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On Second Thought

 


Love is never easy.

 


But once you add a complicated ex-wife and
eight-year-old daughter, you’re playing with a new set of rules.
Madisen’s just beginning to figure out those rules when she meets
Rae in what becomes an all-consuming affair filled with late nights
and exhausted euphoria. Rae is charming. Madisen is smitten. And
life couldn’t feel more perfect.

 


At least, that is, until her ex-wife begins to have
second thoughts.
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Chapter One

How to Raise a Tomboy

 


 


Madisen

 


It isn’t every day that your wife says she’s walking
out on you, taking the kid, leaving your twenty-one-year-old cat
(who was yours to begin with), and good luck paying the mortgage on
your own. Let’s break out the bubbly. Where have I been for the
past ten years because I thought I was sitting pretty.

But I only have myself to blame for not catching
those warning signs. Not just the arguments but the fact that
neither of us could compromise, let alone see the other side,
certainly not in the way we used to.

And maybe I didn’t want to see her side. Maybe I had
stopped listening. Maybe I wanted to talk—talk over her, talk
louder, talk before I even listened to a word she said. And she
stopped understanding me. She stopped looking at me that way. And I
stopped wanting her to. Until we eventually stepped back to marvel
at all of those subtle cracks that had ruptured into a gaping Grand
Canyon between the two of us.

But who actually realizes how emotionally unstable
you’ve become until you’re standing in front of some small-town
county courthouse, face-to-face with the family court judge,
hashing out some mutually beneficial visitation schedule complete
with child support payments and split assets and 401(k)s? Signing
it all away as if this really was just a legal contract.

All because of those two little words: It’s
over.

To me it was a question mark. To her, an
exclamation.

And anyway, that’s how parenting became constrained
into our court-ordered biweekly schedule—with my weekend commencing
on Friday, as in last night, and our daughter Jordan camping out on
my living room floor watching Netflix as I dealt with emails well
into the night.

In fact, I think it was well after midnight before I
crawled into bed, which explains why I’m flat-out exhausted
notwithstanding three cups of the strongest of all brewed coffee.
Blissfully spent, mind you, given the outset of my day wasn’t
marked in panic as it had been just a year ago, when our new
arrangement officially commenced.

Such a difference a year makes. In some ways, at
least.

Still, my weekends haven’t changed all that
much.

Which brings us to today and our current midday
distraction, watching Andi, my BFF, in cleats obliterating her
opponents while immersed in her field of soccer dykes, all sporting
low ponytails or cropped frosted tips. Add my chilled bottle of
Snapple unsweetened straight-up tea. Coconut sunscreen. And a pack
of Post-it flags prepped to study this year’s International
Building Code.

Thinking to myself, if we all just could be as
athletically inclined as she, if only for that hero’s
reception.

Unlike me up here, yanking the corner of my blanket
back into the shade, a shadow that keeps shifting with the sun. On
one of those rare but welcome days when it’s not pouring down rain
across New England.

Until eventually I’ve settled comfortably into my
book, and my gaze drifts over the edge of the page where I catch
Andi ducking through the crowd as she heads through the team in my
direction, cleats tugging turf, shirt hiked across flushed cheeks
in that oh my way, before she’s collapsing beside me on the
blanket, palms tucked under her head as she gazes up at a
Tiffany-blue sky.

“Did you win,” I say, “or is this another
inning?”

“There are no innings in soccer,” she tells me with
such a glare. “I scored the winning goal. Weren’t you even
watching?”

“So that’s what that was,” I say, scanning the field
to find my kid’s now kicking the ball around.

And who knows, maybe I do have this parenting thing
down after all. If only I could say the same about
single.

Because why is it two gay parents at a park shout
Modern Family, while solo lesbian me—even right here beside
Andi—gets labeled straight girl instead? Every single
time.

Andi, on the other hand, enjoys her constant
relationship turnstile.

The good news being, for a fleeting moment last
weekend, as we stepped into the only gay bar left in town, drinks
in hand, cracking up about who remembers what, I was almost gay by
association.

And that would be where I met Rae.


Chapter Two

Racked

 


 


Rae

 


“Look, I have too many deadlines,” I tell Avery.

Not helping matters is a terse email I mistakenly
read from a client, leading me to Command+Q him away since I have
little patience for this new tier of mansplaining. Particularly on
a Saturday night, when my response should not be par for the
course.

