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      It’s spring at last and I am ready to spring out of the city for a weekend in the country.

      I whistle to myself as I step into the mirror-lined elevator and hit the button for the garage nine floors below. I’m escaping the city as early as possible this fine Friday morning. There’s a little work in my LV shoulder bag, but mostly I’m going to Rosedale to unplug.

      In the garage, I greet Mason the weekday garage attendant with a grin, which I temper when I remember his asthmatic grandson was in the hospital with bronchitis a few days ago.

      “How’s Jaden?” I ask as he gets my key from the box.

      “Doing much better,” he says. “They gave him a new inhaler, and it’s working.”

      “Great news.” I take the key from his outstretched hand and walk to a nearby bay. I pay extra to keep my baby close enough to extract it myself. “Have a good weekend.”

      “You too, Mr. James.” Mason’s old school—won’t call me Kingston no matter how many times I ask. It’s a remnant of old-style Manhattan manners I confess to taking pleasure in. It may be why I chose this building, Central Park-adjacent, complete with doorman and snooty neighbors. I myself am one of the snooty neighbors, even if my one-bed one-bath is one of the smallest apartments. Size, in this case, doesn’t matter. It’s a place to live during the week while I’m working at the Fenster Literary Agency, where I have sixteen children’s and young adult authors on my list and bring in more revenue than the next three best-performing agents combined. But it’s not home.

      Home is where I’m headed once I stash my bag in the trunk of my gleaming San Remo Green BMW 8 Series. I’ve had the convertible for six months, but this might be the first day I’ll actually be able to put the top down on my drive to Connecticut. On a good day, it takes two hours door to door. Fingers crossed traffic will cooperate today. I’ve got a podcast loaded up, a green tea latte in my Ember travel mug. I’m ready to go.

      I cut across the park and hook up with the Henry Hudson, my foot on the pedal nice and heavy as I accelerate for all of twenty seconds before I’m forced to brake for the inevitable logjam. I sigh. It’s the worst part of my bifurcated living situation. I could take the train, but it takes almost as long, and I need a car to get around Rosedale.

      My podcast is interrupted by a voice alert that I have a text. I poke a button and a sonorous male British accent floods my car. It’s the voice I’ve chosen for my phone’s virtual assistant, who I jokingly call Jarvis. Jarvis reads out a text from Pete Blekitny.

      “Dinner tonight at ours? Having a couple people over I want you to meet.”

      I never say no to dinner with two of my favorite people. I’d love Pete and his husband, Jack Avery, even if they weren’t my highest-earning clients.

      But I can’t make it too easy on them. I poke another button and Jarvis takes a memo for me. “Depends. What are we having?”

      The return message comes as the Henry Hudson gives way to the Cross County. “Donovan and Beck are coming too, and they’re in charge of the menu.”

      Beck is almost as good a cook as he is a baker, and even if he’s ordering food, he won’t put out anything less than a top-tier spread. “I’m in. Who are the mysterious guests?”

      Instead of a text, I get a phone call. “I know you’re driving,” Pete says, his warm voice competing with traffic noise, even as slow as I’m going.

      “Feels more like I’m parked on the parkway, but so it goes.” I sigh. “So, who do you want me to meet? Is this a ploy to set me up with one of Jack’s rich, handsome Texan cousins?”

      “Nope, not a set-up. I’m wooing a local artist to join the Art Center board, so I need you to charm her.”

      “I charm everyone,” I say, inching the car forward a few feet. The V8 engine growls with restraint.

      “Yes, you do,” Pete agrees. “So come be your charming self.”

      “What can I bring?”

      “Just you.”

      “I actually wanted to talk to you and Jack about something this weekend, so if there’s no opportunity tonight, maybe we can plan something for later on?”

      “Sure—Cleo, stop—uh, gotta go. Cleo’s decided Daddy’s slipper is her new chew toy.”

      “Which Daddy?” I ask.

      “Jack,” he says, sounding distracted. “See you tonight.”

      “Ciao,” I get in before he ends the call. I chuckle and flip back to my podcast. It’s a book podcaster interviewing an agent named Stephanie Collier. I’ve never met her, but she represents a lot of successful commercial fiction authors. I heard through the agent grapevine she’s not happy at her agency.

