
Chapter One 

			Leighton Morrow arrived at her desk on the fourteenth floor of Carrington’s corporate office in Midtown just before eight a.m. She had a cup of coffee in hand, but it wasn’t nearly as good as the latte she’d enjoyed from Bordeauxnuts in Chelsea, which definitely stood out from the coffee pack. She’d be back there soon enough. For now, she’d have to just remember it fondly and deal with the less than perfect latte she had instead.

			“Little something for you on your desk,” her assistant, Mindy, told her in an overly sweet voice when she arrived. Leighton set Mindy’s toffee nut mocha on her desk and frowned. “And I’m sorry.”

			“Oh no.”

			“Oh yes.”

			Sitting smack in the middle of her desk was an oversized bouquet of red roses in a box the shape of a giant L. The thing took up most of her desk. “Please tell me the L is for Leighton.”

			Mindy stood behind her in the doorway. “Oh, sweetie. I don’t think so.”

			With trepidation, she read the card. She really hated rejecting anyone, but she and Harris Gilman from accounting were not meant to be. He just wasn’t getting the message, no matter how politely she dodged his texts, visits, and detailed emails about his day. Their lone date was over a month ago. Love is in the air this week, and I wanted to beat everyone to the punch. Want to go on a date with me? How ’bout we go to a Valentine’s lunch? Love, Harris. She turned slowly to Mindy and stared. Hard.

			“It rhymes,” Mindy said conservatively. “We can say that for him. Bless the second grade and Harris Gilman. He doesn’t give up, does he?”

			“What am I going to do?”

			“We’ve been through this. You have to be straightforward. He usually swings by midmorning to see if you’re in. You tell him that there can’t be anything romantic between you and that you’ll see him in the break room on the fourth floor.”

			Leighton was confident in every aspect of her life, except when it came to hurting people’s feelings. That part, she simply couldn’t face.

			After she’d agreed to go out with him, Harris had pursued her with a vigor she wasn’t quite sure what to do with. The fact of the matter was, there was no chemistry. Harris was enthusiastic about, well, everything, which made telling him this was never going to work out feel like stepping on a happy little butterfly.

			“Incoming,” Mindy said, glancing behind her.

			Leighton straightened, preparing for the honesty battle she was determined to win against herself.

			“Well, hello, hello,” Harris said, stepping past Mindy and into her office, beaming. He wore a lot of brown, which was standard for him. Today, it was in the form of a dark beige suit jacket, white and brown tie, and pointy brown shoes. Even the tufts of hair on his head were brown. “What do we have here?” he asked in an overexaggerated tone reminiscent of a surprised kindergarten teacher. There was no way she could make out with a person who spoke that way half the time, even if he was incredibly nice.

			“Well, someone sent me flowers,” Leighton said, holding up the card. “It was sweet of you, but you shouldn’t have gone to the trouble.”

			“I thought a pre-Valentine’s surprise would be even more of a shocker.”

			She tapped the card against her hand. “And it was.” A pause. “I’m going to decline lunch, though, because as much as I like you, I don’t want to give you the wrong impression.”

			“Well, we both have to eat,” he said, clearly dodging the implication.

			“Harris. You’re great. So is your poetry. But I don’t think we have a romantic connection.” There. She’d done it. Honest and up-front.

			He seemed to take this in. “Are you sure?”

			She nodded. “I like you very much, but our connection is friendship based.”

			He slid his hands into his pockets and rocked forward. “You don’t think about us when you fall asleep? I imagine our vacations. We seem like beach people.”

			“I’ve always kind of been a city girl. But no. I don’t.”

			He looked like a kicked puppy. Why was honesty, when it came to matters of the heart, so difficult? “I suppose you can keep the flowers.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Hmm.” He touched his chin, thoughtful. “Well, I suppose Valentine’s Day isn’t until tomorrow.”

			She saw where he was going. “They’re yours if you want them.”

			His eyes lit up. “Laurie who manages the cafeteria is really pretty.”

			“And starts with an L. There you go,” Leighton said, bypassing the thought of Laurie receiving recycled flowers, and trying to act as Harris’s cheerleader. Maybe they would make Laurie’s entire day.

			“Do you think we could maybe not…”

			“My lips are sealed,” Leighton told him, turning the lock in front of them. She made eye contact with Mindy just outside the door who did the same.

			“I hope you have a great Valentine’s, Leighton, and find the love of your life.”

			“I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I’ll be flying solo tomorrow. Best wishes with Laurie.”

			“I hope she’s not allergic to roses. I am.”

			“Okay, maybe not so close then,” she said, pulling the large box away from his chest.

			Once Harris floated away to the cafeteria, Leighton turned to Mindy. “I’m not good at that.”

			“You battle toe-to-toe with executives on a daily basis, yet Harris tugs at your sentimental side.”

			“They’re entirely different. Updates?”

			“Yes.” Mindy picked up her tablet and scrolled. “Bryce upped your project meeting to three. Apparently, they want to move faster on permits in Chelsea, so they want your reports expedited.”

			“I’ll try. I visited the coffee-wine bar briefly. Bordeauxnuts. Cute name. But, as you know, I want to spend more time inside to get a true feel for the space and its potential.”

			“I let him know.”

			“I will say this. The interior looked to have a reusable design, especially if we’re holding to the café on the back wall of the store as originally planned.”

			“Bryce will love it. So will your cousin.”

			“Courtney’s good at the grand scheme. That’s for sure.” Her first cousin, Courtney Carrington, was the CEO and face of Carrington’s Department Stores. A good egg. As the cousin with a different last name, Leighton preferred to fly under the radar, keep her head down, and do her job. Only half the people who worked alongside her had put together her family connection, and that was just fine with her. She didn’t feel the need to advertise.

