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      The snow-white pigeon swoops up and down, flirting with the reflection within the sliding doors. A sign of things to come, Al would say. My Australian labradoodle quivers at my side, ready to charge. The glass door slides open, and the pigeon flies sky high out of sight.

      “Chewbacca, how was your Sunday morning walk girl?” My big curly beast wags her tail so hard her whole body wiggles and weaves. She leaps onto Al, completely oblivious to her human on the other end of the leash. Both paws land right above Al’s protruding, bulbous belly. He laughs and gives her a treat. A treat.

      “Al, you can’t give her a treat when she jumps on you.” A good dog owner would scold her sixty-five-pound canine and tell her to get down, but these two have a sort of odd love thing going on.

      Al ignores me. Normal. “Did you see the pigeon circling the glass?”

      “Yes! Have you ever seen a pigeon do that?”

      “Nope. Must be a sign. Good things coming.”

      I smirk. Al and his signs. I’d estimate Al is in his mid-fifties. He’s wearing the building doorman uniform of black pants and white button-down shirt. His shirt’s never starched. Al and I share an aversion to ironing. We don’t share a belief in random signs directing our destiny.

      When Al sees Chewie, he always steps out to greet her. He scratches behind her ears, and she licks his chin, making him laugh. Because, yes, she’s still standing on her hind legs with both paws planted on his chest. Crumbs from the treat she inhaled litter his wrinkled shirt.

      “Is someone moving in today? I noticed the curtains are hanging in the elevator.” The building hangs quilts to protect the sides of the elevator from gashes during a move. My apartment building, The Wimbledon, features twenty-six floors and four elevator shafts. This one building houses as many people as some suburban neighborhoods. Weekend moves are the norm.

      “Yeah, two units. One on your floor, actually.”

      “Nice.” There are six apartments on my floor, but my neighbors are relative strangers. I have one mean, grumpy neighbor who complains any time Chewie barks. “Any chance Sixteen-C moved out?”

      Al grins and in baby talk answers my question to Chewie’s bushy face. “No. Mr. Truman’s still there, so Chewie here has to be quiet. You have to be quiet, don’t you, girl? No barking, right, girl? Gotta be quiet. Yeah, that’s a good girl. Such a good girl. Such a good, good girl.”

      Chewie responds by wagging her tail and licking him from the bottom of his chin up to his nose. He laughs, her front paws fall to the floor.

      “How’s the weather out there today? Looks like it’s a good one.”

      “It’s gorgeous. You should definitely take your lunch outside. Blue skies. Not a cloud anywhere. The high’s gonna be sixty-eight. Couldn’t ask for a better September day. Next week, we’ve got a cold front heading in. But by the end of the week, warm weather will be back.”

      I nod as he shares the forecast. Al’s a walking, talking weather report. “We did the full loop around Central Park today. Some of the leaves have started changing color.”

      I peer out the glass doors of the lobby at the street and the facing brick building. Cars whiz by, and a faint horn sounds every now and then. You can’t see the sky from where I’m standing, but the blue sky and fall-scented air lurk in my mind. A stunning weekend day, yet work calls. It’s fine. I have a good view from my home office. “I’m gonna head on up. I’ll see you later. You here until six?”

      “You know it,” Al responds with his signature wink and gunshot finger point.

      “See ya later.”

      Chewie and I only have to wait a minute for the elevator. We walk in, and I hum a bit as I scratch the top of her head. The stainless steel elevator door slides to close. A hand shoots through the gap to force the door open. Chewie lunges, and I tighten my grip on the leash. “Chewie!” I scold.

      Once I have my shaggy girl under control, I lift my gaze from my dog and take in the man standing on the threshold of the elevator. My mouth drops open. My lungs contract.

      Hazel eyes I haven’t seen in four years stare back at me. The blue-gray suit offsets those chameleon eyes, casting a bluer hue. The short, trimmed beard makes him appear older and more distinguished. The dark, curly, college student hair, now cut in a shorter, controlled, professional style, says business.

      My skin tingles. From shock or from being in his presence again, I’m not sure.

      Jackson’s eyes flick between me and my rambunctious, shaggy brown beast. “Anna?”

      “Jackson?” Chewie attempts to jump on him, and I give a quick pull on the leash and command, “Sit.” I close my mouth, but I’m still gaping. How could I not be? Jackson lives in Atlanta. I never thought I’d see him again.

      Through my peripheral vision, I notice Jackson’s hands flexing, as if he’s stretching his fingers. He blinks his eyes in rapid succession. I imagine he’s as shocked as I am. He half shakes his head and exits the elevator. My stomach freefalls. A second later, he wheels in two large black suitcases.

      My heart’s beating a million beats per minute, and I stare at the panel of floor buttons. The door slides closed, and the elevator lurches upward. Proper elevator etiquette reflex compels me to ask, “What floor?”

      He doesn’t answer but leans over to the panel with his index finger extended. Then he slowly pulls back. “You’ve already pushed it. Sixteen.”

      I blink. My heartrate speeds as I scratch Chewie’s ears, trying to collect my scattered self. The moment is surreal. I fold an arm against my stomach and focus on breathing until the elevator doors open and we both exit.

      The silver door slides closed behind him, leaving us standing in the hall facing each other.

      “So, are you visiting someone?” Judging from the two oversized suitcases, either he’s the worst packer on the planet or he’s staying a while. Or maybe he’s not alone?

      His Adam’s apple shifts as he swallows. His gaze wanders over the length of my body, sending chills through my core. This man has intimate knowledge of me, of us. My cheeks burn with the thought, or perhaps it’s simply his presence. I cross my arms, defensive. What on earth is he doing here?

      His chest heaves, and I hear his exhale. “I’m moving in.” He peers down the beige hall lined with dark green painted doors. Dull brass numbers hang on the front of each door. I’m Sixteen-B, and we’re standing in front of Sixteen-C.

      He points to the end of the hall. “I’m Sixteen-D.”

      I point in the opposite direction. “Sixteen-B.”

      Our voices mingle and crash over each other as we speak at the same time.

      “Ah, you’re moving here?” My voice comes out squeaky and high-pitched. Get it together. He’s just a guy you used to know.

      He stares ahead at the elevator door. “Good job opportunity.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Law.”

      “Are short answers your thing now?” It comes out bitchier than intended.

      He narrows his eyes into slits. “I’m at a new firm. M&A. What are you doing these days?” His gruff tone is oddly appealing, although completely undeserved.

      “I’m a creative director. At an agency called Evolve.” It’s on the tip of my tongue to say more, to tell him I work on the Heineken, Greenpeace, and National Geographic accounts. But I stop myself. His dark gaze radiates an unfriendliness I’m not sure how to navigate. Chewie stands beside me, tail still, watching, a sign she’s picked up on the tension. She’s unsure of Jackson, and so am I.

      Jackson angles his head in the direction of my apartment door. “Do you live alone?”

