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  PROLOGUE


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Christian shifted nervously on the gym floor, trying not to stare at Tess. He’d been waiting a long time to tell her and today, with Kendra out sick from school, he finally had his chance. It rained in sheets that day, stranding the third grade class indoors. Boredom settled in quickly on the eight- and nine-year-olds, inspiring some to start a game of dodge ball across the gym.


  
    
  


  Tess sat next to Christian on the dusty floor, legs crossed underneath them, far from the threat of rogue balls and dodging classmates. Normally, Christian would have jumped right into the game, but he didn’t want to leave Tess sitting alone. She never saw the point of participating in anything where other people intentionally tried to injure her, especially since just walking was hazardous enough for her clumsy feet.


  
    
  


  “I wish we had a jump rope or something,” she sighed, chin in her hands. “Do you think Mrs. Stevens will let me go back to the classroom to get my book?”


  
    
  


  “You want to read?” Christian laughed. “Why don’t we do the Sunday crossword instead, Grandma?”


  
    
  


  She punched him in the shoulder. “What else are we supposed to do? Without Kendra we can’t play any of our other games. Tag is boring with two people.”


  
    
  


  He straightened up when an idea struck him. “How about wedding?”


  
    
  


  “Duh! We don’t have the bride!” Tess always said their construction paper veil looked much better on Kendra’s curly locks than on her own stick-straight hair. Just for once, Christian wished his two friends would switch places so he could say those well-practiced words to Tess.


  
    
  


  “Why can’t you play the bride?” Christian looked at her expectantly, his shaggy brown hair nearly covering his eyes. Even at nine years old, he’d already abandon all efforts to control it.


  
    
  


  “Because,” said Tess, stretching out every syllable. “Then we don’t have a priest, dummy.”


  
    
  


  “Okay,” he thought for a minute, leaning back against the padded gym wall. A dodge ball slammed down right in front of him, scaring Tess as well. He jumped back out of the way so Suzy Baker could pick it up and rejoin the game. Mrs. Stevens blew the whistle to restart the action. “We gotta get out of here before someone kills us. Joe Thompson is still mad at me for spilling his milk last week.”


  
    
  


  Christian knew it was the perfect time to talk to Tess alone. He sprung to his feet and dragged his friend upright by one arm. She followed him out the side door of the gym—easy to do with Mrs. Stevens’s attention on the brutal dodge ball game—and down the hallway.


  
    
  


  “Where are we going?”


  
    
  


  “Shhh!” Christian pulled her around the corner, waited to make sure the coast was clear, and then pointed toward the double exit doors. “Outside, come on.”


  
    
  


  “It’s raining!”


  
    
  


  “So?”


  
    
  


  “We’re not supposed to go outside!”


  
    
  


  “Come on, you’d go if Kendra said so, right?” A mischievous grin stretched the corners of his mouth. She shrugged. “Besides, how will they know we went outside?”


  
    
  


  “We’ll get wet, dummy. It’s raining.”


  
    
  


  “Hold on.” Christian tiptoed down the hallway toward their empty classroom. As the janitor’s jingling keys approached her, Tess slunk back against the wall and sucked in her stomach to be as flat—and invisible—as possible. She held her breath until the sound faded into the distant, only a moment before Christian reappeared again. “Put your jacket on. Let’s go.”


  
    
  


  She slipped on the raincoat and followed him through the door, knowing all too well that once Christian set his mind to something, he would get his way. Breaking the rules was usually something Kendra instigated, so without her friend egging her on, Tess felt almost free, almost as though she was choosing to traipse across the rainy playground.


  
    
  


  They stopped in front of the swing set, where Tess wiped off the seat farthest from the windows and sat down. There, she knew she was less likely to be spotted by the principal and busted for breaking out of recess. Christian took a deep breath, steadied himself, and knelt on one knee in front of her—the way he’d seen it in a movie. He cleared his throat to speak but stopped at Tess’s puzzled look. “What are you doing?”


  
    
  


  “I have to tell you something,” he said, starting to lose his courage. He watched the rain pattering down around her jacket, taking strength from the steady sound of it.


  
    
  


  “Do we really need to be outside for this? It’s pouring.”


  
    
  


  “It’s more romantic that way, Tessie. Don’t you ever watch any movies? They always do stuff like this in the rain.”


  
    
  


  “Stuff like what?” She couldn’t help but ask, but his pleading look stopped her from demanding an answer. More curious than suspicious, Tess decided to let him continue.


  
    
  


  “Tessa Elizabeth Monroe,” he began grandly. She giggled at her full name, something that sounded silly on his lips. Her laugh brought a smile to his face, loosening him up. “Okay. Tessie…”


  
    
  


  “Better.”


  
    
  


  “Tessie Monroe, I think you are really cool and sometimes really funny...especially your knock-knock jokes. And you’re nice. Sometimes you even share your lunch with me when my dad packs me bologna sandwiches. We’ve been friends for basically forever and hopefully, we won’t have a big fight one day and stop being friends. I think you have a pretty smile and really nice hair…”


  
    
  


  “Come on.” Tess’s freckly cheeks flushed.


  
    
  


  “I know we’re only nine…”


  
    
  


  She sighed, hating to admit it. “Eight. I’m still eight.”


  
    
  


  “Whatever.” His concentration broken, Christian looked up at her. “Can you just let me finish this please? It’s cold out here.” She nodded, shivering right along with him. “I know we’re young—better?—and that we have a long time until we’re old enough. But if no one else comes along, Tessie Monroe, will you marry me…eventually?”