			“So if you’re not going out with dear Harris, what are your Valentine’s plans?”

			“A glass of good wine alone at a bar before I head home and bury myself in work. Sounds ideal, no?”

			“Sounds very Leighton. I was just hoping for a new sexy leaf. Time to get you out from behind your desk and into the heart and sheets of someone special.”

			“Well, I am dating.”

			“Not enough. We need more. My boring married self is not getting enough vicarious action. Please work harder.”

			“Well, there’s no one special enough for a Valentine’s outing. Those kinds of dates are special.”

			“I’m gonna give you a pass. I love that you’re secretly a romantic.”

			“What about you? Billy taking you out?”

			“We’re going to his favorite restaurant that he continuously thinks is mine. Close your eyes and imagine that beautiful restaurant in the distance…Behold, the Olive Garden.”

			“Oh no, Billy.”

			“Oh yes. At least there are unlimited breadsticks.”

			“The key to any woman’s heart.” She turned. “Can you turn off my morning calendar? I’m gonna do a bit of research on the current leases on the Chelsea properties in question.”

			“I’ll hang up a Do Not Disturb sign.”

			Mindy was a rock star at her job and always had Leighton’s back.

			As she settled and made a few key calls to the owner of several buildings along Sixteenth Street in Chelsea, she flashed back to the cute little coffee bar. It really was a shame to displace it. She got the feeling it was at home in the heart of the neighborhood and a cozy hangout to its regulars. “Nothing lasts forever,” she murmured and she crunched the numbers she’d been provided on her call. Still, this time it ate away at her a little more than others. That was strange. Business was business. Since when did she let her emotions factor in?

			* * *

			“Oh, Valentine’s Day. Damn you,” Jamie murmured to her alarm clock at four forty-five a.m. It had the nerve to say nothing back. No good morning kiss. No sweet nothings whispered in her ear. Not even a card or box of candy or saucy limerick. A deep sigh as she stared at her empty bedroom. That was okay. Single women everywhere had learned to turn a blind eye to the over-the-top displays of affection that showed up around every corner on February 14. It didn’t mean Bordeauxnuts could do the same. She was no marketing fool and would capitalize on every damn holiday she could, even if this one did make her feel much smaller for being unattached. The bar had had cardboard hearts hanging from the ceiling, a chalkboard decorated with Cupid and his arrows, and love jams going on subscription radio all month.

			Jamie spent the morning selling caffeinated beverages and piping hot mini-doughnuts to her customers who arrived carrying flowers, stuffed bears, and giant cardboard hearts. It was quite the parade. But Jamie hadn’t ignored the holiday altogether. She’d ordered a bundle of cookies and brownies and had them delivered to her parents’ apartment, only to have her father call and ask the name of the chocolatier because he wanted to send a handwritten card complimenting them on their work.

			“It’s a little place a few blocks away, but I promise you do not need to write to them, Dad. This is just what they do, especially on V-Day.”

			“If everyone took that attitude, how would anyone know when they’d made a contribution to the world that someone else noted and appreciated? You must take the time, Jamie, to reach out to your fellow human.”

			“Got it,” she said. He was right, as always. “I’m sure they would love to hear from you.”

			“You’re a good girl to us, Jamie. Thank you for your thoughtful treats.”

			“It’s just because I love you both and adore the way you love each other.”

			“I’ll tell you a secret if I’m not keeping you from work.”

			She had a line forming and her part-timer, Shannon, was in the weeds, but it would have to wait. She always made time for her dad. “Dying to hear it. Tell me.”

			“Your mom has already eaten two brownies, but I’m about to pass her up and steal a third. Don’t tell.” He laughed, and she grinned, hand on her forehead. She was their only child, who they’d had a little bit later in life, putting them close to seventy now. The truth was, they got sweeter each year. There were no two people as earnest and adorable as her parents, who played intense gin on weeknights and took long walks no matter how cold or hot it was outside. She wanted a partnership like theirs one day.

			“I promise I won’t tell her. Enjoy your day of romance.”

			“Is that Jamie? Tell her you had more brownies!” Her mother’s voice drifted in from the distance.

			“I did not!” he called back before returning to the call. “I hope you enjoy yours, too. I love you. Bye, sweetheart.”

			It had been a boost to her morning, speaking with her father.

			By early afternoon, they were approaching transition mode from quirky coffee bar to cozy little wine nook. In a couple of hours, she’d switch her board to highlight their featured flights and pours of the day. She tried to keep the specials fresh and interesting. Today, she had a Merlot and Behold flight she planned to roll out. She’d also chosen a really rich red blend to debut for the Valentine’s couples. They’d offer seven-dollar glasses from four to six, when they’d get hit hard by the after-work crowd before transitioning to customers in search of an after-dinner drink or bottle. At ten o’clock, they’d close for good, an appropriate time that put them in the semisophisticated column rather than the late-night party zone. Jamie, who’d opened, would sneak out once their happy hour hit its stride. Her capable team would take it from there. The only time she stuck around was when she was having too good a time to leave. She’d clock out and maybe enjoy a big, bold glass of red with whoever happened to be around. Sometimes that was better than going home to her empty apartment.

			“Happy Valentine’s! What can I make you today?” Jamie raised her gaze to a familiar pair of brown eyes. Beautiful ones, like a doe in the woods serenely staring back at her. She blinked to clear her field of vision, but no, the woman remained. Not a mirage. Today her blond hair was pulled back to her neck and twisted in that fancy way Jamie could never quite master. Her own dark hair had a secret method of messily escaping anytime she pulled it back. “You’re back,” she blurted.

			The woman’s eyebrows rose. “That’s right. You have a really good memory.”