And still Avery’s insisting I join her as opposed to
spending another night hunched over my keyboard amid the glow of
task lighting with a chilled bottle of Dogfish Head as I click
through thousands of photos, cataloging each.

“You’re tempted,” she says, only to bribe me with a
drink.

“Deadlines, dear.”

“But I’m usually so convincing,” she tells me.

“You need to up your game,” I say.

“Why isn’t this working?”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t.”

Because I admit, Avery’s beginning to wear me down.
Or maybe I just need to get out.

Even still, the thought of becoming her captive
audience as she mourns the loss of true love number…whatever we’re
up to now—the biologist. And that’s this thing she does—conjuring
up this and that, all of her goings on, in short hoping to convince
me that 1) either I stay home and sit on the phone with her like
this indefinitely, or 2) I hang up, give up, and join her. It’s
pretty obvious where this is going.

And music does tend to drown the worst of it,
right?

Which means, predictably, by the time the sun’s
setting into a pretty sweet Coca-Cola red on the best excuse to
pull out my leather racing coat sort of a night, I’m making my way
toward the bartender in his hipster hat to order a beer on tap.

Afterward, I survey the Jack Daniel’s, the Captain
Morgan, the Vieux Pontarlier and Jose Cuervo lining shelves just
beyond his shoulder. Edison bulbs dangling like pendants. And of
course Avery’s arrived—her thick nondescript curls let down for a
night of I can only imagine, paired with that appreciative
gaze.

And I’m enjoying the muffled beat spilling over from
the dance floor when she shouts, “They’re so perfect together,”
only to drop more of her sarcasm as I chalk my cue.

“They’re not perfect,” I say.

“She was perfect,” Avery says.

“And you could literally care less about her before
she walked out,” I add as I break the balls. Thinking it’s warm
enough to prop a window.

But I peel off my coat instead. And I’m hitching it
on the back of an empty chair when I hear, “I met this
firefighter.”

“Where?” I say.

“Panera during lunch,” she tells me, “Friday. In
steel-toed boots and full uniform.”

“And did you swoon?” I say.

“I did, but—”

“There’s a but?” Aghast, knowing her.

“She’s not a top.”

“Don’t tell me she’s a bottom.”

“Not exactly,” she says.

“Nobody can help you there,” I say.

“I know,” she says. “I’m far too selective.”

“Or something like that,” I say, now fixed on her.
“It’s your turn.”

As she draws back her cue with, “Dreamy, though,”
bending across the table just so—those wide pendants casting
shadows until her face is only half lit.

“Which means you’re heading into your next
Shakespearean tragedy,” I say.

Afterward, she leans back against me, and we’re
peering at the dance floor where a few’ve stepped in, boisterous,
making their rounds. “So what if I am?”

A mood that shifts when I catch this caramel blonde
with her hair let down after what could’ve easily been a careless
stroll along the shore. Disheveled in that surrendered sort of way.
To which I would imagine, noting our glances, the sizing up, that
she’s convinced herself it might be less conspicuous to be apart
from that crowded crowd out there. Her gaze catching mine.

Really, though, I need to quit staring.

“And who’s this?” Avery says, startling me.

“How would I know?”

“And yet you can’t take your eyes off her,” she
says.

Gesturing as if to say It’s your turn. And I
flatten a palm on the pool table, lifting my gaze, somehow managing
the shot. Then afterward trying not to notice—but noticing—she’s no
longer alone. Which figures.

“Want me to handle that for you?” Avery’s
saying.

“As if I need help.”

“I’ll go distract her friend,” she adds, bottoming
her drink.

“So you’re forfeiting the game?” I say. “Come on.”
As she hands me the cue then wanders off with the nonchalance of
someone who has played this game a million times before.

Leaving me with little time to think it through, let
alone hide the obvious.

As I make my way over and take a seat—admittedly
nervous as hell.

To the tune of running palms down the length of my
jeans as I shrug out a hi. Because that was a brilliant
line. And, yeah, this girl’s too much. But I’m pretty sure she’s on
to me. “I seem to have lost my opponent,” I say.

“I’ve noticed.”

“You wouldn’t want to take her place?”

Next, she’s mouthing something like, “Sure.”