      Leaving Fenster to set up under my own shingle is something I’ve been thinking about for a while. If I could get someone as established as Stephanie to join forces with me, it would send a clear signal to the publishing world that I’m here for the long haul, that I’m someone who wants to leave a legacy. I believe I could make a difference. Agents often have the least security in the publishing food chain. What if I could nurture new agents by offering them health insurance and other benefits while they’re waiting to land their first deals?

      It’s not impossible, and I need a new challenge. I’m financially secure, can buy anything I want, within reason. I paid off my mom’s mortgage, helped my sister and her husband move back to Atlanta so someone’s there to make sure Mom goes to her doctor’s appointments after her heart attack a few years ago. I’m killing it both at work and in life, with friends who truly care about me.

      The only thing I don’t have is someone riding in the passenger seat of my precious Beamer. No one to curl up next to in bed as I work through my infinite to-be-read pile. No one to be my plus-one to dinner tonight, where I’ll be surrounded by adorable unavailable gay men who’ve already found their forever person.

      I never used to care about that stuff—finding The One, the person who I’d joyfully sign up to be with for the rest of my life. I had fun in my twenties—New York City was a revelation after spending my childhood in the Atlanta suburbs. I slowed down some in my thirties—I got choosier about who I brought home once I bought my apartment. Too many guys saw my address and assumed I’d be up for some kind of sugar daddy arrangement. I’m not against being the bigger breadwinner, but I’m old-fashioned—I find a work ethic attractive.

      And then I met Sergio, and I thought, well, this is close. He was attractive, smart, kind, and successful in his own right. He even had a dog. And we got along like we’d known each other all our lives. He was almost like… a brother. The sex tapered off, but we gelled in so many other ways, it didn’t seem to matter. But when he got the chance to take on a project in Seattle, it didn’t hurt as much as I’d thought it would to say goodbye. It felt as if we were returning to the relationship we always should have had—as good friends.

      He’ll always be in my life, always be my friend. But since we stopped seeing each other, I’ve sort of given up on the idea of casual dating. I’m too old. It takes too much effort. And if I could be content with work and my shiny objects, with being able to jet off to Paris for a long weekend whenever I want or buy a new painting for my living room without checking with anyone else first, then I’d be golden.

      But there’s a part of me that wants what my friends have. If only I could skip dating and wake up next to a handsome husband one day.

      I know that’s not how relationships happen. I’ve helped my friends through their own romantic problems enough times to know that it takes work, it takes being vulnerable—it takes courage to end up with the person who’s going to be the perfect fit to ride around in my passenger seat.

      So until a miracle happens, I’ll have to be content with driving solo.

      The traffic ahead of me opens up and I hit the gas.
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      My cottage is just as I left it when I was last here. I’m in Rosedale about two weekends a month, sometimes more if I can arrange to work from home for a few days. I carefully ease my car onto the gravel driveway, then maneuver it onto the concrete slab next to the house. I kill the engine, imagining how fantastic it will be to one day pull into the same space, only for it to be a real garage. The previous owners poured the slab to build a freestanding one-car garage, but never finished the project. It’s been pretty low on my priority list given the amount of time I’m here, but I’d love to have covered parking for my beloved Beamer. Someday.

      I unlock the front door. The scents of wood, honey, and lemon greet me. It’s not a huge house, but it serves me better than fine. There’s a guest room and bath, a small living room dominated by a green velvet armchair whose twin lives in my bedroom. A counter-height bar separates the good-sized kitchen from a modest dining area. The big bedroom suite in the back has doors to the back patio, where I keep a grill and table and chairs. Outdoor dining is doable six months of the year. It’s not quite warm enough for breakfast out there but give it another month.

      I drop my bag and go straight to the wine fridge. Pete told me not to bring anything to dinner, but I don’t like showing up empty-handed. I pick out a rosé, optimistic that it will work with whatever Beck has in store for us.

      My phone rattles with a notification from my sister, Lucetta. It’s a picture of my nephews, twin six-year-olds, their brown curls dusted in flour and their faces mottled by random purple splotches. Three words—making blueberry pancakes—are all the context I need. I grin, wishing someone could invent a teleportation device so I could pop down to Atlanta whenever I need a dose of nephew love.

      A snazzy teleportation device would make traveling back and forth from the city easier, too. I crack my back, stiff after my extra-long car trip. It seems half the folks in Manhattan decided in unison to escape the city on this fine spring weekend.