			The striking customer had no idea that she was extra memorable to Jamie. Time to play it off. “Everyone always tells me that.” She touched her temple and the Sharpie behind her ear fell to the counter. Embarrassing. “Um, drink? I mean, what can I make you?” she asked, finding her normal stride. “It’s a holiday, so the sky’s the limit.” She grinned, hoping for friendly rather than strange.

			The woman scanned the blackboard. “The Chocolate Kiss sounds promising. Love is in the air, after all.”

			“Right,” Jamie said, proud of her mocha-coconut espresso drink and happy to hear the selection. Her stomach went tight, making her more aware of the flutter of butterfly wings, multiplying by the second. “That’s a fantastic choice. ’Tis the kissing season, right?”

			“Exactly my thinking.” They shared a smile that didn’t feel so weird, which was nice. The woman—who Jamie was now calling Bambi’s Mother, because those eyes—changed it up on her. Instead of taking her drink to go, she found herself a table and took out a MacBook. What was happening? The blonde was staying? This wasn’t what Jamie had planned on. She’d worked to survive their brief exchange, but now she’d have to be a normal person for so much longer. Her regulars seemed to notice as well, shooting her do-you-see-who-is-seated-among-us stares. Eyes went wide. Seats were adjusted. Marjorie dropped her knitting needles with a clang onto the table. Seated just behind the woman, Genevieve, always the boldest personality, tossed an excited fist in the air. Marvin scratched his neck nervously, and Lisa and Chun quietly high-fived. They’d been infiltrated! Jamie held up both hands, palms out, sending the silent gesture to force them to keep calm. Nobody panic. Potential embarrassment loomed, and she had to get in front of it. After a squirmy moment or two, they slowly drifted back to their respective mornings. Ninety minutes later, when Bambi’s Mother took her leave, the dining area erupted in a flurry.

			“She came back,” Chun hissed. “She likes your bar, Jamie. Get her number. Then a house and kids.”

			“No. Not in the realm of possibility.” Jamie came around the counter, leaving Shannon on register. Shannon was very capable and knew her coffee, even if she was a bit of a food snob. She’d been working with Shannon on smothering her overt judgment when she didn’t jibe with a customer’s order. Jamie kept her mainly on mornings since she didn’t know much about wine. “You have to understand that there are leagues. We’re in different ones. That woman”—she hooked a thumb at the door behind her—“is Fifth Avenue. I’m downtown all day.”

			“Go downtown on her then. She’ll love it.” Genevieve licked her finger and let it sizzle in the air.

			“Genevieve. Seriously?” Jamie blinked. “You cannot.”

			“Can. Did. People pay me good money for dialogue like that.”

			Jamie pinched the bridge of her nose. “I always forget who I’m dealing with.” She slid herself into a chair simply to recover from the sexy image that had been placed in her head, while her cheeks flamed and her heart thudded. What she needed was a cool-off thought…like the hairbrush when it needed cleaning out. A fly landing in her water. Anything the opposite of sexy. Jamie didn’t even allow her own brain the leniency of those kind of thoughts about Bambi’s Mother. “The point is that even if she does come in here again, I’m not equipped for…her. So we have to put an end to the overt cheerleading, okay? It’s a dead end.”

			“We’re here for you, Jamie,” Lisa said. She turned to the group, which now included several customers who knew none of them but seemed invested. “Tone it down, dudes. We’re embarrassing her. She’s all red and twitchy.”

			“I’m not twitchy.” She caught herself midtwitch and hugged her arms to her chest. “I’m just stretching. It’s a midmorning stretch. I do it daily.” She stood and committed, doing a pronounced reach for the heavens.

			“You’re like my favorite Peloton instructor over there,” Marvin said dryly.

			Jamie straightened. “You exercise, Marvin?”

			“No,” he said and slid back behind his screen.

			The morning marched on with a giant heart around it. At least for everyone else. That part was cool. Love, companionship, and happily ever after on display everywhere. All those smiling faces, customers coming and going with an added spring in their steps. Jamie smiled and tried to imagine someone thinking she was the most special person on the planet.

			“She wasn’t so bad,” the voice-over said.

			“Gee, thanks,” she responded.

			“Talkin’ to yourself again, James,” Leo called to her, midfroth.

			“I know. It’s a thing,” she called back over the piercing noise.

			“You do you.”

			She turned back to her line only to find Clarissa staring back at her from the other side of the register with panicked saucer eyes.

			“Uh-oh,” Jamie said. “What now? Is it Mercury today? What’s the word on this side of the galaxy?”

			“Worse. I heard a rumor that’s starting to feel real.” She gestured with her head for Jamie to step down the counter, which she did. “Others have heard it, too.”

			Jamie frowned. “Okay. What’s the awful rumor?”

			“I heard that there’s a Carrington’s headed to South Chelsea,” Clarissa said. “A Carrington’s, James.”

			Jamie frowned and checked her line. She only had a minute. A drink was ready next to her at the bar, and she slid it to its owner. “You have a fantastic day and enjoy that mocha frappé.” Back to Clarissa. “The department store?” With every year that went by, another commercialized business invaded their small neighborhood. Starbucks had opened a flagship store just a few years back, for heaven’s sake, which set Jamie on her mission to be the anticorporate coffee bar.

			Clarissa shook her head as Jamie tried to examine the domino effect. “And a store like Carrington’s will be massive. It could completely take us out. Our business can’t withstand another financial hit, and a new location would be exactly that. We’re struggling as is.” Clarissa managed her family’s boutique clothing store, De Colores, a few doors down Sixteenth Street. Chelsea real estate was a hot commodity these days. Luckily, the smaller independent stores like Bordeauxnuts and De Colores were on long-term leases that protected their terms. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t always be the case, and the clock was ticking. Jamie’s plan had always been to stay popular and relevant, keeping her chin above water with really good coffee, wine, and atmosphere. So far, it had worked. She was profitable and steady. However, De Colores had fallen on harder times lately, struggling to stay open. Dwindling receipts month after month had her worried for them. The Riveras had been a second family to Jamie for many years, and she’d never seen them with their spirits quite so low.