      “Yes. I had a roommate up until two months ago. She moved to Prague.” I could rattle on but don’t. My gaze falls to his chest. His hand rests on the handle of one of the suitcases. Beneath his jacket, he’s wearing a form-fitting starched shirt. Subtle muscular lines lead to a firm, narrow waist. His clothes fit so well I suspect they are custom. I also imagine he still flaunts a six-pack, because, well, he did in college.

      I flush, visualizing his pectoral and ab muscles. The hardness of those muscles beneath my roaming fingers. Over the years, I’ve thought about him often. Most often when playing with my favorite vibrator. The stuffy hall is far too warm, and I hope the burning sensation on my cheeks doesn’t mean I’m blushing.

      We stand there staring at each other. I have so much to ask him, but then again, I don’t. Things didn’t exactly end well with us. But he’s new to the city. Be kind. “Do you need help getting unpacked?”

      The muscles in his jaw flex as if he’s grinding his teeth. “No, thank you. Take care.” He heads down the hall, pulling his two suitcases behind him. He stands in front of the door and flips through keys on a ring. He looks up from his keys and catches me staring. Now my cheeks are most definitely bright red. With a shaky hand, I unlock my door and rush inside.

      Stunned, I flop down on my futon, a relic from my first post-college days. The stained, beaten-up piece could stand an upgrade, but sofa shopping doesn’t interest me.

      I pull out my phone and press my best friend’s name. She may live in another country, but she’s still my BFF. My first call.

      She picks up. It’s evening, her time. Before she gets a word in, I blurt, “You are not going to believe who moved into the building. On our floor!”
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      Wandering into the sports bar with Chase, my gaze floats to the ceiling where men’s neckties hang. A thick layer of spider web-like dust clings to most of them. The bar has a tradition of cutting men’s ties off and nailing them to the ceiling. College teams and associated paraphernalia litter the walls and shelves. My shoes grip the sticky floor, and the place reeks of spilled alcohol and what might be vomit doused in Clorox. No surprise Chase Maitlin would choose a shithole like this to watch the game.

      Nodding at the bartender, I order a Michelob Ultra and claim the stool next to Chase. The LSU and Tulane game runs on all seven screens scattered around the sports bar. A game I couldn’t care less about.

      After my early morning flight, and after getting an unwelcome shock, I changed clothes and couldn’t sit still. My furnished apartment requires no effort. Still, I headed out and purchased some things I’d need. Toilet paper, paper towels, coffee. Then I explored my new neighborhood before meeting Chase. Checked out the nearby delis, shops, and restaurants. I couldn’t sit still and had no desire to return to the apartment.

      Sitting, after pounding hard sidewalks all day, feels good. Pain radiates from the balls of my feet. “Man, I spent hours today walking around. My feet are killing me.”

      Chase leans over and glances at my feet then sort of chuckles. “You’ll get used to it. We walk here way more than you probably did in Hotlanta.”

      “You’re probably right,” I agree, shaking my head. “Anyway, I can’t get over how expensive this city is. Rent here costs the same as a mortgage on a four-bedroom home in Atlanta.”

      “How’s your new place?” Chase asks, grinning.

      I reach over and slap the side of his head. “About that. What the fuck, Chase? You set me up in Anna Daughtridge’s apartment building?”

      He smirks as he takes a long swallow of his draft beer. I roll my eyes. Chase lived with me my last two years of law school, along with two other guys from my class. Chase and one of my roommates, Brandon, went to undergrad together. When Chase got into business school at Carolina, he moved in with us. Three law school students and one b-school student. There was no question which degree required more effort.

      “Do you like the place or not?” he finally responds.

      “It’s fine. But you couldn’t give me a heads up?”

      He shrugs. “You guys dated a long time ago. And for, like, a New York minute. Does it matter?”

      I angle my head and glare at him. Fucker. Yeah, it matters. Dickwad.

      Before I respond, he continues, “Anna’s friendly with her building manager. Tenants are moving in and out of The Wimbledon all the time. For some reason, the building manager allows subleases. I figured you’d have a good chance of finding something there. It’s hard to find places in the city. And, presto. You got a sublease. How long’s it for?”

      I grit my teeth. There’s no point in letting Chase have it. It’d go over his head. “It’s month to month. I will say I lucked out with a furnished sublet. Tracey, the manager, she hooked me up by putting me in touch with this guy. He has six more months on his lease, but if I want, I can take it over when his lease is up.” I pause as I sip my beer. “So, did you tell Anna you were asking for her building manager’s contact info for me?”

      Chase scratches the side of his head, and I can tell he’s trying to remember the conversation. “No.”

      Fucker. Clueless as ever. But I shouldn’t have asked him. The shock plastered on Anna’s face when we ran into each other made that much clear.

      “Look, man, you’ll never see your neighbors. It’s different here. And aren’t you still looking for another place?”

      “Yeah,” I sigh, frustrated. “I had to readjust my criteria with the realtor. I have a few more places I’m going to check out. I had planned to buy pretty quickly, but I’m gonna need to take some time to research the market. Prices here are insane.”

      Chase taps his beer glass against mine. “Welcome to New York.” And then he laughs. “What finally drew you here, anyway? I was shell-shocked when I got your email saying you were moving here. I seem to recall ‘never New York’ coming out of your mouth.”

      “I had a good offer. And things change,” I say, tapping my fingers along my beer bottle to release frustration. The guy loves to push it.

      “Yeah, things change. Doesn’t mean I don’t get a kick out of feeling your pain as you adjust to a real city. I remember visiting you in your palatial townhome.” He grins.

      “Yeah, well, you won’t enjoy visiting me anymore.” Thinking about what kind of apartment I’ll likely end up buying makes me grimace. “I moved because it was a good offer. Junior partner now, senior partner within five years. Hopefully, I’ll be name partner by the time I’m forty. The timeline here is way better than my old firm.”

      “Work, work, work. You know, there is more to life than just work, right?” Chase asks, eyebrows raised.

      I study him. He’s wearing khaki shorts, sneakers, and a faded t-shirt that reads, “I deliver all night long.” The words surround an image of Santa’s face. It is the weekend. But still, he’s approaching thirty. He looks like a frat boy. Back in Chapel Hill, he partied hard. He’d been in business school when I was in law school. We’d had two different Chapel Hill experiences. And his attire and general demeanor tell me not much has changed over the last four years.

      “More to life than work, says the almost married man?” I raise my eyebrows and tap his glass again, smiling. I doubt he’s anywhere close to proposing, but I like to yank his chain.

      He bites his lip and angles his eyes. “Where’d you get that idea from? Have you been talking to my mom?”

      “Well, you have a serious girlfriend. I’m waiting for the announcement.” A serious girlfriend is new for Chase. He always hooked up with random girls in grad school. A certain dark-haired girl I really liked comes to mind, and I grind my teeth.

      “Yeah? Hold your breath while you wait,” he says, a light smile on his face.

      He watches the game, completely oblivious to how dark my thoughts dive. Years have passed, and I’m still pissed at him.

