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chapter 1


For some reason she couldn’t understand, Kit woke on the last morning in Islamorada with the urge to do something a little dangerous in her life. Not like shark-cage diving or parasailing over the turquoise blue Florida Bay. She hadn’t lost her mind. She just longed for something that would make her heart pump harder and her breath catch in her throat.

Maybe it was because her vacation, a combination getaway and business-scouting trip, had been nice enough but had offered up no surprises, none of those unexpected discoveries you secretly yearned for on a trip. Oh, she’d done a kayak tour of the mangroves and she’d treated herself to a hot stone massage. But those were hardly the kind of activities that left you breathless, even though the massage therapist had stressed that the stones were actually “certified lava shells,” as if having them kneaded into your back was comparable to hiking along the rim of a volcanic crater.

Or, maybe the urge was tied to her birthday. She’d turned thirty-five the week before, had broken up five months before with a sweet, nice guy who’d been all wrong for her, and during the days leading up to the occasion, she’d goaded herself to use her birthday as an impetus to go bolder, to be more of a badass at times. As she’d left the office for the airport eight days ago, Baby Meadow, her seventy-one-year-old interior decorating partner, had quoted a line of Mae West’s that kept echoing in Kit’s head: “Good girls go to heaven but bad girls go everywhere.”

But even as she toyed with the idea, she heard an internal warning. Wasn’t the problem with a little danger that you had no guarantee it could be contained? It was like a match tossed on dry brush. Maybe things only smoldered for a while, the embers glowing softly through the night until a light rain doused them at dawn. But with the right wind conditions, those embers could begin to flare, creating flames that would thrash higher and higher in the darkness. Until they torched everything you owned.

She stepped out onto the small, stone patio of her hotel room and discovered that the early April sky was cloudless, and the jungle-like grounds of the hotel—dense with palm trees and sawgrass—looked lush and seductive, in shades of deep green that she rarely liked to use in her work but always felt spellbound by in nature. A gecko darted up the trunk of a tree. Time to get moving, she told herself. It would be crazy not to make the most of her last day.

She dressed quickly—a bikini covered with a sarong and T-shirt—and headed for breakfast, her iPad tucked under her arm. The hotel was a small boutique one, almost motel-like in style but charming and Caribbean in feel. Her room was in one of a half-dozen white clapboard buildings separated from the main building by winding sand pathways. As she came around a bend in the path, she overheard snippets of conversation. It was a man talking, probably another guest up early, too, and after a moment she realized he was on a cell phone. There was a hint of consternation in his tone.

“I don’t want to wait much longer,” Kit thought she heard him say. And then, as she rounded the bend, his words were more distinct: “I’d rather have a few regrets than none at all.”

He was late thirties, she guessed, about six foot two with dark red hair cut short in a kind of Navy Seal style and a closely cropped beard and mustache. Dressed in a pale, long-sleeved shirt and cream-colored pants. He caught her eye and then looked away, lowering his voice at the same time.

As she passed him, she reflected on the last comment he’d made. Perhaps that should be her motto in life, she thought. But how did you guarantee a few regrets didn’t balloon into too many?

Breakfast was included in the price of her room, and she went a little nuts—glistening red papaya, half a muffin, a cheese and mushroom omelet, and a foamy cappuccino—telling herself to get her money’s worth. While eating she knocked off replies to a few emails and checked the news online.

She lingered longer than she’d planned. With half an eye directed toward a headline on her iPad, she grabbed her tote bag and left the restaurant, eager to reach the beach.

And then bam, she collided hard with someone. Her fault for trying to still read the darn iPad. She looked up to see that her victim was the red-haired man she’d passed on the path.

“So sorry,” Kit said. She felt like an idiot.

“It’s my fault, too,” he said politely. “My mind was elsewhere.”

She wondered if it had been on the conversation he’d had earlier. Well, whatever, decent of him to let her off the hook. He held her gaze tightly for a couple of beats, with eyes that were a light but piercing blue.

“Have a nice day,” she said. He nodded and they both went on their way.

She walked the beach and started shooting photos with her Samsung, mostly of the luscious white sand. She loved to catalogue shots of things whose names were the same as colors—like sand, olive, lavender, ash, or bone. It was fascinating to see how many variations there were, and to liberate them all from the confinement of their names. Later, she read and ate lunch under a palm tree by the small, turquoise-bottomed pool. Then she changed into street clothes and took a taxi to a shop in town.

It was on the main road that ran through the island, a kind of honky-tonk strip, but there were a decent few stores, some of which she’d already perused, scouting for her client. The woman had vacationed as a girl in the Florida Keys and wanted the same vibe for a Jersey Shore cottage she’d recently purchased. That was actually part of the reason Kit had picked Islamorada to begin with—killing two birds with one stone. But now she was shopping just for herself. One of the stores specialized in fanciful exotic stuff, including a mounted sawfish bill that she’d practically drooled over.

The place was nearly empty but she liked that. She started down an aisle, relaxed in the moment. And then there he was again, Mr. X, the red-haired guy from the morning, wearing a tight, heather blue T now instead of the long-sleeved shirt. It was as if she’d conjured him up, the way a magician pulls a dove from his sleeve.

“Hello again,” he said, suddenly seeing her. His eyes held hers the way they had earlier.

“Oh, hi. Sorry again about this morning. No injuries, right?”

“No, none at all. Though I should warn you. I hear they’re going to make that illegal in some states—walking while reading a tablet.”

“Good to know,” she said, smiling. “I’ll leave my iPad at home—or use a designated reader.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment, just looked at her, as if weighing a decision.

“Are you hunting for souvenirs?” he asked finally.