And I brush her thigh unintentionally, drown too
deep in this, in her immediacy and the scent of something light,
layered, her gaze clearly going to my head.

But what a commotion they’re making in the next
room. That’s what she’s thinking about, isn’t she? That’s what
she’s focused on.

As I get up, glance back, and offer a hand. “Are you
in?” And, yeah, that she is.

Introducing herself. “Madisen,” I hear.

So now I’m wondering everything. “Rae.” Like that
look and what it means. How half-witted and useless I feel. Because
why is it the simplest thing, like a game of pool, can feel so much
more complicated with a girl like this against my hips?

Her, bending over the table as I trace the muscles
along her arm. Her gaze intent on the length of a cue before
turning—as if her eyes are searching mine, and right, I’m to make
the next move, eh? And this is where I could say something
reasonably intelligent. But why haven’t I? Like this, I say,
hair trickling along my arm. You want that ball in the side
pocket.

But what am I doing?

I’m stepping aside to find my empty drink at the
table, admiring her build, her chest pressed against red felt. That
beat pounding in time with my pulse.

And it’s after that play, the slow anticipation, her
studied stroke, which leads to my next three in a row, that I
win.

I win and grab my coat and why not. “Could I buy you
a drink?”

“Shouldn’t I?” she says.

“Hey, follow me,” I say and reach back and feel her
hand.

Even still there’s something in the way she orders,
squeezing between stools, her gaze trailing the stretch of the bar
as if she was expecting someone to step up. Me, transfixed by
strands now winding along the front of everything unbuttoned, and
I’m sorry, I’m thinking I’m too into this girl. She’s just my kind
of incredible, that’s all.

Which is why I hardly notice when she turns to me
with, “Confession—”

So I ask.

And she says, “I’ve never played in my life. I mean,
not the actual game. I don’t count racking a few balls as a kid,
matching colors mostly. At that age, it’s more like a puzzle.”

“Which means you’re not into the game but only
played to appease me,” I say, “or perhaps you’re oddly into
puzzles.”

“I don’t mind the game,” she says. “And I wouldn’t
do anything to appease.”

Next I sense her hand at my back as I lean against
the bar. “You’re not that bad,” I say. “I can tell. So I’m thinking
this might’ve been your plan all along.”

“What’s that?”

“Throwing the game deliberately,” I say, “so I might
buy you a drink?”

And she laughs. “Is that what you think. That I’m
interested in…a drink?” As we settle into this look that doesn’t
want to stop. At least, I don’t want it to. But her drink arrives
and mine. And next, we’re shouldering past the crowd, grabbing a
seat as she draws a straw to her lips before leaning in. “You
wouldn’t be okay if I won the game, would you?”

“Is it that obvious?” I say.

“You must not lose often,” she says.

“That I don’t.”

As light shifts and shadows cross her features.

Then I catch Avery’s gaze from across the way. But
this knee is brushing mine. And, yeah, it’s warm in here again.
“You’re good,” she says.

“I can be.”

But with each opening, each tell me about
yourself, each response cut short or unheard aside from her
gaze fixed, which makes me lose all cool, I take a drink. As we
play our conversation out nonverbally. As if we knew too much.
While I enjoy the legendary taste of this drink.

And her.

“Can I ask you something?” she says.

“And what’s that?” I say.

As she grips my thigh—“Why are we still here?”—her
voice breathy.

It was the last thing I heard before I stopped
listening. At least until I’m glancing across at the clock and it’s
four a.m. and she’s flushed against a pillow and so am I. Even
those rumors just outside our window have settled into still. Her
gaze, indecipherable. Moonlit.

But this is where I roll over, slip on jeans, get
her number, drive her back.

And shouldn’t I be exhausted? But that hasn’t
happened yet, either.

Instead she’s tucked in the crook of my shoulder,
heavy. Rising as I breathe. Hair clinging to my chest.

“I should head back,” I hear. But they’re the most
unconvincing words I’ve heard all night.

“You should,” I say.

Weaving her fingers through mine.

So why is this so unsettling? It’s not as if I
expected her to stay, share coffee, break bread. This is not that.
It’s a night. And yet, as she slides knees off the edge of my bed
and makes her way across the length of open space in silhouette, it
doesn’t feel like good-bye.