      We drink our beers and watch the game for a while. During a commercial break, Chase pipes up, “I’ll make sure you like it here. I’ll introduce you around. If you decide you’re okay with it, Anna can help too. She’s a good friend of mine. She has a lot of friends around the city she can introduce you to.”

      Running into Anna had been beyond unexpected. At first, I wasn’t sure if it was her. In some ways, she hasn’t changed. But now she’s even sexier than she was in college. It defies logic. Her Lycra leggings highlighted the muscular lines of those long legs. She’d had on this open zip-up hoodie over a workout tank top that shouldn’t have been sexy, but I couldn’t stop stealing glances at the soft lines of her cleavage and the flat stomach hugged by the form-fitting top. Her dark, wavy hair had been pulled back in a ponytail. Still long. No make-up. Fresh and natural. Just like back in college.

      “I didn’t know you two still kept in touch.” I discreetly ball my left hand into a fist as my right circles my beer.

      “Oh, yeah,” he responds, focusing on the game.

      That’s it? My fist raps the table in frustration. Come on, man. Give me more.

      “How long did you guys date?” I probe. If they’re good friends four years later, the breakup must have been amicable.

      Chase looks at me, squinting in thought, as if he’s not sure he remembers the answer. “We didn’t date.”

      “Well, you definitely hooked up. I seem to recall some great ‘stories’ you chose to share.” I’d been so angry I avoided him the last few weeks of school.

      Chase gives me his signature I’m-a-badass-frat-boy smirk. I suppress the urge to reach out and strangle him. He sighs. “You remember that, huh? Well, we decided to just be friends. And she’s good friends with Angela, so don’t mention it, okay?”

      For some reason, that bothers the fuck out of me. I haven’t met Angela yet. But it seems wrong she’s hanging out with a girl who slept with her boyfriend and she has no idea. Isn’t that girl code or something?

      “Jackson?”

      “Yeah. Of course.” I shake my head, more at myself than Chase. What these guys do is not my business. “What’s Anna up to these days?” And yeah, she’s not my business, but I’m still curious about what she’s like now. I’d never date her again, but still, I’m curious.

      Standing in the hall earlier today, when she pointed at her apartment door, I wondered if she lived with someone. At the very least, she’s probably seeing someone.

      There’s something about Anna. A glow. A warmth. She’s natural. Down-to-earth. A brown-eyed girl you wish had been your neighbor growing up. Faint freckles you can really only see when she doesn’t have on any make-up at all. I close my eyes, trying to remember if I’d seen those freckles today.

      Chase breaks into my thoughts. “She’s a workaholic. Like you.” He adds the “like you” with emphasis as if it disgusts him. I roll my eyes and take a gulp of beer.

      “She dating anyone?”

      I ask the question as nonchalantly as possible while feigning watching the game, but it still draws his attention. He jerks his head and grins. “You into her?”

      “Dude. Just making conversation. Even if I was interested in Anna, and I’m not, I don’t have time for a relationship. These next few years will be crunch time.”

      “You set your own priorities. But, yeah, the Jackson I remember had no reason to date. Girls made it way easy for you.”

      I don’t argue. Let him think what he wants. Guys like Chase Maitlin always love to believe every guy is getting tons of random sex. Back in the day, Chase loved to gloat about his own adventures. That’s never been me nor will it be.

      “Well, times are changing. You’ve got a girlfriend,” I say, tapping his drink in a soft salute.

      He responds with a broad smile. “Yeah, you’ll meet Angela soon. We’ll be sure to invite you out so you can meet folks, expand your network.” He rolls his shoulders, eyes to the game. “I’ll take you out. Show you the New York singles scene. It blows Chapel Hill out of the water. Atlanta too.”

      “Thanks. But I need to get my bearings at my new firm. I won’t have much free time.”

      “Yeah, right. You’ll still find time to go out and get laid. And I want to hear all about it. Now that I’ve got a ball and chain I’ve got to live vicariously through my single friends.”

      I rub the back of my neck to ease my frustration. “Man, I’m not the guy you want to be living vicariously through. Trust me. Even back then. I think you’ve built me up in your head.” I fall into my stern lawyer voice to convince him I’m speaking the truth.

      He gives me a shit-eating grin. “Oh, fuck. Don’t try to deny it. You hooked up with a different girl almost every time you went out. I couldn’t believe how lucky you got. All. The. Time.”

      I laugh. Maitlin’s still such a frat boy. “First, I studied until almost eleven. Then on the random nights I would meet you guys out, I’d show up completely sober. Everyone else would be tanked. It was like low-lying fruit all around. And you know Chapel Hill…like, seventy percent female. If you had come out with me later at night, sober, you too would have had girls clinging to you. They don’t cling if you’re hammered.”

      Chase laughs. “Yeah, right. That’s what my problem was.”

      We sit there, watching the game, and have another round. I pull out my phone and check apartment listings. Pop questions to Chase about neighborhoods when I come across something interesting. Text back and forth with a few agents to set up some more appointments.

      As the game ends, Chase downs the last of his beer and levels his gaze at me. “So, next weekend. Angela and I are going to meet some friends at Central Park. Supposed to be a nice fall day. Throw some Frisbee. Picnic. Take advantage of the nice weather before winter. You in?”

      “Sure. Text me the deets, and if I can, I’ll make it.”

      “Great. Angela definitely wants to meet you.”

      I hesitate, but there’s no harm in asking. “Will Anna be there?”

      He sticks his lower lip out before answering. “Maybe? Not sure. Probably. She hangs with us. Is it gonna be a problem?”

      My eyes go to the ties hanging on the ceiling. A symbol of men rebelling against the institution. “Nah, it’ll be fine.” Four years have passed. It’s fine.

      We toss some bills on the bar for the tip and head out. Chase pauses by the door. “Man, about Anna. She’s actually become a good friend. Like, a good friend of mine. So, don’t treat her like the others, okay? We’re in NYC. You can get plenty without having to muddy the waters with friends. My friends.” He taps his chest to emphasize my.

      Oh. Is that the way you want to play it? You short little fuck.

      I glare at him as he continues talking. “I’m telling you, she’s good people. You’ll see. Don’t fuck with her, man.” He sighs. Then, as if remembering he and I are actually friends too, he adds, “Good to see ya’, man. Glad you’re here.”

      I scratch my jaw, incredulous, as we leave the bar. Chase is worried about Anna. Meanwhile, she crushed me. Still don’t understand why, but I gave up trying to figure our situation out a long time ago. Pretty much gave up the same day Chase described her as “the best lay of his life.”

      Chase doesn’t need to worry about Anna and me. No way am I going after that for a second round. Nope, never again.
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      Music drifts through my office, an upbeat Jack Johnson tune. Some would think a raise would be the best thing about a promotion. Nope. My recent promotion to creative director means a private office and music courtesy of Alexa.

      I had my choice of art from the agency’s archive, and decided on a vintage Heineken life-size subway ad for one wall. The far wall showcases my favorite print ads for my clients. Brightly-colored throw pillows dot my off-white sofa, and fresh flowers sit in a vase on my desk, a Monday morning pick-me-up ritual and love note from me to me. Something I especially appreciate this morning, after my blast with the past.