“Sort of. What about you? You don’t seem like the type who goes for mirrors with seashells hot-glued to the frame.”

She wasn’t sure why she’d teased him that way. It was a tactic she sometimes relied on with awkward male clients, to entice them to open up.

“I’m going to take that as a compliment,” he said. “I was actually trying to find a gift for my big sister’s birthday. Any ideas? She’ll be forty-one. Nice taste but on the casual side.”

She wondered suddenly if he might be trying to pick her up. But she’d never been drawn to red-haired men. Weren’t they supposed to be brooding or even wildly mercurial, the type who’d think nothing of bashing another man over the back of the head with a bar stool?

“Will you need to pack it in your luggage?” she asked. “If that’s the case, you might want to think small.”

“She’s got a place in Miami. I’m headed there by car tomorow so I can take it with me.”

“So size isn’t an issue?” she said.

“Not really. But don’t women hate gifts in large packages? They assume you’ve brought them a juicer or an emergency kit for their car.”

“You’re so right,” Kit said. He looked, she thought, like the kind of guy who’d never given anyone a juicer in his life, and if he needed juice himself, he’d just crush a half-dozen oranges in one fist. Maybe he was a Navy Seal, decompressing after a raid on a terrorist cell or Somali pirates. “Okay, let’s see, then . . .”

She turned to scan the store and then headed down an aisle, with him trailing just behind her. After a minute or so, she spotted a hammered metal frame tucked behind a group of decorative boxes.

“What about this?” she said, easing it out. “A woman can never own enough frames. And this one would work with any style.”

“Even casual? Though maybe a better way to describe my sister is a touch Bohemian.”

“Yes, this would mix with that.” Kit smiled. “I’m actually a decorator.”

“Ahh. Well then, sold.” He accepted the frame from her. “I’m Matt Healy, by the way,” he added like an afterthought.

She was standing so close to him that she could see the light freckles on his face. There was something about him that was both rugged and refined—the cropped beard and mustache contrasting with the sophisticated air. And then there were those freaking blue eyes. When she’d handed him the frame, she’d noticed there was no wedding ring on his hand. Though, of course, that didn’t mean a thing.

“Kit Finn,” she said.

“Here on vacation?” he asked.

“Partly. I’m also checking things out for a client. How about you?”

“Uh, business and pleasure, too, I guess you could say. I sold my company recently and I’m trying to figure out what my next move should be. . . . I actually drove down here from New York this time.”

“And how was that?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “I’m from the city myself but I don’t think I could handle a drive that long.”

“Well, let’s just say it was an experience.” She sensed him deliberating again, caught between two thoughts, and then he glanced at his watch.

“I’d love to buy you a cup of coffee as thanks for helping me,” he said, looking back at her, “but I have a business call in a few minutes, and then another at four. Maybe later?”

“Sure,” she said. Though later seemed right up there with, “Why don’t we grab a bite together the next time we’re both in Bogotá.”

“Do you have a card at least?” he asked.

She pulled one from her wallet, handed it to him, and, as he slid the card into his pants pocket, she said goodbye. Who knew? Maybe he’d at least need an interior designer at some point.

As he paid for the frame, she inquired of someone else behind the counter about the price of the sawfish bill—outrageous, unfortunately—and left the store. Heading up the street in the steamy air, she felt herself longing for a dip in the pool.

And then as she strolled, lost in thought, Matt Healy was suddenly hurrying up to her from behind.

“Hello, again,” he said. “This may be presumptuous on my part, but would you like to join me for dinner tonight? I was planning on eating at the hotel.”

“Yes, I’d like that.” Why not? she thought. To her surprise, she realized she found him attractive. And maybe having dinner with a total stranger would satisfy that yearning she’d had earlier for a little bit of danger.

“Great. Then why don’t we meet on the restaurant patio? Say, eight-thirty?”

After parting from him, she walked to one more shop, and then arranged for a cab back to the hotel.

Matt was already seated on the patio when she arrived for dinner. His back was to the bay, and though it was too dark to see the water now, there were scattered points of light farther out—boats, she assumed. Ones that seemed to be on secret missions.

As she wound her way to the table, she noticed he was reading on his phone, holding it close to the hurricane lamp on the table. For a moment a frown flickered across his face. As if sensing her presence, he suddenly glanced up and took her in. She’d worn her blond hair in a messy bun, with a few loose pieces hanging around her face. And she’d picked an outfit that she thought was sexy enough but didn’t look like she was trying too hard: white jeans, silver sandals, and a lavender-colored halter, which she knew worked well with her light green eyes. Baby liked to call it “the wisteria effect.”

Matt rose to greet her, setting his phone facedown on the table.

“It’s nice to see you again,” he said.

He was wearing a navy blazer over a collarless off-white shirt. He pulled out the chair across from him and gently cupped her elbow, guiding her as she sat down. His touch was like an electric spark and she felt it shoot all the way through her.

“Did your phone calls go okay?” she asked.

“Yes. Yes, they did, thanks.”

He asked if she wanted to share a bottle of red wine, and she told him, “perfect.” Good girls go to heaven, she thought, but bad girls drink Bordeaux.

“So how did you end up becoming a decorator?” he said after the waiter moved off.

“I got a job as an assistant with the mother of a friend of a friend, and it was love at first sight.” She laughed. “With decorating, I mean, not the mother.”

“You’d never had an inkling before that?”

“I guess I did without putting my finger on it. I was the prop person for all the plays in high school, which I adored. And I have this funny memory of when I was around ten. My mother took me with her to visit her sister one afternoon, and after the two of them went out to the backyard, I felt compelled to rearrange the entire living room. When they came back inside later, they got these utterly terrified looks on their faces, like that scene in The Sixth Sense when the mother turns around and every one of the kitchen drawers and cabinets have been yanked open.”