I find her, sensing hips first, then breasts, skin
chilled as her shirt slips down around her abdomen. Her lips
brushing mine. Her scent lingering as I dress, reluctantly. My soul
sinking.

Outside, just whispers under the hum of crickets as
I open the door to the car and she slips in and so do I. As I watch
a knee lift, those streaks of light shading across her face. Her
hair, the most beautiful mess the entire way.

And we exchange too many glances. Yet so few
words.

“I’ll call you,” I say as I shift the car into Park.
And it’s not a friendly kiss before she opens the door. It’s that
kind of kiss you never want to remember and you never want to
forget at the same time.


Chapter Three

Rope Me In

 


 


Madisen

 


The only way I could describe it is this: it felt
like adultery—the sort of thing you can’t help but fumble into for
this reason or that.

At a table where we eyed one another sipping
drinks.

Set back amid shadows, unassuming. Her gaze catching
mine. And in a voice so charming, so pleasing, she spoke—leaning
tight as if I was so familiar to her. And even still, so much of
that night felt unfamiliar. Inconclusive.

In the way she could unravel me. How my words kept
spilling out as her gaze followed along with my every bit of
nothing at all. Listening as if devouring every word. Wanting more,
but in that way one would wait for that single line, that certain
phrase that might tip her over the edge. How could I find that?

I wanted to. But I didn’t know how.

What I know is how the night felt when it kissed my
skin as we strolled through darkness led by stars so splendid and
crisp you’d think they would crumble. The feel of her arm at my
waist under the hazy glow of a low moon. Her scent like amber or
sandalwood, reminding me of everything I couldn’t have. A canopy of
oaks with branches blushing in color. Bursting, really. Escorting
our silence. And the sounds of our reckless steps along that
pavement.

Even still, I can’t help but go back to that, as
irrelevant as it was. The way she tucked one heel up on the seat of
her chair before slipping it off. And those creases along her
forehead as she rested against a palm. Listening. The dangle of
keys with her stride. And as she pulled the car door shut, reaching
across my knee to the dash, then fidgeting. Rolling that tube of
ChapStick, when all I could see was a shadowed curve of her
jaw.

Seeming as if she was too much yet not enough at the
same time. It was all so uncertain, really. Hearing as I spoke, as
I smudged a thumb across my mouth, as her gaze followed along. And
the subtlety of her lips as they brushed mine right before that
kiss, which threw me into a rush.

And afterward, her palm slipping up my shirt as
crowds and crowds of laughter filed by.

With a gaze that never left mine as her fingers
slipped into my hair, my knees pressing the gear while her palm
slid tightly between them. And the taste of her breath as a chill
poured in. I wanted everything about her.

Which is how it all started, at least. As we drove
with a window half raised and the radio low. Her shifting to Park.
Me following steps, punch-drunk as she keyed the door before
gripping and tugging my fingers. As she invited me in with the
taste of everything I couldn’t resist.

That earthy scent of leather as her coat slipped off
a shoulder and she shut the door. The sound of a lock, her shoes,
mine wandering in search of a light as she wrapped her arms around
me, breasts pressed to mine as my hem, my thigh, just lifted. Her
breath weak, her jeans rough, rubbing, hiking my skirt, as I fell
against the bed, and she weighed over me with knees fixed at my
sides in a room so obscure that I scarcely noticed the slow rise of
her shirt. Before I felt her skin against mine in borrowed light
and she pinned me down, her strength, her mouth tracing a breeze as
it trailed my skin, now damp where her lips had been. Where I
needed them still. But all I could hear were my sighs in an empty
room, a whimper, that ache as she slipped into me with fingers that
curled into moans. Hearing the limbs of trees in the wind as an
elbow braced my hips and her tongue made me wet, made me swell,
insensibly lingering.

 


* * *

 


“You never said,” Andi says, piercing the best part
of my daydream. “How was your night?” She snaps the latch of her
moonroof, then opens it and proceeds to lower front, rear,
passenger, and driver side windows, jerking my hair along with.

“Why can’t we do air conditioning?” I say. “It’s
ninety degrees.”

“Which is nice for a change.”

“Nice for hair like yours,” I say, rolling my side
up.

And when I turn back—“Well?”—she says,
expectant.

“It was a night,” I lie and check my phone, and not
for that reason.