      This morning, I felt like the Pink Panther music should be playing on stereo as I stealthily opened my apartment door and carefully peeked out. After verifying a vacant hallway, I headed out for my morning walk. When we exited the building, I saw an athletic man who looked a bit like Jackson stretching. It might not have been him; it’s hard to see in the low morning light. But I turned right and headed to the river. Silly, really. I’ll run into him from time to time. Today, though, avoidance struck me as the best plan. Of course, four years ago, I chose avoidance, and then he stopped talking to me.

      My office door pops open, and a blonde messy bun faces me, muttering as she searches the ground.

      Grabbing my purse and standing, I laugh. “Delilah, what are you doing?”

      “My earring popped out right as I was opening your door. Ah, here it is!” She retrieves a long orange plastic feather and stands, looking up at me. “I forgot to put the thingies on the back, and these keep falling out everywhere I go. They’re too light.”

      I grin at my friend, walking toward her to head out of my office. “Wardrobe issues. Bummer.”

      “Yeah. Hey, where are you going? I was coming by to see if you wanted to grab lunch.”

      “Sure.”

      A large shadow steps up behind her. Delilah glimpses Nick, then spins around to face me. Her back to Nick, she scrunches her face up and tilts her finger into her mouth to mimic a vomit face.

      I bite my lip to keep from laughing.

      Oblivious, Nick taps the door frame and asks, “Do you have some time, Anna?”

      I grin and say, “Yeah,” as Delilah whirls out of the office.

      Nick Norwood, the group account director and a senior executive in our agency, isn’t stopping by my office for business reasons. He’s not my friend. He shifts a few throw pillows and settles into the sofa, acting as if he’s stopping by for a lengthy chat.

      At first glance, some might say he’s attractive. With an expansive wardrobe of tight-fitting designer clothes that would fit in at most high-end trendy clubs, he’s easily the best dressed executive at our agency. Even so, his hulking demeanor and willingness to forego personal space creeps out most of the women, myself included. Year-round, he rocks a fake tan, styled blond hair, and too-white teeth. At the very least, it’s fair to say he’s not my type.

      About six months ago, I went to one of Nick’s notorious apartment parties with my team and had way too much to drink. I didn’t eat before arriving, and after a couple of drinks, I blacked out. The whole night is a complete black hole. The last time I drank so much I blacked out was in college, and even then, nothing so extreme.

      I woke up in his bed and could tell by the absence of my panties I was fucked, both literally and figuratively. I grabbed my clothes and left his apartment as quietly as possible, hoping against hope he’d remember as much, or as little, as I did. My luck was shit. Since our sexcapade, Nick has hovered around my office like a hunter seeking prey.

      When it was clear he remembered the night’s events, I gave him my best “it really should have never happened” speech and “holy cow, I had way too much to drink” explanation. Smiling, he leaned down to my ear and said, “Don’t worry. We’ll keep us under wraps,” then smirked, ran his finger up and down my arm, and swaggered away. Gross.

      Last month, he asked me to hang out after work, and I said I had plans. He glared at me, eyes roving up and down my body. I summoned my Jedi powers and stayed strong. I’d thought the Force had been with me, but an hour later he barged in with an urgent project, and my whole weekend became a whirlwind because of a last-minute request from his client. It seemed a stretch he’d concocted said emergency because he was pissed at me, but still.

      “Not sure if you saw, but the Giants are playing the Packers this weekend. The Giants are going to have a pretty kick-ass season…” Nick continues, as I sit half-listening. Nick spends his weekends with our agency’s founders and has been here since it opened. If it weren’t for his senior executive status, I’d let my inner bitch out. But I like working here. I love my accounts. So, I try to play nice. Nice enough. I still make it clear at every opportunity I am not interested in him. At all.

      A blonde with a messy bun bouncing outside my door catches my eye.

      I jump out of my chair and shout, “Delilah! Wait, I forgot, we still need to review the Greenpeace concepts.” I give a timid smile to Nick as I grab a paper and pad from my desk. “Sorry, Nick, but I need to meet with Delilah. Can I catch ya’ later?” The man has wasted thirty minutes of my time, rambling at first about a new business pitch, and then nothing else to do with work came out of his mouth. He has to have some work of his own to do.

      Nick stands, looking Delilah up and down in his own special, skeevy way.

      What’s that about? Why does he always do that?

      “Yeah, just come on down to my office later,” he says, and he reaches out and slides my hair behind my ear. I jerk back instinctively.

      Seeming unmoved by my reaction, he gives a polite nod to Delilah on his way out.

      Delilah walks in and softly closes the door, plopping down onto Nick’s vacated spot on my sofa, a knowing grin plastered on her face.

      “We don’t have any creative to go over, do we?”

      I let out a deep sigh. “We do, but we don’t have to go over it right now. Thanks for saving me from Mr. Touchy. Just hang out for a minute. I don’t want him popping back in.”

      “Does he still ask you out?” Delilah asks, eyes narrowed and focused on me.

      “Sometimes. He doesn’t seem to be getting the hint. And I swear his ‘urgent’ requests are timed to coincide with when I say no to him. It’s making me paranoid.” I crumple the piece of paper in my hand, frustration seeping out.

      “Anna, you should totally go to HR.”

      “Have you lost your mind? I don’t want to be that girl. I just want him to leave me alone.” I hadn’t told anyone about the night. Not even Delilah. It’s just too mortifying. But I’m certain my story to HR would be tremendously weakened if they knew what had happened between us. And Nick would certainly tell them. Other than creeping me out with his suggestive looks and touches, he hasn’t really done anything. The timing of his emergencies could totally be in my head. No, HR isn’t the solution.

      Besides, filing a sexual harassment claim, even if they decided in my favor, would probably mean I wouldn’t move further here, and it would definitely make me less attractive if I tried to move to another agency. My dad owned his own business, and I grew up hearing stories. Women who spoke up weren’t viewed favorably, or at least weren’t as preferable as job candidates without a sexual harassment suit in the past.

      Delilah pulls her legs up and stares at me, the bun on top of her head shaking slightly as she shifts on the sofa. Wearing an old gray sweatshirt, black leggings, and Converse sneakers, she could easily be mistaken for a college student.

      I sit back down at my desk and spin in my chair, suppressing the urge to give out a little “wheee” to relieve some of the tension in the room. Large brown eyes continue to study me intently.

      “What?”

      “You know you’re hot, right? Long, dark, glossy hair, athletic body to kill for, smart, successful. You’ve got it going on, girl. Nick is a creep, but most of the people here are in their twenties, and reality is it’s kind of like a fraternity mixer here half the time.” She tilts her head and looks thoughtful. “You are constantly turning guys down. If you refuse to partake in the goodness, why don’t you just fake a boyfriend?”

      “What?”