			This was bad news. She worked to tame the crocodiles she now saw circling. “Well, don’t panic.” Even though Jamie was. “Maybe the Carrington’s thing is just what you called it, a rumor.”

			Leo slid Clarissa her standard on-the-house latte and jutted his chin. “My buddy heard the same thing. He’s a bike messenger and says word is out there. Get ready for another corporate giant to stamp out this neighborhood’s culture.”

			Jamie hid her wince, headed down the counter, and brightened to greet her next customer. “Good morning. Welcome in. What can I make up for you?”

			“Americano,” a serious looking man said, refusing to smile. His tie was tied within a quarter inch of his life. Excessive, but his prerogative. She’d name him Tight Tie.

			Jamie smiled at him for a good two seconds before the lines around his mouth relaxed a hint. There we go. And that was what her job was all about, making a tiny difference in the course of a day. If her moment of connection, that smile, made him loosen up even a little, it had been well worth it. “You got it. Love the tie.” As if on cue, he grabbed the knot and gave it a small tug, offering a tad bit of relief. Even better.

			Off to the side, Clarissa sighed, walking backward toward the café portion of the bar. “What’s next? Is Amazon going to take over The High Line for outdoor storage? Will our precious landmarked buildings be stripped of their status so the corporate bullies can put up the loud signage they prefer? We’re gonna be Times Square by next year.”

			“No. We’re not,” Jamie said. It was her job to balance Clarissa. The sky was not falling.

			“The world is crumbling!”

			Jamie laughed. “Don’t jump to the worst case. Wait and see before expending the negative energy.”

			Clarissa crossed her arms like a child whose lollipop had been stolen. “It’s my Thursday vibe, and I’m running with it. It’s raining daggers, and we don’t have steel umbrellas.”

			Jamie squinted. “Weirdest imagery ever.”

			“Well, it applies!” Clarissa said dolefully.

			Regardless, Jamie refused to believe any of the gloom and doom until it was on her doorstep. She prided herself on her positive disposition. Change was a part of life. She’d never been a huge fan of it personally, but she was working on finding the value in new things. The rumor did quietly have her on edge, however. She was thirty-four years old and happily attached to things just the way they were. They didn’t need a giant department store in their midst. She loved their little corner of the city and its historical, personal touches. The new Vans location had already taken out one of her favorite bars on the planet. Hopefully, the Carrington’s buzz was a nothingburger. She touched her stomach. It felt weird, like she was careening down the giant drop of a roller coaster. Was this the Venus interference? For the past few days, she’d had a gut feeling that something was on the way, a giant wind about to blow in and topple everything in sight. She just couldn’t pinpoint what and prayed it wasn’t a robbery. She’d had two in the eight years she’d been open, and that was plenty. “Whatever happens, we’re going to be fine. Do you hear me?”

			Clarissa didn’t appear convinced. “I will defer to your level head.”

			“I’m serious. Do not let this ruin your day. You deserve a good one. Look how adorable you are. They don’t make ’em like you anymore.” She gave Clarissa’s cheek an affectionate squeeze.

			Clarissa exhaled and settled in to enjoy her latte before heading back to finish out her day at De Colores. On her way out, she slammed a hand on the counter, snagging Jamie’s focus. “Call me if you hear anything about Carrington’s or even if you don’t. We can gossip relentlessly.”

			“You got it. Sending smooches.”

			“Catching them.” Clarissa made a show of smacking her palm to her cheek. “You’re such a good kisser.”

			“I know.” She grinned.

			“Here’s what I say about the whole drama,” Marjorie said, gesturing to the door Clarissa just vacated. “If Carrington’s posts something official, that’s when you worry.”

			“Exactly where I’m coming from, too,” Jamie said, coming around the counter to the café.

			Marjorie gestured around the winter hat she’d been knitting all week. “And I need to come by De Colores for those bright green shoes Clarissa was telling me about. I need more pop in my life. I can’t be the boring schoolmarm.” She raised a finger in the air in declaration. “I refuse!”

			“You’re gonna love ’em. My mom has them in pale yellow, and she’s on her feet all day, still giving lectures at the college. Like little pillows from whatever God you embrace. That’s what she says, anyway.”

			Marjorie’s eyes lit up. “Sold. I won’t be buying any from Carrington’s.”

			Marvin scoffed, unable to resist the lure of the conversation. “If Carrington’s was making the leap to open a downtown store, I’d know. They’re happy with their midtown arm, even if it is a bit small. Nothing to worry about.”

			“If you say so.”

			“I feel like I’d sense it in the air,” Genevieve told her. “We’re all good here.”

			The troops had rallied to assuage her fears. It had honestly helped, too. She shoved the concern to the side and focused on the customer traffic, which was always more plentiful on a holiday.

			By early evening, she was uncorking a bottle of her favorite merlot for a cute couple dressed for a date, rang them up, applied her Valentine’s Day discount, and for good measure, handed over a bag of cinnamon sugar doughnuts on the house. Fresh and hot.

			“These pair perfectly. Trust me.” She had a mushy heart, after all, and smiled wistfully at the cute pair as they found a quiet table by the window. When she ended her shift an hour later, they were sipping and chatting quietly, passing each other the sweetest smiles. As it should be on a night like tonight.