“Did she call?”

“Of course not,” I say.

“So what are you reading? Is it work?”

“It’s called balance,” I tell her.

“Why can’t you take a day off?” she mumbles.

“As if there was anything left in that life part of
my work-life to balance,” I tell her.

“Oh, stop,” she says. “She’ll call.”

“I’m not waiting on a call,” I say, refreshing my
empty voicemail. “You think you know me so well.”

“Because I do,” she says. “And in the interim, you
have a wonderful daughter to bide the time.”

“Those four days a month, I know, thanks a bunch for
reminding me of that big role I play in my daughter’s life.
Whatever, it’s for the best. In her best interest,
right?”

“Wrong,” she says. “Which means, you
strategize.”

Mm-hmm.

“Work on her—”

“Who, Aline? An ex is not someone you work on. It’s
not as if we talk—I can’t. And, likewise, I’m not about to send one
more paycheck to an attorney and not win any rights to see
my own kid.” Visit, I think. Visitation. Even the
word devalues.

“Personally, I’d try something, I don’t know, a
little bit more subtle,” she says. “Like maybe weaving in the
subject here or there. You know, refined repetition, which you’re
so good at.”

Refined repetition, I think. “But there’s one
problem with that. We don’t converse.”

“Well, you need to,” she says.

“I know that.”

“What happened to reassess?” Andi says.

“She’ll never change the schedule. She likes it the
way it is. It gives her something over me. And besides, I’m clearly
not capable,” I say.

“Of parenting?”

“Because when do I have time?” I say. “But sure, we
can. We will. I’d love to. Reassess, that is.”

“Then—”

We don’t talk. “Cordially,” I say. “Or at
length.”

“It’s not hard.”

“She’s—”

“Jordan’s mother,” Andi says.

“We’re not there yet,” I say.

“Why not?”

“All right, I’m not,” I say.

“Yet you have fifteen more years of this to go,” she
says. “More like a lifetime.”

“How does anyone do this?” I say.

“No clue,” she says. “Aline’s confused.”

“She’s not.”

“And you’re enjoying that.”

“I’m not. I’m just exhausted,” I say.

“Exhausted—I bet you are,” she tells me with this
look.

“Not from that,” I say.

“Lies,” she says.

And maybe she does know me, given she’s changed the
subject to, I don’t know, an ill-fitting pair of shoes, the demise
of journalism. It’s enough to make my mind flit off to…you know.
But she couldn’t possibly, and seriously, why would she call? Or
maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. Maybe I am.

“Madisen,” I hear. “Aren’t you listening to me?”

“Of course.”

“You’re pining over Aline—”

“Which is the last thing on my mind,” I say. “Though
I’m thinking I might redecorate, remodel maybe, something. Change
the place up. It feels so Aline.”

“As in dark and moody?”

“As in needs more me. Like one of those
walk-in showers, perhaps with a glass partition. I could knock a
wall out—”

“Knock out a wall?” she says.

“Who needs a formal dining room? I don’t do formal.
I don’t do banquets or entertaining or Martha Stewart or P. Allen
Smith.”

“Things could change,” she says. “Your life could
change.”

“I still won’t have time,” I say, “or interest.”

“Maybe just an aloe plant for now?” she says. “I
hear they’re low-maintenance. Perhaps a coat of paint.”

“Paint,” I echo, pondering.

“We’re home,” she says.

“You don’t need to state the obvious,” I say,
grabbing my keys, phone.

When she grins. “Call this girl.”

“I can’t,” I say.

“You know you want to.”

“It was a night,” I say. “A really, really
incredible night. But other than that, she’s…” Sigh.

“Don’t be so modest,” she says.

“And what if she wants to see me?” I say.

“Who wouldn’t?”

My kid. “Jordan,” I say, “who doesn’t exactly come
up in casual conversation.”

Which gets a laugh out of her. “Oh, shit.”

“See what I mean?”

“Did you two even talk?” she says.

“Oh my God,” I say. “Of course we did.”

“Of course you did,” she says with that crooked
smile. “Well then, tell her during one of those in-depth
conversations.”

“Or maybe she wants to keep it at a night,” I say,
“and calls for a repeat.”

“And you’re fine with that?”

“Most definitely.”

“Well then,” she says. “Tell me how that goes.”