      By the time I check my email and message my assistant to make sure nothing urgent has come up, it’s nearly time to head to Jack and Pete’s. If Pete needs me to be charming, my threads might need an upgrade. I fell in love with this house at first sight when I was looking for a weekend hideaway from the city, but what really sold me was the bedroom suite’s closet. Do not underestimate the importance of a well-designed closet. Mine is a walk-in I’ve outfitted with recessed lighting, a floor-to-ceiling mirror, and everything from shoe cubbies to shallow drawers for my watches and cuff link collection. There’s an entire corner devoted only to ties. It’s a very Carrie Bradshaw closet, which I say with all due respect.

      My love of paisley has become so well known that it’s now a bit of a cliché, and I find myself opting for different patterns lately. It’s good to have a signature—fedoras are also my tried-and-true—but tonight I feel like mixing it up. I keep my fine camel-colored wool trousers, tailored to perfection, exchange my plain white dress shirt for a lavender one in a nod to the changing season. A darker purple necktie is next, then—what the hell, I throw on a pair of purple spats. They’re snazzy and if I can’t splash out with my friends, when can I? I grab my current favorite blazer—a brown velvet number that still works despite the slightly warming air. It’s Connecticut in April, not the Caribbean. I leave my hair unadorned—I visited the barber yesterday and my locs are tidy. The longest ones brush my shoulders, but I gather them up in a thick handful and pull them away from my face with a sturdy black elastic.

      I squint at the image gazing back at me, checking for wrinkles or any hint of gray in my hair. I touch my neck—is there an extra line that wasn’t there yesterday? Most days I’d say I look younger than my thirty-seven years. But suddenly I feel old and tired. I’ve pushed myself my entire life to get here. It was exhausting, if rewarding. It paid off.

      I just didn’t anticipate ending up having to enjoy the fruits of my labors all by my lonesome.

      Enough with the melancholy. I check my watch, grab my keys. The Beamer starts up with the push of a button, sounding sweet as a purring kitten. It’s a pity Jack and Pete live a mere half mile away. In warmer weather, I’d walk, but on this bright spring day, I drive.
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      A couple of Jack and Pete’s guests have arrived ahead of me, and it seems they’ve put them to work already, because it’s not tall, golden Pete who answers the door, or his husband, almost-as-tall, green-eyed Jack, but Donovan Eastman, known as Van to his friends, and Donovan to his besotted boyfriend, Beck Avery, Jack’s cousin.

      Van’s got screen-star good looks, which makes sense because he’s an actor, mainly theater, but some commercials and TV spots. He and I hooked up ages ago, but now we’re more like brothers, held together by the glue that is Jack and Pete and their determination to bring all of their friends into the Rosedale lifestyle, such as it is. Van’s still got one foot in the city, like me, but he and Beck are renovating a house together a couple of streets away, and he seems perfectly happy to be in his small-town-domestic-bliss era.

      I guess when you find the right person, committing to something that huge makes sense.

      Van greets me with a pat on the shoulder and brings me through the light, airy house and into the big white kitchen with dark blue accents. Beck’s at the stove, stirring a pot of something that smells like onions and heaven. Without pausing, he grabs a nearby open bottle of white wine and throws in an enormous glug.

      “Kingston!” The way Beck’s face lights up at my entrance might make a guy feel special, except that’s how he is with everyone, even the strangers who come into his cookie shop on Main Street. He’s a fountain of youthful energy and positivity.

      I walk around the big kitchen island to give him a buss on the cheek, peer into the pot. “Risotto. How did you know that’s exactly what I’ve been craving?”

      “It was Donovan’s idea, and now I’m worried it’s going to be too dry.” Fretting, Beck reaches for the wine again.

      “I’m sure it’ll be creamy as sin,” I say, taking the bottle out of his hands and examining the label. I whistle when I recognize the vintage. “If this is what you’re using for the risotto, what are we drinking tonight? I brought a rosé, but nothing on this level.”

      “Ask Pete. He picked out the wine,” Van says. “He really wants to impress the guests of honor. He and Jack are upstairs getting dressed.”