“That’s very funny,” he said, chuckling. “That scene nearly made me jump out of my seat when I saw it. Is interior design something you study in school?”

“Uh, that’s one route,” she said quickly. “But you also can work at a firm and more or less apprentice with people far more experienced. That’s the way I did it.”

“I imagine your clients can be difficult at times. People with money are often pretty demanding.”

“My business is just a tiny one, and the clients aren’t what you’d really call wealthy. They have good jobs and nice apartments, and they’re at a point where they can finally hire an interior designer to pull things together better. I guess you could say I’m kind of a starter decorator for most of them.

“But that’s enough about decorating,” she added. Her partner Baby always said that if you wanted to make a straight man impotent, just start gushing about floor plans, poufs, and color palettes. “I don’t want to bore you to tears.”

“I honestly enjoy hearing about stuff like that,” he said. “I studied sculpture in college.”

“Really?” she said, surprised. There was that contrast thing at work again. Rugged and yet also refined. “What kind of medium?”

“Metal mostly. A lot of copper. Not huge pieces, just table size.

“Do you still do it?”

“I’ve just started again. Part of why I got rid of my business was to have time for it. Just for my own pleasure.”

“What kind of business were you in?”

He paused in the way he seemed to have of waiting a beat before speaking. “A tech business. Trust me, if I elaborated, we’d both be bored to tears. It was a way to make money . . . and guarantee some freedom for later.”

They ordered, and over dinner they fell into an easy conversation, talking about art they both enjoyed looking at, and places they’d traveled and loved. He was funny at moments, and a good listener, listening and questioning, in fact, more than he spoke. Was it a seduction ploy? she wondered.

There was, she also decided, an intriguing contradiction to him: self-possessed without being braggy, engaged but at the same time slightly mysterious. He made her a little nervous, yet in a way she liked. It felt good to be on her toes a bit with a man.

She was attracted to him, she realized. Even the damn red hair.

“No, no, dinner’s my treat,” he insisted when the check arrived and she attempted to contribute. He scribbled the tip amount and signed his name. She took a final sip of coffee, and when she looked up, she caught him scanning the patio, his eyes narrowed, as if searching for someone. The waiter to hand back the check to? she wondered. Was he eager for the night to end?

“I’d love to continue the conversation,” he said. “How about a walk along the beach.”

“Sure,” she replied, trying not to sound as ridiculously eager as she felt.

But no sooner had they stepped onto the sand and she’d kicked off her sandals, than it began to drizzle.

“The gods aren’t being very accommodating,” he said, glancing upward. He took her elbow, guiding her back onto the patio. That spark once again. It was lust, she realized, and it was making her pulse race. “How about plan B? We could grab a drink at the bar. Or—there’s bottle of white wine in my room. I have a suite so we could sit in the living room.”

She didn’t want the evening to end. But did she want to sleep with him? Because by going back to his hotel room, she was saying that sex was a possibility. She’d play it by ear, she decided. See where the chemistry led.

“I’m up for a glass of wine,” she told him. “But just one. I’m leaving at seven a.m., and I still have to pack”

Once they were in the living room of his suite, he slipped out of his blazer and reached for the bottle of white wine on top of the mini bar. Without the jacket, she could see how fit he was, and imagine how muscular he must be under his shirt. She felt a fresh rush of desire flood through her.

“Let me get some ice to keep the wine chilled,” he said, grabbing the bucket that had been provided.

As soon as the door closed behind him, she let her gaze run over the room. Nice to have a suite, she thought. The bedroom door was closed and he hadn’t left much in the living area, just a few items on the desk. She stepped closer. An iPad in a leather case. A slightly rumpled New York Times perched on the edge. A Moleskine notebook, closed. And a Mont Blanc pen.

She plucked up the pen and with the other hand fished around in her purse for her own Mont Blanc. It had been a gift from her father, a way, he’d told her, to say he was sorry for everything, though no apology had ever been necessary.

The pens were identical, she saw. Black and gold fountain pens. Maybe that was a sign of something, she told herself.

And then, she heard footsteps outside the door. Startled, she dropped her purse and one of the pens on the floor. She quickly scooped up both items, and as she did, her elbow knocked the newspaper off the desk as well. She went into scramble mode, and she’d just managed to put everything back in place when she heard the key turn in the lock. That would have been nice, she thought—caught snooping.

Back in the room, Matt opened the wine, poured them each a glass, and crossed to her. After handing her the wine, he didn’t step back. He was standing so near, she could feel the heat from his body.

He took her free hand and pulled her to him. Then, he leaned down, his gorgeous mouth nearly touching hers. She closed the gap and kissed him.

His lips were both soft and firm and when he pulled away a moment later, she already felt hungry for more.

“I’ve wanted to do that since I first set eyes on you,” he said.

“In that shop in town?”

“No, when you accosted me on my way out of breakfast. Maybe even when you came around the corner earlier, while I was on the phone.”

“You’re not thinking I’m a stalker, are you?” she teased.

“If you are, I don’t care.”

He set his wineglass down and kissed her again, more urgently this time, cupping her face with one hand. She accepted his tongue as he slid it into her mouth, savoring the taste of it. Suddenly, he was pressing his body deeply into hers and running a hand along the outside of her halter, just grazing her breast. After a few moments, he pulled back and ran his eyes over her face.

“I’d love to go to bed with you, Kit,” he said.

Ah, they’d arrived at that point much faster than she’d predicted. And yet, she found herself definitely entertaining the idea. Not her usual M.O., for sure, but her body seemed to have its own agenda tonight.

“That’s a very interesting proposition,” she said, still deliberating.

