothers don’t exist. Definitely what I was wishing for you. He has the same type of looks as that guy you had a crush on in college but never asked out.”

			Suddenly a male voice broke through their conversation. “Juliet, Juliet, wherefore art thou? Fair maidens, come down and join the party.” A guy beckoned to them from the party in the garden below.

			A buzz of anticipation flickered through her veins. She looked at Eve to see if she wanted to go. If they went, there was no way she could return to the office.

			“Yes, definitely.” Eve gave her a “you’d be crazy not to go” look. “You have to get out there.”

			“But I have to be at work early tomorrow,” she whispered, trying to resist the siren call of laughter, music and conversation.

			“It’s only eight. Don’t tell me you go to bed earlier than midnight. I’ve heard your footsteps in the hallway coming home from the office. That gives you at least three hours. This will be fun. Like old times.”

			Best friends don’t disappoint each other. She would work late on Friday night.

			Audrey called down, “But it might be better to use ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair’ if we want a happy ending to our meeting.”

			“Rapunzel it is! I’m all for happy endings, plus that hair. Who could resist?” the guy said. He was attractive, with long brown hair in a ponytail. She imagined he played guitar. “I’m Rafael.”

			“We’ll be right over.”

			“Ring doorbell 1B.”

			Audrey loaded all the dishes onto the tray and carried it back inside.

			“You should wear that little black dress you bought in Paris.” Eve followed her inside, carrying the rest of the pie.

			“Won’t it be obvious that I changed?”

			“You’d be crazy not to look your best with the hot male quotient there. I plan to dazzle in a dress myself, and I’m pretty much a happily married woman, but not quite.” Eve fluttered her ringless finger.

			 “Has Pete given any signs that he might propose?” Audrey turned on the light in her white galley kitchen. A lone blue tea mug was upside down on the drying rack.

			“He’s crazy busy at work right now, trying to get this promotion. And that’s okay with me. I’m trying to figure out my career stuff. It’s not like I need to be married right now, although my mom would like it.”

			“My mom doesn’t dare bring up dating or marriage because she doesn’t want to add any more pressure to my life.” Audrey scrubbed the dishes.

			“Did she say that?” Eve dried a plate.

			“Last Thanksgiving, my aunt asked if I was dating anyone, and my mom said, ‘she has enough on her plate right now.’ And I don’t think she was referring to my turkey dinner.”

			Eve laughed. “Your mom seems to think that you can only do one or the other.”

			“She thinks I should make partner first, and then I can find a relationship. Which makes sense.”

			“I’m all for you finding a relationship now,” Eve said. “And I mean, right now, after you put on a dress.”

			



Chapter Three 

			[image: ]

			As Audrey and Eve entered the apartment, Rafael crossed the room to meet them, making his way through bright-colored balloons floating around a bare room. Either the new tenant was an extraordinary minimalist or his stuff hadn’t arrived yet. After they exchanged real names (although he joked that he might want to keep calling Audrey Rapunzel), he said that his friend had just moved in and offered to introduce them. He took them out the sliding back door and through the crowded garden, aiming straight for the guy Audrey had bumped into on the street. Jackpot. For a minute, she was tempted to invent an excuse to leave before he thought she was pursuing him, but he turned her way and their gazes collided. He raised one eyebrow. She flushed.

			“Eve and Audrey, this is Jake,” Rafael said. Jake smiled warmly at them, but there was definitely a teasing light in his eyes. As Rafael explained how he’d invited them, he remarked that Eve looked familiar. They started comparing names of schools and jobs.

			So, here was her chance to talk to Jake, but she couldn’t think of a sparkling opening.

			“We meet again,” Jake said. “So, you’re my neighbor—a woman who knows her fairy tales as well as Shakespeare.”

			“Doesn’t everyone know their fairytales?”

			“Valid point. Brainwashed at an early age to believe in happy endings.”

			“You don’t?” she asked, surprised. He gave off a happy-go-lucky vibe.

			“I do. But why is it called a happy ending rather than a happy beginning?”

			 “Sounds accurately titled to me, given that I end up as a slaughtered fish,” she said, wryly. It was kind of an accurate description of dating in New York for women.

			 “No shooting needed. That’s my whole point. I just have to stand here and a woman will approach.”

			She wished she had that self-confidence, but … She smiled innocently. “You are the host. I’m going to presume they’re asking you where the bathroom is.”

			He laughed and nearly choked on the sip of beer he’d just swallowed. “Nobody has ever asked me that.” He looked at her as if intrigued.

			Well, at least he was a good sport when challenged.

			He reached out to gently pull her out of the way of someone vigorously gesturing. “Anyone here look like he could be your Prince Charming? Or you’re dating him already?”