      “I mean, you don’t seem interested in the guys here, so what’s the harm? You know Clarissa in accounting? She had the same issue with Nick until she got a boyfriend. Once she became unavailable, he started sending his underlings to deal with her. Nick is a group account director. Maybe if you get a boyfriend, he’ll lose interest, and you can start dealing directly with Darren.” Darren is an account director, and he’s in an equivalent position to me. From an organizational structure, he should be my day-to-day account side contact. “It could mean a better life for all of us,” she says, emphasizing all of us. Delilah raises her eyebrows, clearly insinuating Nick’s questionably-timed client emergencies are cutting into her life too. She’s on my team, so she’s not wrong.

      “Fake a boyfriend? Really? That’s your answer to the creepy account guy who’s a little slow to accept I’m not interested?” I huff.

      She huffs right back. “No. My answer is HR. But if you aren’t willing to do that…” She lets her sentence hang in the air for a dramatic second. “A boyfriend is an idea,” she mutters while twisting the friendship bracelets lining her wrist.

      “I think faking a girlfriend would be more fun.” I grin, joking around.

      Delilah rolls her eyes. “So, how was your Sunday?”

      I rub my hands up and down my face, trying to joggle Nick Norwood from my thoughts. It’s Monday morning. The weekend flashes before me. Delilah and I saw a band together Saturday night. Then, Sunday. Hazel eyes.

      “Small world story. An ex from college moved into my apartment building.”

      “Is that good or bad?” She’s twirling a loose piece of hair that escaped from her messy bun.

      I play with the pad on my laptop to pull up my email. Good or bad? What a good question. When I don’t respond, she stops searching for split ends and watches me, waiting for an answer. I doodle on the corner of the desk calendar with a pencil as I explain. “It’s not good or bad. Things didn’t end well with us. I get the feeling he can’t stand me, which doesn’t really make sense.”

      “What happened with you guys?”

      “Nothing. And, I don’t know. Everything. We met my last semester of school. I was interviewing, working. He was preparing for the bar, interviewing. But, for a few months there, it was like, well, it was pretty amazing.” Since hanging up with Olivia yesterday, I’ve spent a lot of time strolling down Memory Lane, and remembered more questions than answers.

      Delilah bites her lip, smiling. “Amazing, huh?”

      “Yeah. And then, I guess reality hit. Tough talks. He wanted me to move to Atlanta. But he didn’t ask. He pissed me off, is what he did. I didn’t return his calls for a few days. Then suddenly he wouldn’t even talk to me. Look at me. College age maturity at its finest.” An email about a project catches my attention, and I skim through it.

      “And then what happened?”

      I return my attention to Delilah. “That’s it. Graduation happened. I moved to New York. He moved to Atlanta. Yesterday was the first time I’d seen him in four years.”

      “And what was it like?”

      Shocking as hell. My stomach still flutters around him. Of course he’s as attractive as ever. Maybe more so. I bite the inside of my lip and remember his short answers. How he seemed to want to get away from me as quickly as possible. “He’s still an asshole.”

      Delilah sighs and drops her head back against the wall. Then she throws the back of her hand across her forehead, all drama. “Why must they all be assholes?” she singsongs.

      Yes, indeed. Why, oh, why?
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      Anna

      

      The week flew by. The Pink Panther soundtrack played in my head each morning of my stealth routine. It turns out I could’ve had a career in the CIA. I’m good at tiptoeing around. I’d catch glimpses of him on the sidewalk and whip around to head the opposite direction. Completely mature behavior.

      Now it’s Saturday morning. A whole week spent in avoidance mode. Yet here I am, heading to the park to meet Chase and Angela. I never asked, but my gut tells me Jackson will be joining us. I just kind of know.

      My hair in a ponytail, I’m sporting my favorite Saturday ripped jeans and a faded old Hard Rock Cafe guitar tank. My stomach flips and flops. Which is silly. There’s absolutely no reason to be nervous about seeing him.

      Chewie stops and starts the whole way, alternating between lunging and halting. She’s all about the smells. One day, I’m going to train her to be a well-behaved dog.

      My outfit isn’t a match for the frat boy image I remember Jackson cultivating in law school. And it definitely isn’t a match for the corporate executive I’d seen Sunday. Why was he wearing a suit on the weekend?

      Yeah, my twenty-six-year-old self won’t appeal to Legal Eagle Jackson at all. Four years ago, we were college students. Pseudo-adulting. I thought I’d never see him again. I stalked him on Facebook once or twice after drinking too much, but he has a private page. All I could see was a single photo of him on a mountaintop somewhere. Thank god I’d never been on FB drunk and sent a friend request.

      Over the years, I thought about asking Chase for Jackson updates. They had been roommates, and when we stopped seeing each other, I made it a point to not bring Chase into the middle of it. Although I had wanted to. So many times. I’d wanted to ask Chase if Jackson was mad at me. Ask him what was going on. Did he not want anything to do with me because we were moving to different cities? Or did he stop responding to me because I wouldn’t change my plans to accommodate his?

      That period of time at school was over in a flash. The last manic few weeks of school. Then, in New York, it never made sense to bring it up. Why dwell on a fling? Even if at the time I would have never used the word fling to describe Jackson and me. But do flings ever feel like just a fling when they’re happening?

      “Anna!” rings out near the upcoming 77th Street entrance. Al and the weatherman nailed it with their predictions of a blue sky, brisk fall day. Pedestrians crowd the sidewalk. A concrete wall borders the park and lines the right side, a barrier between the street and the park. Yellow and red have replaced the green leaves on the maple trees dotting the street. I search along the wall, past the vendors lined up along it to sell jewelry and caricatures, looking for the source of the shouts until I locate Angela. She’s jumping up and down to get my attention, her blown-out, flat black hair barely moving with each jump.

      I wave my greeting and quicken my stride, giving her a warm hug when I get to her. I don’t see Jackson, but I’m pretty sure he’s nearby. My skin tingles, sensing his presence. The same as in college. The same as last weekend.

      I follow Angela, and as we round the corner, I spot Jackson and Chase standing inside the park entrance.

      Jackson’s wearing a faded gray UVA t-shirt, ripped jeans, a baseball cap, and Asics. In this outfit, he doesn’t look like a high-powered attorney. No, lucky me, today, he looks like the guy I knew four years ago.

      His brown hair sticks out from the sides of his baseball cap, curling up along the rim. He’s gonna need a haircut soon. I wonder if it’s long enough for him to mess it up when he runs his hand through it, an old habit I used to love. His hazel eyes are dark, at least from a distance with the sun behind him.

      Damn, he’s still crazy attractive.

      He doesn’t wave, just watches me as I approach. He gives a slight nod in greeting, but those lips remain in a straight line.

      I’m aware I’m staring at him, but I can’t stop myself. He checks out my dog and bends to pet her. “What’s her name?”

      “Chewbacca. I call her Chewie.”

      “You named a girl Chewbacca?” he asks, squinting up at me, somewhat amused. Finally, his lips leave flat line mode.

      “Yeah. She has long, brown, curly-ish hair. Don’t you see it? I’d always said if I got a chocolate shaggy dog, I’d name it Chewbacca. When I found her, and she was a girl, I figured the name still fits. She’s kind of a beast. She grew into her name. The pet shop told me she’d only be about thirty pounds.”