      “I better check his work,” I say. My friends, decked out as their kitchen is, don’t have a wine fridge, so I head to the regular one while making a mental note for this year’s Christmas present. Luckily, there are several bottles of nice bubbly already chilling. Unless their guests don’t like hundred-dollar bottles of champagne, Pete can’t go wrong. I see some decent reds on the counter, too. My boy’s got this.

      “Tell me what’s happening, Van. Haven’t seen you in a while.” I crack the bottle of rosé for an aperitif and pour myself a glass. “Want some?”

      Van shakes his head and holds up his beer. “I was in the city last week, but didn’t have time to get in touch.”

      “New play?”

      “Auditions, mostly,” he says. “But I booked a guest spot on some crime show that shoots in a couple of weeks. And we decided what we’re doing for Shakespeare in the Park at the Art Center this summer.”

      “You’re in on that?”

      He smiles sheepishly. The man who used to pooh-pooh local theater has become a vocal proponent of the Rosedale Art Center’s theater department. “I’m co-directing with Dulcie. My first directing credit.”

      I thump him on the back. “All right. I’ll have to clear my schedule to catch opening night. What are you performing?”

      “We’re going to do Much Ado About Nothing.”

      “One of my favorites. Can’t wait to see what you and Dulcie do with it.”

      “Thanks, Kingston.”

      “And how is the cookie business, Beckett?”

      Van wrinkles his nose at my use of Beck’s full name. I smirk inwardly. I do it because I’m a literary snob and I enjoy the allusion. And it’s fun to see Van, who used to chase tail like it was his job, get jealous over a simple familiarity. If I don’t have anyone to get jealous over, might as well have some fun with my friends. Besides, Beck is completely devoted to his man.

      “The shop is about to celebrate its seven-month anniversary,” Beck says, turning the flame off under the risotto. “And I hired a couple of new people for up front.”

      “Nice. How’s your house?”

      “It’s a wreck,” Beck says happily, “but we’re almost done with the kitchen.”

      “We found mold in the basement,” Van says dryly. “So remediating that is going to be a bitch. But remodeling is a marathon, not a sprint.”

      “You’re doing a great job with the place.”

      “So now you’ve caught up on us, what about you?” Van asks.

      “Same old,” I say, shrugging. I don’t mention my business idea because I want to run it by Jack before I let it out into the wider world. “I had a client debut at the top of the list last week, so that was pretty cool.” Not the first time, but it’s always amazing to be able to make that call.

      “Congrats,” Van says. “You seeing anybody?”

      The question takes me by surprise, and I stumble over my response. “I—why do you ask?”

      “There’s a guy I know who recently moved to the city. Thought you two might want to hang out,” Van says offhandedly.

      I feel my eyebrows touch in the middle with how hard I’m staring him down. “You’re trying to set me up?” That’s a first.

      Van’s tan cheeks get a shade darker. “Look, if you aren’t interested, no harm. He’s a good guy, though.”

      “Attractive?” I ask, still suspicious. I remember Van’s threat to me when I meddled in, scratch that, aided out of the kindness of my heart, his and Beck’s budding romance. He swore he’d retaliate one day when I fell in love. Maybe this is his way of paying me back.

      “He’s good-looking,” Van says evasively. “He’s an actor—or trying to be. I think he’s temping right now.”

      “Sounds young. You know I’m not really into the Daddy thing.” I touch my tie self-consciously.

      “He’s mid-twenties.”

      “And you don’t look a day over thirty,” Beck adds with the overconfidence of a twenty-six-year-old.

      “Thanks,” I say flatly. To Van, I say, “But no thanks.”

      “You’re not dating?” Van asks, sounding surprised.

      “I’m—” Again, the question stops me. I struggle to remember the last date I was on. The last guy I hooked up with. There have been men since Sergio, but they’ve been few and far between. I guess I’ve lost my taste for the casual, and the serious is—well, I haven’t met anyone I want to be serious about.

      I’m saved from having to explain myself to my annoyingly well-meaning friends by our hosts coming into the kitchen. Jack’s laughing quietly while Pete’s got his hand at the small of Jack’s back. Cleo, their brown rescue mutt, twines around their feet before coming to greet me by sniffing at my purple shoes. I pat her head, then go to the sink to wash my hands.

      Turning away from the happy couples gives me a chance to collect myself. I’m surprised to feel this unsettled by Van’s simple offer of an introduction, and the fact that I’m older than everyone in this room, and I’m also the only single one.