			“I’m not sure I’ve met him yet.” He looked like her Prince Charming, but there’s no way she’d tell him that. He was already very much aware that he was a catch.

			“Aren’t you supposed to ‘just know’?” His eyebrow arched up again.

			“Apparently, but I’ve never believed that.” She tilted her head. Kevin had ticked all the boxes, but he had definitely not been the one.

			He smiled and sipped his beer, his gaze meeting hers as his lips touched the rim of the bottle. Her pulse quickened. He asked, “So, you may have met him?”

			“This feels like a cross-examination. Are you a lawyer?”

			“God, no. Can’t stand lawyers.”

			“Lovely.” Just her luck to have an attractive, competent, self-confident neighbor—who hated lawyers.

			“Don’t tell me you like lawyers?” he asked in a tone of mock disbelief.

			“I am a lawyer.”

			He looked surprised, but recovered quickly. “My dad’s a lawyer, so I’ve some exceptions. Do you like being a lawyer?”

			“I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t like it.” She crossed her arms. She’d met so many people who hated lawyers on principle, and she’d made it a personal mission to prove them wrong.

			“Not doing it just to pay the bills while you plan your escape to something more creative?”

			“No.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “And being a lawyer is very creative. What type of lawyer is your dad?”

			“He sees himself as the creative type as well,” he said. “He’s a partner at White & Gilman.”

			She nodded, acknowledging knowing the firm. She’d been offered a position there but had chosen its competitor, Howard, Parker & Smith, instead. The best of the best.

			“Are you trying to make partner?” he asked.

			“Yes. Six months until the decision.”

			Jake stepped back. “Law firm partner. That’s quite a commitment.” He looked over her shoulder, focusing on something happening in the party. More guests were arriving.

			Not wanting to be the one left, she said, “I should continue circulating—with no phone, see!”

			“It’s not in your purse?”

			“I left it at home.”

			“You took my advice?”

			“No. Please, I just met you,” she said dryly. After Eve’s rebuke, it had seemed wise to leave her phone at home. And her dress didn’t have pockets.

			“Well done, anyway,” he said. A man in a Nirvana t-shirt elbowed Jake gently and asked him the title of a song playing and if he had any details on the artist. Leaving her, Jake said, “Sorry, part​y duty calls.”

			Audrey joined the conversation between Rafael and Eve. They had met before—at a cooking course. Audrey teased Rafael that he must have lots of women after him if he was a good cook. As she talked with them, she couldn’t stop her gaze from following Jake, who was chatting with one of the bartenders by the surfboard. When a striking blond woman in a purple mini dress and gray strappy platform heels came up to talk to him, he looked over at Audrey and winked. She blushed at being caught watching. She turned back to join the conversation with Eve and Rafael, determined to ignore him.

			“So, how do you know Jake?” Eve asked Rafael. He explained that they played soccer together on weekends.

			“Jake, when’s your stuff coming?” Rafael asked as he passed them. “Do you need help with the move?”

			“Saturday. That’s why I had the party tonight—nothing can get trashed.”

			“As if you’d let anyone touch your record collection,” Rafael said.

			“True, no need to make enemies on the first day,” Jake said, adding he’d welcome Rafael’s help on Saturday.

			Rafael introduced them around the party. They met several soccer players as well as high school and college friends of Jake’s. People were friendly and easy to talk to. Audrey caught Rafael studying her at one point, and she smiled back at him. Rafael was greeted by a woman and turned to talk to her. A golden retriever slipped past Audrey, followed by Jake.

			“Is that your dog?” Eve asked.

			“Meet Biscuit,” Jake said. Audrey petted Biscuit’s furry hea​d.

			A girl with bright blue hair in a bob haircut and an orange dress suddenly appeared and gave Jake a big hug. Stepping back, but still holding him, she said, “It’s been ages! I’m so happy to see you. And even more delighted you’ve seen the error of your ways and disentangled yourself from the clutches of that she-wolf.”

			“Penny! You’re still the same, even with blue hair. Never one to mince words.” Jake kissed her lightly on the cheek.

			“Like it?” She tossed her hair.

			“You’d look good in any hair color,” Jake said and introduced Eve and Audrey. Audrey could feel Penny appraising them subtly.

			“You know you should take a break from serious relationships and just enjoy single life,” Penny said to Jake.

			“That’s exactly what I intend to do,” Jake said.

			If he waited six months, that would be perfect.

			“Hmm, we’ll see how long that lasts,” Penny said. “I give it a week. If you would date someone for a while before jumping into a relationship, you might save yourself some agony.” Then she turned to Audrey and Eve. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen him and had a proper chat because”—her voice dropped to a low whisper—“he was dating this woman who watched him like a she-hawk, and anytime he as much as glanced at another woman—even a longtime friend like me, she’d swoop in and”—Penny’s voice took on a Southern accent—“just desperately need him.”