      “You went to a pet shop to buy your dog?” Disdain lines his words. I understand the condescension. Guilt wracked me when I first picked her up. But I was passing by, and this pet shop had the puppies out in a fenced-in area. She looked up at me, wagged a fluffball tail, tripped over her giant paws, and that was all she wrote. My mom had passed away. My emotions were sky-high. Done. I walked out with her.

      “Hey, guys,” Chase interrupts our exchange, “let’s head this way. We can find somewhere to sit on the grass over here. Angela has blankets, and I have the Frisbee. You girls can hang out while we’re playing.”

      Following the three of them, Chewie and I bring up the rear. Only Chewie keeps trying to catch up with them, and I keep pulling her back. Chewie requires a chest harness because I’d break her neck otherwise.

      When we get to the grassy area Chase has picked out, Jackson turns and bends down to pet Chewie again. She raises her head to him with adoring eyes and wags her tail like crazy. Jackson laughs.

      Angela watches the two of them as she smooths out an enormous blanket. “Well, Jackson, she seems to like you. Guess that gives you the all-clear.”

      He grins then wrinkles his brow as if thinking about her comment. “Did someone give you a reason to doubt me?” he asks Angela but scowls at me.

      Angela laughs. “Don’t get defensive. I meant dogs are great judges of character. And she likes you.”

      I play with the grass near my hand, weeding through the clovers for one with four leaves, choosing to ignore his questioning expression. I haven’t said word one to Angela about him, so he might as well drop it. His unspoken criticism of me buying a dog from a pet shop still hangs in my mind. “I would have adopted from a shelter,” I say, clearly being the defensive one. “But she was sitting there, furry with big, giant paws. It was love at first sight. I couldn’t leave her.”

      He’s still scratching behind Chewie’s ears. “I’m not judging.”

      Right.

      “Although I can’t see how such an enormous dog makes sense in an apartment.”

      I get the sense he’d like to argue more, but instead drops it and grabs a Frisbee. Good thing, too. What does he expect me to do? Exchange my dog because he doesn’t approve?

      Once the guys start playing, Chewie pulls on her leash to join them. I have to sit up and clutch her harness to keep her by me. “Stay” isn’t a word she’s mastered yet.

      Jackson calls, “Hey, let her go. We’ll throw with her.”

      Choosing to relax on the blanket rather than berate my child, I leave her leash on but let her go. She sprints straight toward Jackson. Traitor.

      Angela leans back, face to the sun. Central Park in fall. There’s no better place when the weather’s right. And today, it’s stellar. Manhattanites are out in full force. We’ve claimed a nice area in a grass-covered field, quite a distance from the jogging path. The field is surrounded by trees, and in the distance, skyscrapers hover. Above, the sun shines warm, and the blue sky envelops us.

      My heart races, and a light sweat beads on my forehead. I lean back like Angela, playing it cool. I inhale, filling my lungs to capacity, breathing in the crisp fall air.

      Without opening her eyes, Angela asks, “So, what’s the story with Jackson? Chase hasn’t said much about him.”

      Their Frisbee game has evolved into more about the dog fetching than any kind of true Frisbee game. “Hmmm. They were roommates both years of b-school for Chase, and for Jackson’s last two years of law.”

      She opens her eyes. “Did you know Jackson well?”

      “Kind of. We dated. Briefly.” I leave it at that. There’s no need to share more.

      “Chase said he was a player. Did things not go well with you guys? Chase was a little worried he may have been a jerk to you.”

      “No, actually, things were good. But we met our last semester. Bad timing, I guess. We had jobs in different cities.” Things didn’t end well, but I’ve never understood why. He asked me to move to Atlanta. No, he told me to move to Atlanta. That pissed me off. But then, from there, I’m not sure what happened. And if it didn’t make sense then to try to figure it out, it doesn’t make sense now.

      “Well, now you both live in the same city. Same apartments. Any chance now? He keeps looking over here.”

      I glance over at Jackson, but his back is to me as he jumps to catch a Frisbee. He almost gets knocked out by Chewie flying through the air in pursuit of the same flying disc.

      “No. No chance.” She raises her eyebrows, silently asking for more. “He kind of reminds me of my ex. When I started seeing the controlling side of Jackson, I pushed away. Of course, the timing wasn’t right, and nothing would have happened with us, anyway. But, no, I have no desire to repeat my mistakes. And now, he’s kind of an ass. No, no chance.” I shake my head, firm in my answer.

      Angela rolls on her side and holds her head in her hand. “Tell me about this ex. Was it serious?”

      “Four years.”

      Her eyes pop open, and her eyebrows raise. “High school boyfriend?”

      Yes, too many years. I sigh. “Junior and senior year of high school. Then freshman and sophomore years of college.”

      “What was his name?”

      “Evan.”

      “First love, first everything?” she asks with a cute, teasing, tell-me-more smile.

      “Yeah.”

      “Didn’t go well?” she prods.

      I sip my coffee before responding. “You could say that.” Saying it didn’t go well felt like an understatement. My first relationship had been a lonely prison. Escaping didn’t tear my family apart, but it created a divide. No part of me felt like dwelling on the painful piece of my past. Not on a beautiful day like this. Not when it was so far behind me. And not with Jackson within hearing distance.

      I change the subject to her upcoming birthday party. Her parents are renting out a small Italian restaurant in the West Village.

      “I’ve been asking Chase, but he’s been such a guy. What should I wear?”

      Angela smiles, closing her eyes again as she basks in the sun. “Wear a cocktail dress.” Then she frowns. “No jeans, okay?” She opens her eyes and stares at me, wanting to ensure sure she has my attention.

      I snort. “Fine. Fine. No jeans. Message received. That’s why I asked.” I widen my eyes at her in mock irritation. “I’m allowed to wear jeans to work. I love jeans. But I do get dressed up from time to time.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ll believe it when I see it. You could wear jeans, I guess. But it’s dressy. My parents are going all-out for this party. It’s my twenty-fifth birthday. They like to make a big deal of the fives and zeroes. We have the whole restaurant to ourselves, so you’ll be around my family and friends. I guess it doesn’t really matter what you wear.”

      “I own some dresses. I’ll look presentable, promise.”

      “My cousin David is going to be there.”

      She’s mentioned this cousin before. “What’s on the menu?” I continue watching the guys toss the Frisbee, avoiding her gaze. I couldn’t care less what she’s serving, but I’m not interested in being set up on a date with her cousin. Jackson’s back is to me, and I can’t help but notice his strong calves and his nicely shaped ass. Judging from his biceps and the shape of his shoulders, he’s gained muscle since grad school.

      Angela ignores my menu question. “You’re gonna like David. You two will hit it off.”

      “Please, no…” I trail off as Jackson and Chase walk up and join us on the blanket.

      Chase grins. “Angela, give it up. You and the matchmaking.”

      Angela groans, throwing up her hands in exasperation. “She and David are gonna hit it off. And if not him, I have others on my list. Anna never dates, and she should. She’s like the bloody Virgin Mary over here.”