      How, exactly, did this happen?

      My singleness was supposed to be a phase. For years, I embraced dating, hookups, experimentation, infatuation, heartbreak, embarrassment, getting hurt, accidentally hurting others. I’ve had significant relationships—some even lasted a year or two, like Sergio. I’ve been through it all. But singledom has stubbornly stuck to me like a burr in my favorite camel hair coat—unable to be removed unless I cut it out and ruin the coat forever.

      But it’s not their fault—my paired-off friends haven’t done anything wrong. In fact, I urged them together, at least in Van and Beck’s case. It’s sweet, I guess, that Van wants to return the favor. But if I know anything at all, it’s that love doesn’t work like that. It doesn’t work on a planned-out schedule or just because you’re ready. I’ve been ready for a long time, and it hasn’t happened.

      Maybe it never will.

      That thought leaves me cold and I push it forcefully away, drying my hands with more vigor than necessary on a nearby dish cloth. I grin at Jack and Pete, offer to open a bottle of the red to let it breathe before dinner.

      Pete comes over while Beck and Jack consult over the timing of the meal. “Hey man,” he says, giving me a warm hug. “Thanks for coming. I really want you to meet Ivy.”

      “She new to town?” I ask.

      “Been here about a year, I think. She and her boyfriend moved from England.”

      “British?”

      “Sort of. I think Ivy grew up between New York and London and the boyfriend’s dad is British, but his mom is American. I think they both have dual citizenship.”

      “Interesting.”

      “She’s intimidating. But I want her for the board. She’s a sculptor, and she’s really good, and she has experience working with other nonprofits. Plus, she has some kind of family money.”

      “Sounds like the perfect fit.” Rosedale is full of artists, but not necessarily ones with spare cash to throw support at the Art Center. A board position there usually entails donating something significant to the organization. Pete fits the bill. He started volunteering there, then became a drawing teacher, but when Super Rupert, the middle grade illustrated novel series that Jack writes and Pete illustrates, went big time with a popular TV show based on it, and Pete’s original art also started selling, he suddenly had the means to support the Art Center rather than the other way around.

      “Yeah. I’ve approached her about it obliquely, but she didn’t exactly jump at the idea. I thought if we hung out and included her and her boyfriend—he’s an artist, too—in a social way, it might make her more open to the idea.”

      “Makes sense. Only been here a year—maybe they haven’t made friends yet.”

      “Toby, that’s her boyfriend, has been to some events at the Art Center, but they do kind of keep to themselves.”

      “Well, allow me to draw them out,” I say, glad to have a task to distract me from my personal woes.

      Pete looks relieved. “Thanks. You’re better at that kind of thing than me.”

      I pat his arm reassuringly. “Never fear. Between Beck and me, we can make friends with an angry dog.”

      “She’s not angry, just beautiful and classy and intimidating. She kind of gives off Zoe Saldaña vibes.”

      I smile at my friend’s expression, which has gone back to pinched with nerves. “Pete, she’s just a person.”

      The doorbell chimes, echoing throughout the kitchen. The voices around me fall silent and we all look around as if waiting for someone to do something.

      “I’ll open the door,” Jack announces. He wipes his hands on his jeans and straightens the cuffs of the hunter green cashmere sweater I gave him for Christmas. The boy needs help dressing.

      “I’ll put on some music,” Beck says, taking out his phone.

      “I’ll get another beer,” Van says, heading for the fridge.

      “I’ll open the wine,” I say, grabbing the opener.

      “And I’ll—” Pete stops, looks lost.

      I laugh. “Lighten up. It’s a dinner party, not a sales pitch.”

      “Right, right.” He smiles at me. “You’re the best, Kingston.”

      “I know.” I whip the cork out of the bottle with a satisfying pop as Jack returns to the kitchen with guests in tow.

      My gaze lands on the woman, who must be Ivy Miller. She’s probably early thirties, tall, almost as tall as my five-eleven, though a glance at her feet readjusts my estimate since she’s wearing suede boots with heels. Pete didn’t exaggerate—she’s beautiful, with regal posture, creamy brown skin, straight nose, full lips. Her close-clipped dark hair exposes the lines of her swan’s neck and her loose brown knit sweater shows off a well-defined collarbone. She could be a model. Designer jeans that hug her slim hips and chunky jewelry at her wrists and ears complete the look of relaxed elegance. I approve of her style—bohemian but in a polished way.