			She walked the twelve blocks home rather than taking the short train ride, smiling up at the stars that were peeking out, ready to make their big debut. The streets were more crowded than usual, and she did her best to dodge the people heading here or there, looking their sharpest. Palpable energy zigzagged across the crowded sidewalks. She smiled and wished them well, enjoying the contact high she got from their excitement.

			When she arrived at the door to her third-story apartment, her next door neighbor, Marlene, was locking up her place. “Where are you off to, Marlene? Big date?” Her question had been lighthearted because Marlene was seventy-three and lived a fairly quiet life, aside from visits from her grown children. She’d never seen her with a partner or prospect.

			“Yes. His name is Edward and he’s taking me to a jazz show at Birdland. We’re gonna drink the liquor and have a time.”

			Jamie went still. The universe had to be kidding. Even Marlene had Valentine’s plans. “That’s amazing. Order a fancy cocktail for me and enjoy the music.” Her heart swelled for her neighbor.

			“I’m so excited. I can’t wait. And Jamie?”

			“Yes?”

			“He has hair.”

			“Get out.”

			“I couldn’t believe my luck.” Marlene laughed. “I met him at a funeral. Can you believe it? We had the same friend in common and never even knew it until she was gone. Guess she was our guardian angel.” She passed Jamie’s door. “You have a fantastic night, sweet girl. Don’t stay out too late. Or, maybe, do!”

			Jamie decided not to correct the assumption that she’d be anywhere except on her couch watching sitcom reruns. “Oh, I don’t know. I’ll see what I can do.”

			“Love is in the air,” Marlene called from down the hall. “La la da dee, la da,” she sang in a melodic voice.

			That, it was. But Jamie’s own personal Valentine’s Day didn’t feel special. She watched a little TV, read a few chapters of her Michele Obama biography, scrolled social media, liking all the photos of her friends and their significant others at fancy restaurants, and climbed in bed with a small smile on her lips. Her solitary evening didn’t matter. The world was a good place, and days like today where positive energy rushed through every nook reminded her of it. And there was even that semi-awkward exchange with Bambi’s Mother that she could laugh about now. That’s what life was about. She shoved the melancholy aside and decided she’d instead wait and see what tomorrow delivered. You never knew when something wonderful was about to be dropped right into the middle of your lap. She hugged a soft pillow to her chest and mumbled the word lucky. Because that’s exactly what Jamie was, and she would not allow herself to forget it.

			




Chapter Ten 

			Sometimes, life called, and it was important to stop everything and answer. When Jamie’s father died a year and half ago, she’d made changes to her schedule in order to see her mother more often. She’d struggled with how she’d possibly come up with more time as a small business owner, but the change had been a blessing in disguise. Not only did she learn to rely on her team more often, but she and her mother had developed a kind of one-on-one friendship that they’d never had before. It was nice having this new little piece of her life to look forward to. She and her mother hit up the farmers markets on the weekend, met for wine in the bar every other Wednesday evening, and watched dogs play in Washington Square Park while sipping Leo’s iced blueberry lattes.

			“I just don’t know if it’s the right choice for me,” her mom explained on a park bench, late that afternoon. Nearby, behind the chain-link fence, the dogs of New York wrestled and played. “A dog is such a great responsibility, and I live in an apartment.”

			“I hear you. It would take some work to keep him or her exercised and happy. But I also know you’ve mentioned it about eight hundred times, so it’s at least worth talking out.”

			Her mother sat forward and grinned. Her dark hair with the occasional gray streak was pulled into a low bun. “Look at that one.” She tapped Jamie’s knee about five times in excitement. “Jamie, look. His fur bounces when he runs.”

			“Looks like a happy fella.” The rough-coated mix that ran through the dog park was small in size and probably about what her mom could handle on her own. It was a nice thought, her mom having a friend, and Jamie would be there to help out whenever she could. She worried her mom was lonely now, and a dog was a way to fill the apartment with a little bit of joy. Another soul to cuddle with while she watched TV or read a book. “I think you should do it.”

			Her mother shook her head adamantly. “It would be unwise.” A beat. “But so much fun.” Another beat. “The work involved, though.” She exhaled. “But look how sweet they are.”

			Jamie laughed. “You are living the kind of struggle I don’t envy.” She turned to her mom. “Take your time deciding. There’s no rush.”

			“Have you ever seen a woman so conflicted? I’m like two warring nations in one body. Change the subject. Save us.” She waved her hand. “Tell me what new thing happened to you this week.”

			“Easy. I ran into a woman who once broke my heart with her dishonesty, and I didn’t kill her. Surely, that warrants a motherly pat on the head.” She presented her head. “Whenever you’re ready.”

			Her mother tilted hers. “Tell me this isn’t that awful Laurel. She criticized the Berber rug my mother brought over from Morocco to Saudi Arabia before I was born.”

			“I know. That’s because she’s the worst kind of human, Mom. We should avoid people like her at all costs and will. But it wasn’t her.”

			“Then who is this other one? Why are you dating so many unkind people?”

			“Leighton was a business exec with Carrington’s Department Store when they were trying to take over the block. She was there to scope out Bordeauxnuts for the kill and eventually decided to ask me out without telling me who she was.”

			“We hate her, then.” Her mother nodded once decisively.

			“Hate is strong. But yes. She’s on the unfavorable list in the imaginary sky.” She hesitated. “But we were fine last night, so maybe she can just go on the list in light ink.”

			“Your heart is too generous, Jamie.”

			She turned to her mother. “Says the woman who gave her watch to her next-door neighbor because the woman said it was pretty.”

			“What are possessions if not for sharing? She looked better with it than I did.”

			“See? Self-deprecating all over the park.”

			Her mother laughed. “I can’t help it if I wasn’t gifted a lovely wrist.”

			“I can’t with you. I just can’t.” Jamie shook her head and laughed along.