“But I also need to be perfectly honest with you,” he said, before she could answer. “If we go to bed, there’s no way—at least right now—that I could take things beyond tonight, even with us both living in New York.”

“Are you saying there’s someone serious in your life?” That would be a deal-breaker for sure. She would even regret the dinner.

“No, no,” he said, shaking his head. “There’s no one. I haven’t had a girlfriend since I broke up with a woman nine months ago. We were pretty serious but she ended up too homesick for Melbourne to stay in the States.”

“I take it then that you’re up for only casual dalliances these days,” she said, looking him in the eye. “No strings attached.”

“Yes.” His expression turned serious, almost grave. “But it’s a little more complicated than that, than me not feeling ready. I’m very attracted to you, Kit. But there’s a problem I need to turn all my attention to in the next weeks—even months. It’s going to consume most of my time and my energy.”

So there’d be no chance of ever seeing him again. But would it be so wrong to go for it, she wondered. This morning, she’d challenged herself to be a badass, to try something a little dangerous, and couldn’t this be it? The proverbial night to remember.

She looked off, considering. Yes, she told herself. Take a chance.

“All right,” she said. “But you’ll just have to promise not to mind when my cell phone alarm goes off at five-thirty.”

“Not a problem. I plan to still be having sex with you then anyway.”

She flushed at the thought.

“You don’t happen to have any condoms, do you?”

“I’ve got some in my dopp kit.” He laughed. “Old but not past the expiration date.”

He led her into the spare white bedroom and began to peel off her clothes, then his own. He was in fabulous condition, taut and lightly tanned. He laid her on the bed and moved along her body slowly with both hands and mouth, exploring, teasing, making her writhe in pleasure.

She’d never gone to bed with anyone for the first time without experiencing a twinge of self-consciousness, from being naked and exposed. But she felt none of that now. It was like dropping from a trapeze into a circus net, and relishing the pure, glorious thrill of the fall.

His prediction had been right. They’d barely finished making love for a third time when the alarm went off. She forced herself out of bed, gathered up her clothes, and slipped into the bathroom. When she emerged a few minutes later, Matt was out of bed, too, pants on, waiting to walk her to the door.

“That was a fantastic night, Kit,” he said, a hand against the doorframe.

“Yes,” she said. “It was.”

He kissed her softly goodbye.

She had too much last-minute packing to reflect on any of it. She took a six-minute shower, tossed items into her suitcase in a crazy rush, and grabbed a coffee to-go in the lobby.

The car service was right on time, and as the driver headed toward the highway, she finally leaned back and replayed the night. It had been exquisite, it made her blush even to think about it. She had no regrets about her decision to spend the night with a stranger. Just regret over the fact that she’d never set eyes on him again.

Halfway to Miami, as endless palm trees whipped by outside the car, her cell phone rang.

The screen flashed the name of the hotel, and she wondered if there’d been confusion over her bill.

“Good morning,” a man said when she answered. For a moment she couldn’t place the deep voice.

“Did you get off on time?” he asked. And then she realized: it was Matt Healy.

“Yes, thanks,” she said, taken aback. “I’m in the car now.”

“Look, Kit, I know I pleaded no entanglements last night. But I have to see you again, in New York.”

She took a breath.

“I’d like that, too,” she said.

“I’ll be there on Thursday. Why don’t I cook you dinner? I’m not exactly Bobby Flay, but you won’t leave starving.”

She didn’t care if he fixed her a fried eel sandwich.

“Perfect.”

“See you Thursday then,” he said after giving her his address. “seven-thirty.”

Once they’d signed off, she realized she was smiling stupidly to no one in particular.

It was nearly 4:30 by the time she reached home. She had a one-bedroom apartment in a five-story building on Elizabeth Street in Nolita, named because it was just north of Little Italy. She was crazy about the area, a hip but friendly neighborhood of narrow streets, low-rise buildings, and old churches, as well as trendy boutiques and cafés. Last year, when the studio apartment next door became available, she and Baby had decided to rent it as office space.

She dropped her suitcase in the apartment and entered the office through the adjoining doorway that the super had given them permission to create. Baby was at her desk, staring quizzically at a pile of fabric swatches.

“There you are,” Baby exclaimed, touching one of her lovely hands to her chest. “Dara saw that your flight was late.”

“Just by an hour,” Kit said. She’d been in too good a mood to let the delay bug her. “It’s great to see you, Baby.”

“Same here. I take it you had nice weather. You’ve got some gorgeous highlights.”

Baby was a blond fanatic. She dyed her gray hair a gorgeous champagne color and wore it like a prized crown.

“I’ll tell you all about it, but first fill me in. Everything okay?”

“Well, I’m up to my ass in ikat,” Baby said, nodding toward the fabric pile. “After this particular job I refuse to do another throw pillow in it for as long as I live.”

Kit laughed. “What about West 87th Street? You said in your email there were some problems.”

“Oh, the husband’s suddenly bullied his way into everything. He thinks blue is for sissies and that the slipper chairs in the bedroom look like they were made for Tinkerbell. Says he’s a ‘Mission furniture kind of guy’ and thinks the place should have a huskier feel. The man actually said that. I once had a woman say she wanted a bedroom like a harlot’s, but in forty plus years I never heard anyone ask for husky.”

“I thought the wife said she had free rein.”

“Apparently she did until the bills started to roll in.”

“You’ll work it out,” Kit said, smiling. “You always do.”

Baby was brilliant at many things but one of her specialties was negotiating what she called ICDC: Intense Couple Decorating Conflict.

“Where’s Dara?” Kit asked, referring to their assistant.

“I had her run to the D&D building, and she’s going home from there.”