      Jack’s making introductions, which I mostly tune out while I evaluate Ivy’s companion. Her boyfriend, who Pete referred to as Toby, stands a foot behind her, still halfway in the hallway. I have to step forward to get a good look. When I see his face, I find myself glancing away immediately, as if averting my eyes from the sun or a celebrity who happens to be eating a table away. Ivy is beautiful, but this man is stunning.

      His complexion is light, not merely fair, but tinted with a kind of glowing light from within, as if he’d been painted in those egg white temperas favored by Raphael that make the subject look smooth and alive. But he’s not a painting, he’s a man, flesh and blood, his full mouth and his light eyes rivaling for my attention. They should be blue, to go with the buttery blond of his lightly curled hair, but they’re actually amber, like a cat’s eyes. It’s hard to say how old he is, but I’d guess at least thirty. His nose is perfectly proportional to the rest of him, uncaringly generous.

      I blink and force myself to look away from his face to inspect the rest of him. He’s dressed casually, but not in the carelessly monied way that Ivy is. He’s wearing a plain white button-down that looks like he got it off the rack at an off-brand department store. He’s unbuttoned one button more than the weather calls for, added a shabby tweed sport coat on top, khaki slacks and brown loafers with… my stomach curdles at the sight: white athletic socks.

      So the guy dresses worse than Jack. With a face like his, he could probably wear a wetsuit to Le Bernardin and not be turned away.

      “...and this is our friend Kingston James,” Pete says. I edge closer so I can offer a hand to Ivy first. I do my signature move—gently turning her hand over and bowing over it instead of a straight handshake. “Charmed, Miss Miller,” I say.

      She laughs lightly, “Pleased to meet you, Mr. James.” Her accent is faint, but there.

      Toby puts his hand out for a shake, and I hesitate only a second before grasping it and pumping firmly. We make eye contact as he says, “I’m Toby Wheaton. How do you do?”

      “Fine,” I say, my gaze sliding away, all of my usual clever rejoinders eluding my tongue as I register the warmth of his dry, strong hand. “I do fine.”

      In my peripheral vision, I can see his smile. The crease of his cheeks makes the rosé in my stomach feel like a gin fizz.

      “That’s… fine,” he says brightly, dropping my hand. Jack and Pete go about getting the newcomers drinks and I stand there, feeling like I’ve fallen down an elevator shaft.

      Of course, the man I’d have this kind of reaction to—instant, electric, and undeniable—would already be taken.
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      By the time we all take our drinks and file into the seldom-used dining room, I’ve mostly recovered my equilibrium. Toby Wheaton may have struck my heart with an unexpected arrow of intrigue, but he’s just a man. A man with a girlfriend. And I promised Pete that I’d charm Ivy into board duty, or at least try.

      But somehow I end up seated next to him, with Van on my left, and Ivy across the table in front of Van, with Pete on the end between them. Beck’s in front of me, and Jack’s across from Toby. Beck immediately serves the risotto and baked fish he pulled crispy hot out of the oven, while Jack passes a basket with crusty sourdough he picked up from Stacy Robinson, a local baker. A delicate baby greens salad completes the meal.

      “This is lovely,” Toby says. He’s got an accent, too, familiar to me from my trips to the London Book Fair over the years. “Who made all of these wonderful things?”

      “I made everything but the bread,” Beck says proudly. “That’s Stacy’s. She has a booth at the farmer’s market if you want to check it out.”

      “I want to make a toast,” Pete says, the nerves he showed earlier seemingly gone. “To spring, which after a long winter has finally come to Rosedale. And to new friends,” he says, tipping his glass first to Ivy, then Toby.

      “Hear, hear,” I add, as we clink glasses around the table. I tap mine against Toby’s last, and our eyes meet again. Again, I have the urge to look away immediately. But why? I’m no retiring wallflower. Still, there’s something about him that makes me feel too conspicuous to be my usual flamboyant self.

      I’m so unsettled, I’ve apparently lost my appetite, too. I pick at my meal and try to follow the threads of conversation.

      “I heard you’re working on a new commission,” Jack says, and at first, I think he’s talking to me, but his eyes are on Toby.