			“I don’t think Audrey needs to know all this,” Jake said.

			Yes, I do.

			Switching subjects, Jake asked, “How’s your acting career going?”

			“Great, but that’s what I want to talk to you about. Do you mind if I steal him to catch up?” Penny linked arms with Jake.

			Eve and Audrey shook their heads no. Audrey watched them go, then chided herself. She was here to enjoy a night out, not find a boyfriend, not if she wanted to make partner. A candle flared, punctuating the dusk, and the smell of citronella wafted over.

			“I’m so glad we came,” Audrey said to Eve. “I haven’t been to a party in so long.” The party conversations murmured and swelled as if keeping time to the music.

			They dropped into two folding chairs placed in the corner at a good vantage point to check out the party. “Let me know if you see anyone of interest. Happy to play wing woman. I like Rafael.”

			“Yes, he seems really sweet.”

			“Sweet. That’s the kiss of death for dating. He’s tall and definitely handsome. And fit. And he cooks.” Eve gave her that look that said “your list is not so impossible after all.”

			“I wasn’t meaning sweet as the kiss of death.”

			Eve raised an eyebrow. “If you say so.”

			“I didn’t feel that electricity. But it could be there … just grounded temporarily.” Her chair was rocking. She shifted it to more even ground.

			“Make the most of it, this is happening. You don’t get out that often anymore.”

			Suddenly, a woman in high heels in front of Audrey lost her footing on the brick path and fell back, spilling her white wine on Audrey’s black dress. The cold liquid hit her skin and she cried out.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry.” The woman pushed her wispy blond hair out of her eyes. “I’m really sorry, your dress is so wet.”

			“No worries. It will come out, I’m sure.” Audrey looked across the backyard to where Jake was talking to someone, his back to her. “Can you do me a favor and ask the host where his bathroom is? I’ll try to fix it there.”

			“It’s the least I can do.” The woman made a beeline for Jake. Smiling wickedly, Audrey hurried to the bathroom, which was in the same location as in her apartment.

			 She left the bathroom, and at the door to the garden, she ran into Jake. He put his arm around her. The warmth of the physical contact surprised her. He smelled like fresh cotton laundry with a slight whiff of beer. He leaned in, one hand on the door next to her, her back against the sliding glass door. She held his gaze, her body buzzing. Enveloped in their own little bubble, the party noise receded into the background. It was just him and her.

			“So, surprise, surprise, a woman actually asked me where the bathroom was,” he said in a low voice.

			“And you wanted to share that with me?”

			“I thought you might have had something to do with that.”

			“Did you?”

			“Yes.” He laughed. “You totally did. You’re so not good at keeping secrets.”

			 She laughed. “Maybe. I might’ve.”

			“Are you sure you’re a corporate lawyer?”

			“Positive. Why?”

			“You seem too mischievous.” He brushed a strand of hair away from her face. His touch left a warm tingle. Her brain blanked. She couldn’t think of anything witty to say in response.

			“It would have worked better if my apartment was bigger,” he said.

			“Got to work with what I’ve got. I’m thinking it succeeded.” Raising her chin, she gazed directly into Jake’s eyes. He leaned in closer. She held her breath. Did he feel that pull of attraction too? Penny passed by, singing the words “I’m Staying Single.” Definitely no subtext for Jake there. Audrey caught the glance Penny gave him. He pulled away, smiling ruefully.

			“Do you know the band The Jane Austen Argument?” he asked.

			“No, but cool name.”

			“They actually titled their hit song ‘Staying Single,’ the one Penny is singing. I should not have introduced her to that song,” he said, raking his fingers through his hair distractedly.

			Two guys approached Jake. Both looked like they’d played sports in college. One was tall and lanky, with brown wavy hair; the other had blond curly hair and the build of a football player.

			“Jake, nice place.”

			“Rory, Bill, great to see you guys!” Jake said. “This is Audrey, my neighbor.”

			“I never thought I’d see you on the Upper West Side,” Rory said. “I miss having you nearby.”

			“I’m still a text away. Although I can’t quite believe I moved uptown either,” Jake said.

			“Nobody moves uptown once they’ve lived downtown.” Bill took a sip of his beer. A burst of laughter broke out in the corner of the garden, and the three tall men looked over. All three men were good-looking, but Jake had this joie de vivre magnetism. Audrey could feel her body swaying towards him.

			“My sister needs help, so it seemed easier if I moved up here—at least for now. Especially since I didn’t particularly want to be in Tribeca,” Jake said.

			“You missed some great waves at Long Beach,” Rory said.

			“Hopefully next weekend,” Jake said.