“Don’t stay late on my account, Baby. We can do a real catch-up tomorrow, and I’ll go through paperwork tonight.”

The next few days rushed by. Kit spent a good chunk of her time on site at a Greenwich Village apartment she was decorating, checking on the paint job the contractors were doing in the study. It ended up perfect, a gorgeous, gleaming shade of aubergine. When the clients, the Griggses, saw the final results on Thursday they were agog. Kit felt both thrilled and relieved. The wife, Layla, had turned out to be a fussbudget, and Kit had been micromanaging the project even more intensely than normal.

But she knew there was another reason for her good mood. Her dinner with Matt Healy was just hours away. She felt herself craving both his company and his touch.

She chose a pale gray jersey dress for the night, one that was loose fitting, but clung in the right places. And she picked the sexiest bra and panties she owned.

She treated herself to a cab uptown so she wouldn’t feel frazzled. The building turned out to be a high-rise luxury, not far from Lincoln Center. She gave Matt’s name to the concierge and he nodded, lifting the intercom phone out of its cradle.

“Is he expecting you?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. She felt a rush of nervous excitement.

Before the concierge could buzz the apartment, a woman interrupted, asking about a package delivery.

“18C,” the concierge told Kit, confirming what she already knew. “I’ll tell him you’re on the way up.” Then he redirected his attention back to the other woman.

Kit rode the elevator to eighteen, feeling her pulse rate accelerate. “Easy, girl,” she told herself. “You don’t want to be foaming at the mouth when you arrive.” After finding the right apartment, she pressed the buzzer. The door began to swing open and she smiled expectantly.

But the man standing on the other side of the threshold wasn’t Matt. Kit’s eyes darted toward the number on the door. Yes, this was C. Had she heard the letter incorrectly?

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m looking for Matt Healy. I must have the wrong apartment.”

“Well, I’m Matt Healy,” the man said. “Who are you?”





chapter 2


For a moment she couldn’t process what he’d just said. Instead, as she stared at the man’s unfamiliar features, other phrases kept tumbling through her brain: wrong apartment, wrong building, wrong street, wrong day, wrong something.

But then, finally, his words computed: “I’m Matt Healy.”

So where was the other Matt Healy? The one who was supposed to be serving her chili or stir-fry or whatever guys whipped up when they invited you for dinner? It felt as if she’d accidentally exited a building from a different door than the one she’d entered and was on the wrong street now, momentarily discombobulated.

“I—I don’t understand,” Kit stammered. “Is this some kind of joke?”

He smiled. Pleasant seeming, not acting at all cagey. For the first time, she really took in his appearance. Nice enough looking. Strawberry-blond hair. Blue eyes. He was dressed casually, in an untucked, long-sleeved dress shirt and a pair of brown cords, but he exuded a buttoned-up vibe. Lawyer/banker type.

“Well, not a joke I’m playing,” he said. “Why exactly are you here?”

“To see a man I know named Matt Healy. We had plans.”

He shrugged. “Like I said, I’m Healy and I don’t believe we’ve ever met.”

“But the doorman,” she said, really flummoxed now. “He—he told me to go right up.”

“Yeah, I know. He rang to say someone named Kit was on the way up. I said I wasn’t expecting anyone but by that time you’d hopped on the elevator. I figured he got the name wrong, and it was probably a friend of mine dropping by to say hi.”

Instinctively, she bit her lip, trying to think, trying to make sense of the rabbit hole she seemed to have fallen down. Maybe, by a freakish chance, there were two guys named Matt Healy in the building. But this was the apartment number Matt had given her. A revelation fought its way across a threshold in her mind. Had she been played? Tricked for some reason she didn’t understand?

“Look,” the guy said, “maybe there’s an explanation. Do you want to come in for a minute and we’ll try to sort it out?”

Down the long hall, the drone of a TV leaked beneath the door of another apartment but that was the only sound. No, she certainly didn’t want to come in.

Shaking her head, she wondered what to do next. Her confusion began to morph into anger. If the man she’d had dinner with hadn’t wanted to see her again, why set up this whole charade tonight?

The guy flipped over a hand in a kind of “I’m-as-stumped-as-you-are” gesture.

“I’m sure this isn’t any fun for you,” he said, “but let me at least help. I bet there’s more than one Matt Healy in New York. How did you get the address?”

“From him. We met in Florida a few days ago and he invited me for dinner.”

He took a slow breath and brought his hands to his mouth steeple style, holding them there. She wondered if he might be amused by her predicament, but his expression was intense and a couple of seconds later he raised an eyebrow in alarm.

“Oh God, I think I know what’s going on,” he said. “A week or so ago, someone robbed me. I mean, they stole my wallet. I cancelled my credit cards but the thief would still have my license, which of course has my address on it.”

It felt as if someone had kicked her legs out from under her. Did this mean that the man she’d slept with was a thief? She could see him clearly in her mind’s eye. Confident, self-possessed, a bit mysterious. But no way had there been a hint of anything criminal.

“I really should go,” she said. She wanted to get as far away as possible from apartment 18C.

“No, wait.” The guy’s voice was almost pleading. “I can understand why you don’t want to come in. For all you know I’ve got the real Matt Healy hogtied in here. But I don’t and I really need to hear more details from you. This guy may have stolen my identity. Would you be willing to go someplace public with me? There’s a little bar a few doors down from the building.”

“Okay,” she said finally. Though the idea had nada appeal for her, it seemed unfair not to help him.

“Let me just grab my jacket,” he said.

“I’ll meet you in the lobby,” she told him. She needed a minute alone and a chance to think.

In the elevator, she flopped back against the wall and groaned. Maybe there was an explanation. Somewhere the real Matt Healy had to be waiting for her, maybe right this minute popping a cork from a bottle of wine or stirring a stew pot in anticipation of her arrival.