			“You just be careful around the woman from Carrington’s. If she’s the one I’m thinking of from back then, you had more than a crush.”

			“Moot point. I have a girlfriend.”

			“The bouncing child?”

			“She’s twenty-nine. There’s barely seven years between us. And, yes, she does bounce.”

			“But what about up here?” Her mother tapped her temple. It was hard to argue. Mo hadn’t come off as the most scholarly or mature when they’d had dinner two weeks ago with her mother. In fact, she’d spent the first five minutes of their dinner explaining to Jamie’s mom that she’d sworn off Doritos but missed licking the seasoning off her fingers.

			“I’m cutting her some slack. She’s young. Plenty of potential there.”

			Originally, Jamie had been drawn to Monique’s vivacious energy and excitement about, well, everything. She was this exceptionally cool girl who knew the passwords to all the secret clubs, which, at the time, made Jamie feel cool-adjacent. Now, the realization that they’d have to actually use those passwords and race around the city until three a.m. was starting to set in. She was growing weary of talking about social media trends for hours over dinner at only the in restaurants. Sadly, she was going to have to figure out next steps.

			As a Jack Russell and a poodle played chase around the perimeter of the dog park, Jamie placed a finger above her lip. “We might not be as compatible as I once hoped. But sometimes you have to grow into each other, right? Did you and Dad have some sorting out to do in the beginning?”

			“Are you kidding? We couldn’t bear to be apart for more than five minutes. Is that what you feel?”

			“Um…no.” The extra detail that she refused to formally acknowledge tapped her on the shoulder anyway: Mo and their compatibility issues had been put in startling perspective the second she’d seen Leighton Morrow again. She’d tried not to compare the two women but lost the battle. Leighton moved through the world as a thoughtful adult, capable of deep conversation and with an eye on a world much wider than just her. How could Jamie find someone like that without the willing to screw me over factor that Leighton came with? It felt like a large ask.

			“Jamie, listen to me. I’m old. I know things, and since I lost your dad, I know even more. Grief has to be the most enlightening affliction.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“Life is fleeting. Don’t waste it on people who don’t make you light up the second you see them in the distance.”

			She thought on Monique and was saddled with an uncomfortable sinking feeling, like she was a lead rock on her way to the bottom of the dark ocean. “I think I have to end it.” She took a deep breath. Didn’t help. “This is the first girlfriend I’ve had in a long time.” She shook her head and tried to let the adorable dogs cheer her up. “I was actually proud of myself. No longer sad, single Jamie.”

			Her mom dropped a hand onto her thigh and gave it a pat. “Well, I’m still proud of you. You’re assessing what’s right for you and taking action, even though it’s not easy.” She shook her finger. “That’s emotional maturity. I saw it on Good Morning America.” She tossed in a smile to say she was kidding. “What can I do to help? I’ve got the time. Lots of it.”

			Jamie laughed. Her mother was pulling fewer hours at the alterations shop and starting to explore life on her own. She wasn’t a retiree yet but had one foot in a new, slower approach to her work schedule. “Oh, just shower me with unending love and affection. Gifts are always welcome.”

			“I know this. You opened all of your father’s birthday presents when you were five and ate two bites from his cake before we even had a chance to show it to him.”

			“And lived with the shame ever since!” They shared a laugh. “Well, I think it’s decided. You’re getting a dog, and I’m losing a girlfriend. Sigh.”

			“Well, this has been a very eventful talk with my daughter. We should watch dogs play more often.”

			“Solve all the world’s problem via pug races.”

			Her mom beamed. It warmed Jamie to see her happy, especially after a dark year threaded with grief. “Terrier therapy. It’s all the rage in Washington Square Park.”

			They shook their heads, laughed, and watched the dogs on the other side of the fence frolic, run, and zoom in the waning sunlight. It really was the best kind of afternoon.

			Jamie dropped her head back and turned to the side, meeting her mother’s brown-eyed gaze. “I don’t say it enough, but I love you, Mom.”

			“You say it a lot, but I love to hear it.” She touched Jamie’s cheek on the far side and kissed the one closest to her. “I love you, too, sweet Jamie. I’m very lucky you’re my daughter.” A pause. “And that you give me free coffee. And wine on Wednesday.”

			“That’s true. You have it good, lady.” She folded her arms and watched a Corgi splash around gleefully in the doggy water fountain. It had been an afternoon of taking stock, celebrating the joys she had in her world, and maybe thinking about what she wanted for herself moving forward. If she let things with Monique drop, she’d be on her own again and facing a possible franchise deal with a man who wore flip-flops to business meetings and wondered why she didn’t automatically trust him. She sipped the last of her iced latte as the sun made its way lower in the sky. “Life is certainly interesting, isn’t it?”

			Her mom touched their cups. “And stays that way. I was born in Saudi Arabia and married a white boy from Long Island. Now I’m a widow dreaming of a new dog with my grown daughter, who spoils me.” She lifted her shoulders and smiled, showing the many lines around her eyes. “It’s up to us to find a way to enjoy the roller coaster, Jamie. Even the scary parts.”

			“Well, when you put it that way. Maybe I should buy more tickets.”

			Her mother beamed. “That’s my girl.”

			* * *

			“Becca, I know you have a couple more certificates you can toss in. We’re using the three-night stays in the silent auction, but do you think you could connect us with a seven-night stay in a two-bedroom unit for the live auction? It would be tons of flash for The Jade and Elite Resorts.”

			Becca sighed in dramatic fashion. “You’re gonna owe me one for this, Lay. It’s a reach for me.”

			“But I’m drinking so much of your wife’s wine.”

			“Oh, you just played the right card.”

			“I thought you’d like that. Also happens to be the truth.”