      “I’m not that bad,” I protest as Jackson mutters, “I doubt that’s true.”

      What the hell?

      Jackson tenses a bit as Angela glares at him. Seeming to catch himself, he rushes to cover his gaffe. “Yeah, I don’t blame you on the blind date thing. I’m not a fan either.”

      Angela’s eyes narrow further.

      Man, I love this girl. She packs an unexpected punch. Chase definitely found a good one.

      “What do you mean by you doubt that’s true?” Angela sits straight up. Her posture is aggressive, as if she might pull a weapon out from underneath the blanket and charge.

      Oh, boy. Here goes. I love how Angela jumps in for her friends with a take-no-prisoners New York attitude. But Jackson’s a lawyer. Fighting with him is beyond exhausting. She has no idea what she’s getting into. And something tells me I’d be the subject getting battered in this fight. A fight I don’t understand.

      “Sorry, wrong thing to say.” Jackson holds his hands up in surrender.

      “Jeez! And it’s not a blind date if I’m just introducing them,” Angela snaps. Catching Chase’s warning eye, she changes the subject. “So, Jackson, are you getting settled now?”

      Before Jackson can respond, Chase jumps in. “Anna, I’ve told Jackson you have lots of people you can introduce him to. Between us both, we can help him branch out and get settled here.”

      I nod, trying to think of who I know in the corporate executive world. I can’t really see the suit from yesterday blending in with any of my advertising friends. Other than Chase and a few other UNC alumni I hang out with, contrary to what Chase seems to believe, I don’t have a great many friends. I mean, I love dancing and bars and am familiar with bartenders and folks at the places I frequent. But I can’t see lawyer Jackson blending in at any of my haunts. He seems more of a fancy dinner sort of guy. Like a younger Harvey Specter from Suits.

      Jackson seems to read my mind. “I appreciate the thought, but I’m not going to have a lot of time. I work long days and have a lot of client lunches and dinners. Not much time to meet a lot of new people and go out. If I had a lot of free time, I doubt I would have agreed to move to this city.”

      The last part of his sentence is stated with tons of disdain. I do recall him saying something along the lines of, “No way in hell would I live in New York.”

      “Give it time. It will grow on you. You’ve just got to find your favorite escape places,” I tell him.

      His forehead wrinkles. “Escape?”

      “Yeah, you know. Central Park. Along the river. Places to get off the streets. Jogging trails. The High Line. A bit of nature.”

      He tilts his head. “Are you a runner now? You didn’t used to run. Or at least you refused to go running with me.”

      “I didn’t refuse. I was just busy.”

      “If I remember correctly, you rode your bike to intramural soccer practice. And you point-blank told me you found running boring. At least, I think boring was the word you used. Do you run now?”

      “Noooo. But I walk Chewie. A lot. She’s a big girl.” And she is. She may weigh only sixty-five pounds, but add in her hair, and she’s the size of a miniature horse. Barely a year old, she’s still a puppy. Boundless energy.

      Jackson nods, seemingly pleased to be right about me not running. Angela leans back into Chase’s chest, using him as an armrest.

      Jackson and I have our own corners of the oversized blanket, and Chewie comes and sits between us, bridging the divide. His focus is squarely on my dog, and I stare at his forearms and the flex of muscle as he scratches her. She rolls over on her back, asking for a tummy rub in the most unladylike way, legs spread wide. I roll my eyes at my shameless dog as Jackson obliges.

      After a while, Jackson stands and stretches. “It’s good to see you guys, but I need to head out. I’ve got a few apartments to check out today.”

      This is news. “Oh, where you’re staying is temporary?”

      “It’s month-to-month. I want to buy but need to do research first.”

      Disappointment fills me. Which makes no sense at all. I’ve been full Pink Panther trying to avoid him all week. This is good news.

      Chase rests back on the blanket and thrusts his chin to Jackson. “You want to hang out with us tonight? Or are you going to hit the bars alone? Nothing beats being single in New York,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows up and down suggestively.

      Angela smacks Chase on his chest, and he gives her his goofy grin. “What? I’m taken. Gonna live vicariously through this big guy.”

      Jackson starts backing away. “I’ll give you a call about tonight, Chase. Later, guys.”

      He tosses a hand up in the air to wave goodbye without sparing a glance my way. If he was interested back in the day, he’s definitely not now. Whatever. He’s just a guy I used to know. He’ll buy a place and years will go by before our paths cross again, if they ever do.
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      Anna

      
      The week passed by without a single Jackson sighting, but then again, work had been nonstop. My team presented campaigns to two different clients plus we got pulled into an impromptu dinner with the Heineken team. The manic week meant I dropped the Pink Panther routine and came and went without any precautions. And, as it turns out, precautions weren’t necessary.

      Now it’s Saturday evening, a week after my park outing, and I’m heading out in gorgeous black stiletto heels and a little black cocktail dress. The form-fitting classic dress is my go-to for evening business events or any kind of evening adulting. It hugs my curves in a sexy but appropriate way and falls about five inches north of my knees. Sexy but still suitable for meeting parents. The shoes are Olivia’s Christian Louboutin stilettos she left behind because she “couldn’t pack everything.” She told me to enjoy them. So, on rare occasions, I do.

      I hail a cab because, well, heels. Those Sex and the City sirens were so full of Hollywood BS when they waltzed around sidewalks in Manolos. No woman in her right mind with the ability to hail a cab would ever prance around like those women. Concrete sidewalks are hard. And stilettos aren’t known for soft padding.

      As I head to Angela’s birthday dinner, I pull out my phone, deciding to reach out to my BFF on the ride over. Olivia moved to Prague after she split with her boyfriend. She claims she wasn’t running from him and just had a good job offer, but I’m not sure I believe her. Selfishly, it all worked out for me because I ended up with my own apartment. Her move was timed extraordinarily well with my promotion and raise. Still, I worry about her and try to check in often. I click on WhatsApp, the cheap way she picked to communicate while she’s abroad.

      
      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Hey, what are you up to this weekend?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia:

      

      
        Nada. Crashing after business trip to Asia. Jetlag killing me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Good trip?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia:

      

      
        Fine. What u up to?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Heading to Angela’s birthday party. Fancy dress.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia:

      

      
        Fun.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        No. Jackson will prob be there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia:

      

      
        Have you seen him much?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        No

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia:

      

      
        ? Do u not want to see him?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        No

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia:

      

      
        Keep an open mind. You never know. You guys could reunite.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Ha! He hates me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia:

      

      
        LMK how party goes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Will do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia:

      

      
        BTW no one hates you. Everyone loves Anna. :-)

      

      

      

      

      

      
      The cab pulls up to the restaurant. It’s on a nondescript street in the Village. Small restaurants, hip boutiques, and art galleries line the lane.

      As I pull the heavy wood door open, Angela’s mom wraps me in a warm hug and offers a glass of wine. Middle-aged men and women I don’t recognize are milling around, holding cocktails or wine glasses. All the men are in jackets and ties. Angela did not lie. Folks are dressed up to celebrate her most recent journey around the sun.