She checked her phone, where she’d programmed Matt’s info when he’d called on her way to the airport. She groaned again as she saw that she was definitely at that address. There was a chance, of course, that she’d taken down the details incorrectly. But it was too huge a coincidence that a building she ended up in erroneously would have an occupant with the same name in the very same apartment.

What if the guy in the apartment really wasn’t who he claimed to be? An imposter. But about a minute later, when he hurried around the corner from the elevator bank into the lobby, the concierge nodded at him and called out, “Evening, Mr. Healy.”

There seemed little room for doubt now. She’d been hoodwinked.

They stepped outside and Healy—yeah, she had to start thinking of him that way now—gestured toward a building a couple of doors down. As they reached the entrance she saw that it was an Italian restaurant, one of those faux rustic ones with yellow and white checked tablecloths and chairs with woven twine backs. The kind of spot you’d pick for a second date, not where you’d debrief a person about a con artist. There was a small bar, though, and Healy suggested they grab stools there rather than a table.

The bartender greeted him by name, just as the concierge had. Kit realized glumly that unless she was part of some massive Bourne movie kind of conspiracy, the guy sitting next to her was who he claimed to be. And the man she’d met five days ago wasn’t. When she’d first encountered him shopping in Islamorada, she’d thought of him as Mr. X, and now he was no more than X again.

Healy asked what she wanted to drink and she told him a cappuccino. She’d briefly considered a glass of wine, just to take the edge off, but she needed a clear head to come to grips with what had happened. He ordered a scotch and water himself and took a quick swig as soon as it arrived.

Healy had seemed unruffled when she’d first shown up on his doorstep, but she could sense his tension now—in the stiffness of his body, the way he jiggled the plastic straw that had been in his drink.

“I appreciate this,” Healy said. “When I lost my wallet I thought cancelling six credit cards and ordering a new license was the worst of it, but the situation is clearly more complicated. What did this guy tell you he did for a living?”

“That he’d run a tech business but had recently sold it. Is that what you do?”

“No, I’m a portfolio manager at a hedge fund. You said you were in Florida when you met this guy. Where exactly?”

“Islamorada. He was staying at the same hotel I was.”

“And he told you he was headed back here? Did he say when?”

“Today—and he promised to make me dinner.” Of course, the missing meal was hardly the issue. She’d slept with a man, formed a connection with him, and had been hoping for more. And it had all been a sham.

Healy’s body seemed to tense even more.

“Sounds like he might actually still be there, in Islamorada.”

“He said he was going to Miami,” Kit said. “But I guess that might have been a lie, too.”

Yes, maybe it all had been a lie. Certainly if he was busy pickpocketing people, he hadn’t recently cashed in on a tech company. But what about the drive south, being a sculptor, the Boho sister in Miami, the girlfriend who’d moved back to Melbourne? It stood to reason that every detail had been make-believe, part of a devious scheme to sound enchanting and lure her into bed.

Healy ran his finger around the rim of the glass, saying nothing for a moment. She was sure he was wondering if she had slept with the guy in Florida and was smarting now from being stood up and made a fool of. Well, she was smarting. She felt humiliated.

“When was your wallet stolen?” she asked.

“Uh, about ten days ago, at a party in Dumbo. I had it in the pocket of my sports jacket and I made the mistake of laying the jacket over a chair when the place got hot. An hour later when I went to pay for my cab home, I realized the wallet was missing. The hosts checked around but couldn’t find it. I figured that some unsavory guest had seen me shed the jacket and gone through the pockets.”

“And you cancelled the cards right away?” she asked.

“That night.”

In her mind Kit conjured up the image of X summoning the bill at the hotel restaurant. She was pretty sure he had simply signed so that the dinner was charged to his room. But, of course, he would have needed a card to check into the hotel.

“So, if your cards were cancelled right way, he couldn’t have used one of them to check in,” she said. She wasn’t sure why she was bothering to play Veronica Mars with Healy because all she wanted was to give him the info he needed and beat it out of there.

“Right, but if it’s the same guy and he’s using my name, he’s got some game going on,” Healy said. “Tell me exactly what this dude looked like. There were a lot people I didn’t know that night, but maybe I can place him.”

“Dark reddish hair with a close-cropped beard. Blue eyes. About six one or two.” Describing him only heightened her annoyance. How stupid she’d been.

Healy took another drink. There was a privileged, preppy aura about him, though she couldn’t tell if he came by it naturally or had cultivated it over time. In her work, particularly during the years she’d done stints at two big interior design firms prior to starting her own company, she’d met more than a few people who, after hitting it rich, acquired the trappings of old wealth—not just clothes and Bottega Veneta handbags but signet rings and clipped, patrician accents—that allowed observers to make grand assumptions about their background.

“I’ve got a favor to ask you,” Healy said suddenly. “Would you be willing to drop by my office tomorrow and talk to our head of security?”

The last thing Kit wanted to do at this point was become part of some manhunt. She didn’t respond immediately and she could tell Healy sensed her reluctance.

“Look, I hate having to involve you in this whole thing,” he added, “but if this guy is posing as me, it could turn into a huge nightmare, and not just for me personally. It could ripple over to my business. I want the firm to be in the loop.”

“I’ve got a pretty full work day,” Kit said truthfully.

“Is there any time you could squeeze it in? It’s really important.”

“Well, I guess I could stop by at noon,” she said, realizing she’d feel guilty if she declined. “But let me confirm the time with you.”

“Great, I really appreciate this,” he said.

“What about the police? Don’t they have to be informed about this latest development?”