When I reach my door, as the cat stretches along the
length of the living room window, there’s my phone again.
“Madisen”—ugh—“favor?”

Dropping my keys in the tray. “What, Aline?” I say.
“Is something wrong?”

“I’m calling about Friday and this thing I’ve been
sucked into.”

“That’s fine,” I say. “I’ll come early.”

“You’ll do that for me?”

“I’ll do that for Jordan,” I say. Which leads to
some words on insurance and mail and Have you straightened that
out? Before she pauses and, not soon enough, we’re offering our
hasty good-byes.

So I spend the few remaining hours of my day
finishing laundry and cooking a batch of lentil soup for my rest of
the week. And as much as I’d like to call Rae, text her, as much as
I’m constantly thinking about her, I don’t. Nor does she,
evidently, not before I fall asleep or after I snooze my alarm in
the morning or roll out of bed or have coffee or check Facebook and
email and shower. And I get to work because, right, we had a
night.

And I’d like to say it gets easier the next day, but
that would be a lie as well. Because what the hell was I thinking?
Doing? Sinking to Grindr levels or Tinder when I’m straight-up
U-Haul material.

Focus. That’s what I need to do, is focus on
something other than her, like this magazine says, this piece on
urbanization, on the home hub. On hearing Andi always telling me
I’m overreacting because I probably am. But the truth of the matter
is, she hasn’t called.

So what? I still have Andi.

And how we’ve come up with so much to talk about
every single night since—how long has it been?—is beyond me. I
think it might’ve been that night at the pub, commiserating over
her then-girlfriend who up and moved halfway across the country for
some hardly worth it job—and that was that. Andi’s life was
officially over. And that carried back to my place, well ours then,
mine and Aline’s, where she crashed on our pullout sofa in the
living room downstairs—because who hasn’t enjoyed my bruschetta?
And, besides, we made a serious night of it. That night and every
other Saturday since. When pub nights became drinks and appetizers
in. A routine only amplified after my divorce.

Which is how this became our thing. I call her or
she calls me once I’ve settled in, and we talk during the time it
takes for each of us to heat up and eat dinner together virtually
over the phone. Or on the rare occasion, should something important
in her day transpire, something Oh my God, you’ve got to hear
this, our call is bumped earlier.

Like today, she’s gushing over this girl she met at
Jiffy Lube. Not the mechanic, who she literally goes there to see,
but a customer. It was that splendid blend of camaraderie sponsored
by ESPN while they were intoxicated by the seductive scent of
rubber tires, or so she says.

Because they were rooting for the same team.

I don’t know which team. I don’t know which sport.
But she got her number.

And now she’s stalking her online as I select
suitable work attire for tomorrow’s meeting—and she’s insisting I
do the same, only with Rae. Stalk her, that is. But in any regard,
this is how our conversation morphed from Andi’s love life into
mine.

As I open my closet and flip Theory, Brooks
Brothers. “So navy…or gray?” I say as I switch her over to speaker
where she’s demoted to floorboards, freeing me to slide through all
those options—charcoal, powder blue, white, pinstripe—wanting
something to say You’re so worth this budget. While at the
same time downplaying my two X chromosomes.

“For the meeting,” she says, “dark gray.”

“Gray it is,” I say. And I settle on herringbone
trousers with a button-down. Afterward making my way to the
kitchen.

“And how exactly did she say it?” Andi says.

“Good-bye?”

“Yes,” she says, “good-bye as in It’s been nice,
but—”

“It was more like this,” I say. “She didn’t.”

“You didn’t say good-bye?”

“We didn’t say good-bye or anything like that,” I
tell her. “She just, I don’t know, kissed me.”

“As in Please don’t get out of my car?” she
says.

“As in Please don’t get out of my car,” I
say.

“So you got out of her car?”

“At four in the morning,” I say.

“Well, I don’t know what to say.”

“Is that good?”

“I don’t know,” she says, and I slam the
microwave.

Timer-four-zero-zero-start.

“What are you cooking?”

“Soup,” I say.

“I’m having steak portabella.”

“From a box?” I say.

“It’s not bad,” she says, “seasoned.”

“And that’s better than dinner with me?” I say.

“As in more of your soup?” she says. “It’s
tempting…”

“It’s lentil this time,” I say. “I found this recipe
online with a five star rating. I made so much.”