      Across the room, I spot Angela and Chase in a corner, surrounded by two older couples, presumably family. Angela’s mom guides me over to a thin, dark-haired man around my age wearing spectacles. His black hair is the exact color as Angela’s and I immediately notice family resemblance in the facial structure. “Let me introduce you to Angela’s cousin, David Bergen. His father is my husband’s brother.”

      I give a polite smile and extend my hand.

      David takes my hand in a cordial, loose hold and responds to Angela’s mom. “No, I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting Anna yet, but I’ve heard a lot about her.” His slightly clammy hand presses into mine. When he releases my hand, I reflexively wipe my palm on my dress. His eyes follow my hand, and I stop mid-wipe. I give him an awkward, timid smile.

      Mrs. Bergen excuses herself to greet another guest. David clutches my elbow to guide me to a more private corner near the bar. “I’ve heard a lot about you. Angela told me she’s been trying to get you to agree to a blind date for a while.”

      I sort of chuckle. “Yeah, I don’t like blind dates.”

      He smiles. “Well, I’m hoping after tonight, it won’t be a blind date.”

      Oh, my. He seems nice, but not my type. “Yeah, I don’t…” I pause. “I’m super busy with work.” I truly suck at the blow off. Graceful maneuvering of the conversation has always been a skill beyond my reach.

      My comment must intrigue him. He steps closer to me then rubs his finger along my elbow and asks, “Why? A beautiful girl like you. Angela said you don’t date much, but now I’ve seen you, it doesn’t add up.”

      I back up a few steps to create some needed space between the two of us. To delay responding, I sip my wine. I’m waffling between telling him I’m fresh out of a bad relationship or telling him it’s an extremely stressful time at work when my skin tingles. Without seeing him, I know. Jackson is here.

      I scan the room and there he is. Jackson, in a dark suit, crisp shirt, and plum tie. My breath catches. He’s moving toward us, glancing between David and me, with a glass of what appears to be scotch or bourbon in his hand.

      “Hello,” he says with a polite nod.

      I attempt to steady my voice and quell my nerves as I introduce the two men. “Hi. Jackson, this is David, Angela’s cousin. He works in finance. Jackson lived with Chase in grad school, and he’s recently moved here to New York.”

      They nod at each other. David swallows back the rest of the wine from his glass. “Can I get you both another drink? I’m gonna head to the bar.”

      “Thanks, but I’m good.” I hold up my almost full glass so he can see.

      Jackson does the same, responding with a brief, “I’m good.”

      After David walks away, Jackson stirs the ice in his tumbler with a bored expression. “You’re the only person I know here. I expected a younger crowd.” He looks around the room and mutters, “Not that I’d know anyone, anyway.”

      “Yeah, I suspect it’s mainly family. Maybe some colleagues? It’s nice of her parents to want to do this for her, but it is a little odd with the mix of family and friends.”

      Jackson’s eyes drift over me. As his gaze roves up and down, I start to fidget and shift on my feet. I stand taller under his gaze. Goosebumps rise on my arms. There’s no physical contact, but the heat of his perusal makes me hyperaware of my own body. I become aware of the sensation of my nipples against the lace of my bra, and I press my thighs tightly together. I watch two couples standing against the far wall, aiming to look anywhere but at Jackson.

      “Is David your date?” he asks. I turn to him. He’s no longer looking at me. He’s observing two men talking near one of the tables.

      “No, no, he’s not. But Angela seems to be playing matchmaker. He’s the guy she mentioned at the park.”

      He nods. “So, you haven’t explained to her you’re not really a relationship girl. You’d prefer to just fuck?”

      My eyes widen. Did I hear him correctly? “Excuse me?”

      Dark eyes glare at me. Definitely a serious, I-don’t-like-you-at-all kind of look.

      David returns holding three glasses of wine. Jackson and I still have our drinks, so it appears David is expecting us to double fist. We had declined his offer. Reeling from Jackson’s statement, I take the glass David offers me and set it down on a nearby table. David sets one glass on the nearby cocktail table and chugs the one in his hand.

      What a shit show. David hovers by my side, as if I’m his date. I’m flustered and want distance from him but have nowhere to go. Jackson remains where he was standing before David walked up, scowling at me.

      David breeches the uncomfortable silence by telling us it’s time to get seated. “I checked, and we’re all sitting at the same table.”

      Fabulous.

      I’m seated between Jackson and David. There are nine others at our round table. Everyone else seems familiar with each other. The large table size requires smaller conversations on the perimeter.

      David’s leg keeps bumping up against mine under the table. The man Jackson’s been talking to turns back to his wife. With no other option, Jackson shifts to angle his body to me.

      “What have you been up to the last four years?” he mutters, resigned to making small talk with me.

      Well, both my parents died, I finally have my own apartment, and I’ve met the love of my life in dog form. And why the hell would I tell you anything after what you said to me?

      “Not much. Work. You?”

      He gives me a slight grin. “Work, huh? Yeah, me too. And a move to a new state,” he adds, almost as an afterthought.

      Are we really doing this? Chit chat? “How are you liking it so far?”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be spending a lot of time at the office. Depending on the client, I sometimes travel a lot. It doesn’t matter where I live.”

      “Is that any way to live?” I ask and immediately regret it. I sound too derogatory. Too judgemental.

      “Doesn’t sound like you’re one to talk.” he snaps back.

      Fantastic. I put the asshole lawyer on the defensive. That should make for a lovely evening.

      Right about then, David’s hand caresses my thigh.

      Really? Could this night get any worse?

      I remove David’s wandering hand from my thigh and place it back on his leg. I glare at him in an attempt to communicate a silent “keep your hands off me.” He grins, looking sheepish but also a bit like an errant teenager.

      The man on the other side of Jackson asks him a question. The two of them resume their prior conversation. It sounds like a discussion about New York financial advisors.

      I stare straight ahead, stuck between handsy David and Jackson’s back. Four empty wine glasses sit in front of David’s place setting. He leans into me and pats my hair. I inch away from him. One more inch, and I’ll merge into Jackson’s back.

      David snorts and sort of giggles. “You’re trying to get away from me.”

      I attempt a gracious smile then announce to the table, “Excuse me. I’m going to the restroom.” No one glances my way. Out of the corner of my eye, I see David snatch my glass of wine and drink from it.

      I take my time in the restroom, hoping by the time I exit, our plates will be clear. Then I can graciously make my excuses and leave. I do wonder if Chase will be popping the question tonight. The whole party has an engagement dinner kind of feel. Chase and Angela have been making the rounds visiting with the guests together. Well, if he’s going to propose, I’ll have to miss it. Hanging with drunk David all night isn’t gonna happen.

      I exit the restroom and stop. Jackson’s leaning against the wall. Glaring at me. He steps forward and guides me to the back of the hall away from the restrooms.

      “What are you playing at?” He sounds angry.

      “What?” I ask, floored. What the hell
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