“Yes, I’ll take care of that and they’ll probably be in touch with you. But let’s talk to my security guy first. Do you have a card?”

Healy seemed credible enough, but still, the whole situation was weird.

“Why don’t you give me your card,” she said. “And I’ll call you early tomorrow.”

His expression read worried, worried that she wouldn’t follow through.

“All right,” he said. “I don’t have cards with me but I’ll write down the details.” He asked the bartender for a pen, scribbled his contact info on a cocktail napkin and turned it over to her. “I know it’s a pain, but I really need your help. This could screw up my life if I don’t deal with it.”

She nodded. She felt sorry for him, though not as sorry as she felt for herself at the moment.

A few minutes later she parted company with Healy on the street. It was drizzling lightly, and she considered taking a cab or Uber home, but she hated blowing another thirty bucks on the night. So she rushed to the subway stop and hopped onto a downtown train, at least securing a seat.

As the train hurtled through the tunnel, she stared down at her lap. Inside she was churning, her feelings all in a big, messy tangle. Anger dominated, running roughshod over everything else. She’d been duped, and the mean, nasty way X had done it infuriated her.

She was furious at herself, too. Not for sleeping with a stranger. She was hardly going to slut shame herself now that it hadn’t worked out in her favor. What she hated was that she’d been such a freaking dummy. After years of dealing with the public, she considered herself to be clever at reading people, at assessing right from the start if a potential client would prove to be high maintenance or need to be massaged a certain way—or even try to stiff her when it came to the final bills.

It was a skill she had actually cultivated, reading books on body language and interpersonal relationships. Her father had been taken advantage of in business when she was seventeen, forcing him to declare bankruptcy and throwing their whole life as a family into a tailspin, and she’d sworn to herself that she’d never be deceived that way. Ever.

She thought suddenly of the comment X had made after he’d asked her to bed. He said that in the next weeks he’d need to focus all his attention on a critical matter, and he’d looked troubled by the thought. Was that because he was on the run? Nothing, however, about his comment or his manner then, had set off alarm bells for her. She’d simply assumed he was dealing with a personal, private challenge.

There was something else churning inside her, something she hated to acknowledge. Disappointment. Not only had the sex with X made her body feel as if it was on fire, but she had liked him, had found him more interesting than any man she’d met in ages, and had loved the effortlessness of being in his company. There’d be no repeat.

It was still drizzling out when she ascended the steps of the Spring Street station, and the air felt raw. She had a four-block walk ahead. Tightening the belt of her trench coat, she quickened her pace. All she wanted was to be home, curled up in bed with something warm to drink.

She turned onto her street and saw that it was almost empty, except for two people climbing into a van halfway up the block. A question suddenly recurred, one she had asked herself in Healy’s corridor.

Why had X punked her that way? Con artist or not, he’d seemed so thoughtful toward her. Though he’d been open about wanting sex, there’d been no pressure on his part, and he’d offered her a reason to pass. Besides, once he’d conveyed on Sunday night that he wasn’t interested in any entanglements and she’d accepted the fact, why not just leave it at that?

Had he derived some sadistic pleasure from doing it, chuckling malevolently as he imagined her arriving at Matt Healy’s building all lit up and then leaving with her tail between her legs. The thought chilled her.

He had her business card, she realized, a breath catching in her chest. It listed only her work address, but that, of course, was also where she lived.

She tried to tamp down her fear. She’d been tricked but there didn’t seem to be any real reason to be alarmed. X was probably still in Florida, onto another play by now. She pitied the next girl in line.

Her building was just a few yards away now, and she made a dash toward it. The lobby was empty, forlorn almost, and she jangled her keys nervously as she waited for the elevator. When she was finally inside her apartment, she shut the door closed with such force that a framed print nearby bounced against the wall.
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She threw the bolt on the door and set the chain.

After kicking off her boots, she grabbed her laptop and searched online for Ithaka, the hedge fund Healy had jotted down on the napkin. She quickly found the firm’s official website, tapped on it, and seconds later was staring at a bio of Matt Healy, complete with photo. It was the same guy she’d just met. There was no doubt now that he’d been telling the truth and that X had tricked her.

She thought of one more step she could take, mainly to satisfy morbid curiosity. X had introduced himself as Matt Healy and she wanted to know if he’d presented himself to the hotel that way or just to her. She called the hotel and asked for Matt Healy’s room.

“I’m sorry,” the operator said after a pause. “Mr. Healy has already checked out.”

So he’d definitely posed as Healy. But how had he paid the hotel bill? The real Matt had said that he’d cancelled his cards. Wouldn’t X have needed a credit card to check in? Had he somehow managed to get a new card under Matt Healy’s name, using the identity he’d stolen?

Even if she had the answers, none of them would shed any light on why he had duped her into going to apartment 18C. She told herself to feel lucky that she’d escaped Islamorada with only her ego bruised.

She tugged off her gray jersey dress and hung it back in the closet. It looked mopey and morose on the hanger, as if its feelings had been hurt, too. She couldn’t help but picture herself three hours ago, shimmying into the dress and pairing it with a long silver pendent. How pointless all her efforts had been.

She forced herself to the fridge and rooted around for food. There was half a chicken breast, left over from a rotisserie bird she’d bought the day before, a bag of mesclun greens, and a chunk of blue cheese, not quite ripe enough to kill an STD but almost. As she stood at the kitchen counter, fashioning a salad from what she’d found, she thought of the meal she’d eaten that night with X—conch chowder, blackened red snapper, a slice of key lime pie, all so different from her usual fare.