      “Finishing one up, actually,” Toby answers. “Ivy had to pry me out of my studio today. I haven’t been anywhere in a week.”

      “I’d apologize, except I know how important it is to get out of the creativity cave once in a while,” Jack says. “Can you tell us about the painting?”

      “It’s of the Greystone Inn. They commissioned it for their hundred-year anniversary. I think they want to hang it in the lobby.” He doesn’t sound as if he’s bragging, more like he’s surprised at the prominent placement of his work.

      “You accept commissions?” I ask. I wonder what his painting style is like.

      “I do,” he confirms, a little shyly. “If it’s a good fit. But I actually like painting for hire. Things like the Greystone Inn are a nice palate cleanser from my usual stuff, and they keep me in oils and brushes.”

      “What’s your usual stuff?” I don’t know all that much about art, but I like to support local artists the way I like to support anything local. I have several pieces I bought on whims to decorate my apartment and my cottage, but I haven’t collected with intent.

      “I do oils,” he says. “I cut my teeth on landscapes, but I love doing architectural painting. It’s always a fun challenge to see if I can capture the spirit of a place and make it recognizable to those who know it best.” He bites his pink bottom lip. “It’s not that interesting to hear about, I’m afraid.”

      “To the contrary. I’m a words person, not a visual arts person,” I say, forgetting to be tongue-tied by his beauty as I respond, “and I think it would be incredible to be able to capture something real in a painting.”

      “You’re a writer?” Toby says, leaning back in his chair. His shirt tightens across his chest, and I can see the outline of his nipples through the thin fabric.

      I swallow against a dry tongue. “Hardly. I leave the writing to the professionals.” I point at Jack, who smiles. “No, my job is to badger the publishers to pay my writers what they deserve, then badger the writers to turn in their work. Come to think of it, I do a lot of badgering.”

      “And you’re the best badgerer there is,” Jack says. He looks at Toby. “Pete and I would be renting a third-floor walk-up in the city if not for Kingston here.”

      Toby looks around the nicely appointed room in their lovely Cape-style house and raises his eyebrows at me. “You must be a very good badgerer, indeed.”

      “Now what you need is a badgerer of your own,” Jack says. “Have you talked to Pete about meeting with his art agent?”

      Toby shakes his head briskly. “No, I wouldn’t want to bother him about that.”

      “Dude, he wouldn’t mind at all making an introduction,” Jack says decisively. “And Fernanda is really terrific. A killer, but terrific.”

      “Fernanda Ruiz? She’s Pete’s art agent?” Toby says, as if the name means something to him.

      I’ve met the woman once or twice at events, and she is formidable. You have to have a thick skin and sharp instincts to make it in the art world, from what I understand—it may be even worse than publishing.

      “You know her?” Jack asks.

      “Of her. She’s kind of a legend. And I’m not ready⁠—”

      “I’ve seen your stuff,” Jack interrupts. “It’s astonishing.”

      Jack’s vehemence surprises me. He’s gotten more interested in art, I noticed, since his and Pete’s honeymoon in which they hit up every museum in western Europe and a fair number in eastern Europe as well. I know Pete’s always going to be his favorite artist, but Toby must have some talent for Jack to be in his corner.

      “Thanks,” Toby says quietly. He looks at his plate. “Ivy and I came here to work, and we’ve been working. I’ve never been so productive, in fact. But I didn’t expect to get my bluff called this soon.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Every art school kid has ambitions for gallery shows and big-name buyers, fame and fortune. It’s what we’re supposed to want. I’m at the stage where I either have to shit or get off the pot, to borrow a phrase, and I thought it would be easier to… well, shit.”

      Hearing the crass expression come from his handsome face and in his London accent makes me laugh. “You are something, Toby,” I say. “But I know a bit about artists with unrealized ambitions. You don’t want to have any regrets.”

      Our gazes lock again, and this time I don’t look away.

      “I try not to,” he murmurs, and I can’t stop my gaze from dropping to his mouth for a split second before returning to his amber eyes.

      “It’s a personal policy of mine as well,” I say, forcing myself to act the part of… myself. Myself when I’m not mesmerized by a British painter with a face I know is going to appear in my dreams tonight. “No regrets.”

      “To no regrets,” Jack says, lifting his glass in a second
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