			Apparently, these guys had jobs that allowed them to go surfing on weekends. She had to take a moment to process that. No Malaburn demanding they spend every waking moment devoted to legal jurisprudence. Go away, thoughts-of-Malaburn, she was going to enjoy this party.

			“Nice to meet you. Jake’s a lucky guy. My neighbor is at least seventy-five and has three cats,” Bill said. Audrey shook his hand.

			“But she does accept your dry-cleaning deliveries.” Rory smiled.

			“What can I say? I’m like a grandson to her. But better. I get her flowers,” Bill said. Jake winked at her, and she felt warm inside.

			“You didn’t tell me that. That’s why she tried to set you up,” Rory said.

			“Yes, unfortunately, only seventy-five-year-olds see my appeal,” Bill said.

			“I’m sure that’s not true,” Audrey said, smiling.

			“Really?” Bill put his arm around her. “C’mon, your drink needs replenishing. Let’s go to the bar and leave these two Neanderthals behind.” Bill led her to the bar. She tried to casually ask him what he did; she didn’t want to seem like she was focused on jobs. He was in sports marketing. That hadn’t even been an option on her career menu. Doctor or lawyer were the choices.

			Eve popped up beside them at the bar. “I need another drink. It’s hot.” Eve fanned herself.

			“This is Eve. She lives next door too,” Audrey said.

			“Another gorgeous neighbor! What am I doing wrong in life?” Bill asked.

			 Rory joined them, and the four ordered their drinks from the bartender and moved away from the bar. They all continued talking easily, with little ripostes ricocheting back and forth between them. The music volume suddenly increased.

			“It’s not a Jake party if there isn’t dancing,” Rory said.

			Jake was swing-dancing with Penny, the two of them grinning as he spun her around, her orange dress flaring around her.

			Bill asked if she wanted to dance, and with one last look at Jake and Penny, Audrey said yes. She danced with Rafael next, and he asked for her number. Eve gave Audrey a thumbs up. As Rafael left to get a drink, she thought about asking Jake to dance, but he was used to women chasing him. She didn’t want to be another woman pursuing him. Especially when she had to focus on making partner—not hankering after guys who had the time to surf on weekends.

			At midnight, Jake turned off the music and announced that the party was moving to a nearby bar to avoid pissing off his new neighbors. Eve asked Audrey if she wanted to go home or set off with the party.

			Audrey glanced to where Jake was surrounded by friends. She hadn’t spoken to him again. He’d spent the night as the host talking to lots of different people. But if he was “staying single,” then there would be time to get to know each other as neighbors. And not when she was tired. Or when Penny was standing guard.

			She said, “Go home and leave it on a high note.”

			“What happened to my college roommate—the girl who believed in closing down the party? Once I got her out of the library, that is,” Eve said.

			“She grew up and became a corporate lawyer.” Audrey gave her a wry look. “Don’t tell me you’re not tired. I saw you yawn a few minutes ago.”

			“Caught in the act. I’m cool with going home.”

			They walked over to Jake to say goodbye and thank you.

			“Are you sure you don’t want to come out with us?” Jake asked. He tilted his head, encouraging, and she was tempted. All her senses came alive, as if they were ready to box in another bout of bantering.

			“I have to be at work early tomorrow.” It wasn’t like college where she could sleep in. Tonight was a temporary respite, but tomorrow she had to make up for it.

			The air stirred behind her, and the smell of Chanel perfume wafted over. Jake’s open smile disappeared.

			“Veronika,” Jake said flatly.

			“Jake, I took an early flight to make your party.” Veronika swept between Audrey and Eve to envelop Jake in a hug. The night air suddenly felt chilly, and Audrey wrapped her arms around herself. She turned to Eve and tilted her head towards the door. Penny joined them as they were leaving.

			Penny held open the front door for them. “She’s like quicksand. She appears harmless, but she’s not going to let him go that easily. And Jake’s too nice. He shouldn’t have told her about his party. He told me it was safe because she had a modeling commitment in Italy. He doesn’t want to hurt her feelings, but there isn’t a nice way to break up with someone.”

			“No,” Audrey said, still filled with regret at the way she’d broken up with Kevin. Eve and Audrey waved goodbye to Penny as they turned into the entrance of their building next door.

			As they jogged up the stairs, Audrey said, “That was fun. I miss college and those all-night parties.” And that flickering of anticipation that something might happen. All-nighters filing briefs were not the same. Any flickers then were of fear that she had missed something.

			“It doesn’t have to be all-night or nothing. There is a middle ground. I told you that you just have to get out there,” Eve said, behind her on the stairs.

			Audrey nodded, but any middle ground was fast disappearing. She trudged up the dark stairway to their floor. A hallway light was out, and the walls felt like they were closing in. Winnie’s news and Malaburn were lurking in the shadows. She shook herself and hugged Eve goodbye at her door.
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