There was something else that was troubling her, she realized, something that the memory of those dishes forced her to recognize. Her Florida trip was supposed to have been a turning point, the beginning of a more daring, more adventurous chapter in her life. Not so much a new Kit really, but the Kit she’d once been as a girl, before everything had unraveled in her family’s life. Well, so much for being a bit of a badass. Maybe she should take the whole episode as a warning.

The irony was that in her work she rarely held back. She’d started her own business, and when it came to the actual design work, she liked to turn things on their ear, like painting a wall to resemble awning stripes or upholstering a couch with the fabric inside out.

That was one of the reasons she’d been so excited about teaming with Baby, a bold decorator who advocated that every room have at least “a dash of clash.” She always pushed the envelope, like choosing Fanta orange for the accent color in a posh Upper East Side apartment. The two of them loved tossing wild-card ideas back and forth.

“Oh, you naughty girl,” Baby would say to her.

But in other aspects of life, including love, Kit had always played it ridiculously safe. Risks scared her pants off, or rather, for the most part kept them on. She thought of herself as the total opposite of a woman who was buttoned-up all day at the office but after sundown turned into a whip-wielding dominatrix, with a name like “Madame Darke” or “Nurse Payne.” After a gutsy day at work, she turned into “Miss Goody Two Shoes.”

Of course her friends would probably have been surprised to discover she thought of herself that way. They referred to her as spunky—or at least most of them did. Kit suspected that after her bland, lame relationship with Jeremy, a few might have begun to revise their sense of her.

She crashed at eleven that night. The sound of a couple arguing on the street below woke her just after one, and it took her over an hour to fall back to sleep. She kept thinking of X, wondering how she could have done such a bad job of reading him. A few memories surfaced: X on the phone on the walkway, sounding slightly aggravated. Maybe he’d been talking to a cohort. X casting his gaze around the restaurant right after they’d finished eating. At the moment she’d supposed that he was searching for the waiter. But it could have been the instinct of a criminal who was always on the watch.

First thing the next morning, she emailed Matt Healy and told him that she’d drop by his office at noon. The sooner she got it over with, the better. She dressed casually—she planned to shop a good part of the day—grabbed a yogurt, and unlocked the door that led to her office from the apartment. The point of the door wasn’t simply for her convenience. Both she and Baby occasionally used the living space for client meetings—it was a great way to show off the kind of nontraditional aesthetic they subscribed to—and the inner door gave them easy access back and forth.

Baby had beaten her into the office that morning. She’d laid trace paper over an apartment floor plan and was plotting out where the furniture ought to be positioned.

Baby had spent nearly four decades as one of Manhattan’s top decorators—not quite in the same league as Bunny Williams or Mario Buatta, but in demand by tons of well-heeled clients. She’d retired at sixty-four, planning to travel, entertain, and relish life, but when her adored husband Dan had died five years later, she’d decided that the best way to tackle grief was to jump feet first back into work. After meeting Kit at an event and getting to know her, she’d suggested partnering with her—and investing a small amount of money in the business. Kit had been ecstatic. This time, though, Baby had no interest in her projects being splashed in the pages of Elle Decor or Architectural Digest. She wanted out of the limelight and that’s why a small boutique business had appealed to her.

In the two years they’d worked together, she and Baby had become not only colleagues but also friends, often reaching out to each other for personal guidance. The day after her return from Florida, Kit had reported on her dinner under the stars with the man calling himself Matt Healy—and had admitted to spending the night with him. As soon as Baby set eyes on Kit this morning, she arched a brow mischievously, eager for a full report about the date.

After dropping into her chair, Kit blurted out what happened.

“That’s perfectly dreadful,” Baby declared. “The man should be shot.”

“Yes, but so should I. It was just so stupid of me to believe he was the real deal.”

“It’s not like you let someone convince you the moon landing was faked. Thinking an attractive, educated-seeming man is who he claims to be isn’t stupid. It’s a mistake any woman could make.”

“I appreciate your saying that, Baby. But it was a lapse, a big one. The guy was a freaking con artist. I hate the thought of making a bad call like that.”

Baby tapped her hands together softly, her red nails gleaming.

“I don’t know if I ever mentioned this to you, but I was married briefly in my twenties before I met Dan. These days they call that a starter marriage, though back then the euphemism was ‘too young to know better.’ The man was a real cad and he cheated on me within months. For years, even after I married Dan, I beat myself up about it, really doubted my judgment. What helped me was to finally step back and ask myself what the warning signs might have been and why I missed them.”

“Had there been warning signs?” Kit asked.

Baby scoffed. “Does French kissing the maid of honor at the rehearsal dinner count? Unfortunately I didn’t learn that until much later. But there had been subtle signs from the very start, ones I’d chosen to ignore. Put this behind you, Kit. But there may be something to learn from it.”

Kit nodded glumly. The only lesson she’d gleaned so far was that taking a risk had blown up in her face.

“That said,” Baby added, “it’s time for you to meet someone new and wonderful. Why don’t you finally give Match a chance?”

“But I thought you said it was full of losers and lunatics.”

“Oh, in my age category—also known as the court of last resort—it’s positively swimming with them. I had a date two weeks ago with a man who told me he would never travel to Italy because the Italians inject sleeping potions into their train compartments so they can rob you while you are unconscious. But you’re in an age category with far more options. Plus, it’s a numbers game. You have to cycle through a certain number of bad ones for something good.”

“Maybe I’ll give it a try,” she said half heartedly. She did want to meet someone. It had been five months since her split with Jeremy, a mutually agreed upon one, and she felt hungry for a real connection with a man, hungry, she had to admit, for love. But getting there seemed like such an awful lot of effort, something you needed to work at like a second job. That was part of the reason the night with X had been so gratifying. Instant attraction. No game playing. Or at least that’s how it had presented itself then.

“Just a word of caution,” Baby
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