“So make less,” she says.

“How do I cook for one?”

“This is why God invented Lean Cuisine,” she
says.

And I grab a spoon and take a seat and prop my
screen, and sure, maybe I’m loading Facebook as well because who
knows…

“I found her,” she says.

“Who,” I say, “Jiffy Lube?” As I’m typing R-a-e
M-a-t-h-e-n-y.

“Yes,” she says and I hover over Do you know
Rae? and Send her a friend request, wondering, should I?
Oh God.

Wait, wait. “Shit,” I blurt out.

“What?” she says.

“How do I not share something?” I say.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, how do I hide a few pictures that are
posted on Facebook,” I say, “of the kid and Aline. Can I hide
this?”

“Click on settings,” she says. “Are you there?”

“Yes,” I say.

“It’s no wonder,” I hear. “She works out.”

“What’s her name?” I say. “I’ll look her up.”

“She’s a computer systems analyst,” I hear, “from
North Carolina. And she’s checked in everywhere.”

But Rae doesn’t share much.

“What else?” I say.

“Panthers, Patriots,” I hear, “and restaurants and
ratings—”

“So you’ll friend her?” I say.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Who wants to seem anxious?” she says.

 


* * *

 


While I’m presenting the next day to a room full of
people, my phone goes off and I glance down and it’s Rae and my
mind floats off—with five more slides and too many questions left
to go. In fact, it’s another twenty minutes before I can actually
take my seat.

Which goes something like this:

Wednesday, 9:21 a.m.: How are you?

Wednesday, 9:22 a.m.: I can’t stop thinking about
you

Wednesday, 9:25 a.m.: Call me?

Which means, as soon as I get back to my office, I
shut the door, breathe, and call and I’m just… “I hadn’t expected
to hear from you.” Because what else do I say?

“Did you want to?” she says.

“I had.”

“Good,” she says. “You aren’t busy, I hope?”

“It’s fine,” I say.

“I’m working on this thing,” she says, “where I let
girls wonder for days before I call.”

“Is that right?”

“No, actually,” she says, “what I’m trying to say is
that I dropped you off, drove back, and had coffee before I got in,
took a nap, made this sandwich, and couldn’t find where I put your
number. I searched my car, my couch, pockets, coat, jeans—and I
just now, well, here it is. And would you believe I spent my entire
Sunday wondering what you were up to? But maybe I shouldn’t share
that bit of info.”

So I say, “Wakeboarding,” aching now from
smiling.

“Athletic,” I hear.

“Not really,” I say, wishing I could erase that
nervous laugh of mine.

Then I hear, “Can I take you out? To a movie.” And I
guess I say yes and she’s like Friday? and I say
sure and she says I’ll pick you up and I say where,
and it hits, not then but later. Once I’ve hung up and the phone’s
off and docked because shit, shit, shit, this weekend.
Didn’t I just lock that date in for Jordan?


Chapter Four

Turn Left on Chestnut

 


 


Rae

 


When Avery gives you advice, you do the exact
opposite. I know this. Which is why I’m merely half listening to
her as I edge along this extraordinarily backed-up drive-through
line, which is typically my moment of Zen, isn’t it?

“I would call her again,” I hear. “Just think up
some legendary excuse.”

I reach the window. “Venti macchiato with soy,
please.” Back to Avery, “Because—?”

“Um, she’s kind of hot,” I hear before that
laugh.

“I’m definitely aware of that.”

“This is why they always fall for you,” she says.
“You’re so evasive. I would be freaking out, thinking you weren’t
interested.”

Me, thinking, well, then she canceled on me. “You’re
wrong,” I say, “and no you wouldn’t.”

“You’ve googled her?”

“Have I ever googled anyone?” I say.

“No. But I’m curious about this one,” she says with
that tinge of secrecy.

“You always are,” I say.

“But you’re not?” she says.

“Why should I be? We’re just seeing a movie.”

“That’s so unlike you,” she says. “Remind me again
where she works?”

“I have no idea,” I say.

“But you said she was an architect. There can’t be
too many architects in this town,” she says. “I’ll find her. Want
me to?”

“Avery,” I say, thinking why is it those most ill
equipped to dole out advice always seem to be the ones who do,
vocally at that
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