			Leighton smiled and sat back in her desk chair. She missed her old college buddy and knew she could count on her for a pretty pricey donation from the wine country resort she managed in Oregon. It just took a little finessing. “The next time I see your face, I’m going to kiss your cheek and stroke your hair like a sweet little puppy.”

			“You’ll have to explain to Joey why you’re petting me.”

			Leighton paused, imagining the conversation with Becca’s wife, who was one of the more fun and effervescent people she’d spent time with. “I feel like she’d support it.”

			Becca laughed, her voice rich and clear. “You got me there. Just know that I’m hooking you up, but I’m the godfather now. I’m tenting my hands. You just can’t see them.”

			“The best looking godfather ever.”

			“Oh, you flatterer. It’s why we get along.”

			“Well aware, Crawford.”

			“Take care, Morrow.”

			They said good-bye, and Leighton tossed a fist in the air. She luxuriated in a good victory and had her friend to thank this time. She wrote down her newest donation to report to the committee later that day. They’d agreed to meet weekly, which Leighton secretly appreciated. The three meetings they’d had so far had given her the chance to naturalize things between her and Jamie in an innocuous environment. No need to talk about their past. A few group pleasantries, then on to the task at hand. Those busy planning sessions where no one was paying attention to anything except the work offered her the chance to steal glances across the conference table. She’d take in the way Jamie held the back of her pen to her cheek when considering a concept and then use it to gesture when it was her turn to speak. Leighton also very much appreciated the way Jamie took in what everyone in the room had to say, turned it over in her mind, and came back with a thoughtful, and often game-changing, answer. She had a unique view of the world, more of a boots-on-the-ground outlook that was immensely helpful. Though she was gregarious and warm in her café, she was the quiet rock star of their little charity team. It made sense. Jamie interacted with a variety of people all day long, spotting habits and trends—and put that knowledge to use when figuring out how to get humans to cough up cash.

			“I like your idea of having a success story featured onstage rather than just a video presentation,” Leighton said as they strolled from inside the building into the moonlight-kissed evening air. She always left these meetings lighter, more energized. “It shows the donors exactly what their money can do right in front of them. Not just a faraway idea in a produced package.”

			“Good,” Jamie said with relief. “I hoped it wasn’t too bold of me to suggest we sidestep the video presentation.” She stepped closer to keep their conversation just between them. “Because Toni seemed to have her heart set on a video testimonial and wanted to put the whole thing together herself.”

			Leighton shrugged. “I think even she had to agree on this one. We can still showcase the organization in a montage. She can flex her muscles all over the project.”

			“Right. That’s true. And good catch about the order of events. I’m glad you saw the catering issue. We need to allow time for the servers to clear at some point.”

			“I have a cousin who plans events meticulously, and it rubbed off.”

			“The Carrington daughter, right?”

			“She’s just Courtney to me and brings the best snacks to twelve-year-old sleepovers.”

			“My kind of person.”

			They were riffing like two people who didn’t have an awful past. It felt like a much-needed warm bath after an awful day, only the day had been years. God, she’d missed this. At the same time, she didn’t want to push her luck.

			Leighton tossed her head in the direction of the crosswalk. “I’m this way. See you next time?”

			“I’ll be here.”

			The next week’s meeting was even better because they were the first two to arrive. With Jessica down the hall on a client call, small talk grew into an actual conversation. Jamie clearly had something on her mind, but Leighton didn’t want to push, sticking with topics like her overly talkative Uber driver who simultaneously blasted Olivia Newton-John, making her wonder if she hated him or loved him.

			“I see the conundrum.” Jamie nodded and stole a giant cookie close to the size of her face. Leighton’s brain paused everything just to prepare for her to take a bite. The payout was everything she’d hoped for. Jamie dabbed the tiniest bit of chocolate from the side of her lip, making Leighton quickly flash on removing it for her in a more creative fashion. She ordered her brain to behave. “Pardon my gluttony,” Jamie said. “I had a difficult afternoon and need this cookie.”

			“At work?” Was she allowed to ask that brand of personal question? Jamie had brought it up herself, after all.

			“In a way. I have a business proposition on the table and am not sure what to do about it.”

			Leighton opened her mouth to inquire further just as Eileen arrived looking like the fashionista she was in a lime-green pants suit that she pulled off expertly. “Did I hear you say business proposition? This is catnip to me.” She slid into a chair. “What kind?”

			Leighton grieved for the one-on-one time she’d just lost, but at least she’d still get the details.

			“I’ve always wanted a second location for Bordeauxnuts. I’m a businesswoman, and I believe in our concept.”

			“You should do it,” Eileen said, leaning in. “Ride the success all the way to the bank and then buy the bank.”

			“I agree,” Leighton said, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “Maybe don’t buy a bank.”

			Jamie sighed. “I wish it was that easy. The funds aren’t there. But in waltzes this superslick entrepreneur who wants to open up his own franchise location.”

			Leighton sat taller. “That’s great news. Isn’t that great news?”

			Jamie slid a strand of hair behind her ear. “I don’t know. He’s presented an offer that’s hard to turn down.”

			“Why would you want to?” Leighton asked.

			Jamie didn’t hesitate. “Because the idea of this guy, this particular man, managing, making decisions for, and representing Bordeauxnuts, my brand and baby, is as jarring as it is depressing.” She exhaled slowly, as if still taking in the whole concept.

			Leighton nodded. “He doesn’t get it.”

			“He doesn’t get it.” Distress crisscrossed Jamie’s features. Leighton had only seen that look one other time, a memory she didn’t trot out often.

			Eileen sat back coolly in the leather conference chair and crossed her lime lined legs. She exuded power and decisiveness. “Then you say thank you, but no.”

			Jamie took notice. “That simple, huh?” She slid a palm onto the table. “But what if another opportunity like this never presents itself again?”

			“Then you’ll be just fine. Life is too short to sell your soul, Jamie. I read up on your café, and its reputation is stellar. Wait until you can captain this venture yourself, or simply enjoy the fruits of your store.”

			Jamie offered a grateful smile and seemed to absorb the words. But the wheels in Leighton’s head were turning. The idea was far-fetched, and she should probably take some time to work out the details before ever speaking on it. She’d always been someone who planned out each and every move. Today felt a little different, and as the meeting pressed on, she felt her decisiveness crescendo.

			“Jamie, do you have a sec?” she asked as the group corralled their belongings after the meeting.

			Jamie blinked up at her as she slid her laptop, decorated with a series of sunray stickers, into her messenger bag. “Uh, sure. What’s up?”

			Leighton scanned the room, waiting for the others, lost in their own conversations, to file out. Jessica tossed a questioning glance over her shoulder but gave them their space. “I had a thought.”

			“Okay.” Her blue eyes sparkled as bright as ever, but they also held curiosity.

			“I happen to have money.”

			“And wanted to brag?” She added a smirk.

			Leighton pushed forward. “I love Bordeauxnuts. What if I wanted to invest?”

			Jamie frowned, trying to follow the thread. “In what way?”

			“That new location you’re interested in opening.”

			“Wait. What?” She quirked her head to the side. “You don’t have time for a coffee shop.”

			“None at all. I would be a completely silent, hands-off partner.”

			Jamie blinked. “Then what’s in it for you?”

			Leighton stole a moment to formulate a sensible answer because she wasn’t sure she’d organized her thoughts quite yet. “I’m always on the lookout for investments, and I know the bar and enjoy the concept a lot. I like the idea of being a part of something I believe in.”

			“And you believe in me?”

			Leighton swallowed. They held eye contact for what felt like an important moment. “I do.”

			Jamie seemed nervous. “Um. I don’t even know what to say. This is a lot and a little out of left field.” She was speaking rapidly, racking focus to the wall and back. “Can I—”

			“Definitely, think on it.” A beat. “But tell that guy no. It’s not the right deal for you.”

			Jamie nodded a few times, living in the land of absorption. She placed a flustered hand on her hip. “Are you sure? I mean, maybe you want to think on it, too.”

			Leighton knew her answer. “No. I’m actually good. Want to walk out?”

			Jamie eyed her like she wasn’t sure what Leighton might do or say next.

			She held up her palms. “No ulterior motives. This is not about you and me. Business. That’s it.”

			Jamie exhaled. “I believe you.”

			“Good.” A pause. “Now let’s get out of here before Jessica’s assistant trots in more planet-sized cookies.”

			Jamie held up a finger. “See, that’s not a good reason to leave.”

			They shared a laugh in the quiet hallway. But the energy had shifted, and Leighton couldn’t help but feel that this was an important moment for her. She believed in fate, signs, and following her intuition, and that was exactly what she was doing.

			“I want you to know you can trust me.”

			Jamie arched a brow, inclined her head, and passed her a look that she damn well deserved.

			She closed her eyes, cringing. “I know. I heard it the second I said it. But it’s true all the same. You have my word.”

			Jamie ran a hand through her dark hair, and it fell back to her shoulders in layers, forcing Leighton to look away. She had trouble not noticing Jamie’s startling beauty, yet didn’t feel it was her place, a devastation that was hers to live with. “Why don’t we take tonight and reconvene tomorrow?”

			“We can do that.”

			Jamie looked up at the clear night sky. A fire engine wailed in the distance. “But I don’t think I’m going to take the offer for the franchise.”

			“Thank you. You deserve better than an off-base pseudo replica shop. It would be the Upside Down version of Bordeauxnuts.”

			She laughed. “You do have a way of putting things.”

			“I’m serious, Jamie. You’d hate it. You’d walk in and die a little each time. The doughnuts might be cold.”

			“The blasphemy hurts to think about.” She stepped closer. “He was planning to get rid of the chalk menu.”

			Leighton’s mouth fell open. “Not the chalk menu.”

			“Oh yes.”

			Leighton sent Jamie a grin. They were on the same page as far as the bar went. Leighton knew what she didn’t know, and Jamie was the coffee and doughnut queen of New York. A breeze hit and offered cool relief from the warm city air that clung. Jamie studied her, and Leighton would have given anything to know what thoughts moved through her mind.

			“It’s intriguing. Your proposal,” Jamie said finally. She let her head lean to one side.

			“So, you are considering it.” Leighton nodded, absorbing the information. It was good news, but she wanted to go slow. Do this thing right. Her heart thudded at the idea of this new partnership. Maybe this was her way of making amends for the damage she’d done. It felt fitting, assisting with the bar’s growth “I wasn’t sure if you were just being polite.”

			“I feel no pull to be polite to you. At all.”

			“Understood. And I get it.”

			Jamie held out a hand. “Let’s talk soon.”

			Leighton took it, closing her hand over Jamie’s. Firm handshake. “You’re on. Maybe bring some of those tiny sugary doughnuts next time.”

			“Nope.” Jamie tossed a look over her shoulder from down the sidewalk. “Don’t press your luck.”

			“Got it.” Leighton nodded and took a minute on her own to ruminate on the very strange, and not unwelcome evening. With her hands on her hips, she took a cleansing breath and let the night wash over her, excited for this new prospect, intrigued with herself for even initiating such an impulsive offer. Also? She was quite pleased that she had.

			“Leighton Morrow, something important is churning in that head of yours.” She turned to see

			
			
			
			
			
			
			



OEBPS/Images/YouHadMeAtMerlot.jpg