  
    
  


  His eyes searched her face expectantly. She blinked a few times, not sure what to do.


  
    
  


  “It’s your line,” he urged.


  
    
  


  “What do I say?”


  
    
  


  “Answer the question. Will you marry me someday? Oh, wait! Don’t answer yet. I almost forgot!” He rustled through his jacket pockets. “A-ha! Here.” Christian proudly slid a sticky, linty Ring Pop onto Tess’s left ring finger, then beamed up at her.


  
    
  


  “Eww! What happened to it?”


  
    
  


  “Buster stole it from my pocket when I took him for a walk last night,” his tone fell with his smile. “Sorry.”


  
    
  


  “S’okay,” she shrugged, admiring the melted cherry mess from several angles. “Now I say yes, right?”


  
    
  


  He nodded, waiting patiently.


  
    
  


  “I wasn’t ready. Ask me again,” she instructed.


  
    
  


  “The whole thing?”


  
    
  


  “No, just the part with the question.”


  
    
  


  “Oh, okay.” He resumed his pose on one knee and took her hand in his again. “Tessie Monroe, will you be my wife someday?”


  
    
  


  “Um…yes. Now what?”


  
    
  


  “Now you’re my fiancée.”


  
    
  


  “Cool! What’s a fancy?”


  
    
  


  “Fee-ahhn-say.” He hesitated. “I’m not really sure. I think it’s what you call each other when you are planning a wedding… or something. Like practicing to be married. My dad says it’s French.”


  
    
  


  “Can you have three fiancées?” He shook his head. “Then let’s keep it a secret, okay? I don’t think we can call each other that in front on Kendra… she might feel left out.”


  
    
  


  Christian nodded, grinning. As he started to stand up again, Tess placed a hand on his shoulder. They smiled at each other, fiancées and co-secret-keepers.


  
    
  


  “Hey, Christian? Thanks for saying all those nice things about me. I like you a lot too.” She blushed again, but kept going. “It’s nice to know I have such a good friend.”


  
    
  


  She leaned forward and kissed his forehead. He blushed a little bit too.


  
    
  


  “I’ll always be your best friend, Tessie. No matter what.”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  CHAPTER ONE


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  My hand was on fire. Again. That’s always a potential hazard when I’m left alone in a kitchen. All I did was leave a cake baking and poof! It’s a flambé. With the smoke alarm whirring and the flames engulfing my delicious creation, there wasn’t time for a well-coordinated rescue. Desperately, I reached in to save it, trusting the flame-retardant properties of Kendra’s oven mitts—properties which were, evidently, falsely advertised. It was the perfect recipe for one flaming hand.


  
    
  


  I tried to shake the blazing mitt to the floor, where it could smolder in peace, but the rubbery silicone adhered to my sweating palm. A piece dropped to the floor in a melted, gloppy mess. If I didn’t do something, my fingers would be next. I swatted at one mitt with the other, which only spread the flames and quickly transformed me into a human candelabra. Halfway through my first lap of the kitchen, I remembered that I wasn’t supposed to be running and flailing. The fire-safety videos of my youth came back to me: stop, drop, and…something. Crap.


  
    
  


  “Kendra!” I screamed, turning toward the swinging doors, my only escape. I didn’t make it very far before a whoosh of cold foam knocked me backwards in a sputter of mindless protests. My best friend and her trusty fire extinguisher saved the day once again.


  
    
  


  Kendra hosed down the oven as I peeled off the half-melted mitt and counted all ten painted fingernails. I sighed with relief. I might’ve felt like a drowned cat, but I lived to type another day of marketing copy, thank goodness. Never before had that thought been a positive one.


  
    
  


  Across the kitchen, Kendra’s husband Grant answered the fire department’s check-in call: “We’re all fine. Just a small kitchen fire, but it’s out now.” Another close call, another catastrophic baking endeavor. On the bright side, my best friend’s restaurant was still standing, but gradually, disappointment replaced my relief.


  
    
  


  “You okay?” Kendra asked, once the smoke cleared. She set the fire extinguisher down and wrapped an arm around me. I nodded, since talking might break the dam holding off the flood of tears. “Deep breaths, Tess. The fire’s out.”


  
    
  


  We stood together and surveyed the damage. The flames hadn’t spread outside of the oven, but the spray of the extinguisher drenched the entire appliance and surrounding wall, counter, and floor. With the oven door half-open, my ruined cake was visible. The round pan was charred, the cake batter permanently seared into it.


  
    
  


  “So…do you want to tell me what happened while I was in the bathroom for two minutes?”


  
    
  


  “I heated the oven, put the cake in, and—I’m so sorry! I don’t know—This thing was—It wasn’t my fault!”


  
    
  


  “Tessa,” she breathed, closing her eyes as though lids could filter insults. “Cakes don’t just ignite. How does this always happen to you?”


  
    
  


  Cooking, baking, and most domestic tasks were never among my strengths. Once upon a time, my home economics teacher—yes, our school still taught that—actually recommended I either switch to shop class or just take an extra free period. She was worried about the school’s accident insurance. Learning from experience, Kendra beefed up the restaurant’s policy when I told her I wanted to learn how to cook. A smart idea, as I’d just demonstrated.


  
    
  


  “I told you not to leave me alone with that thing,” I pointed an accusatory finger at the charred oven. “It has serious attitude problems. Also, I may have set it to broil by accident.”


  
    
  


  Kendra shook her head. “If you paid half the attention to cooking that you do to your marketing proposals, you wouldn’t have so many near-death experiences.” She sighed, exhaling two-plus decades’ worth of frustration. “But I guess cooking just isn’t your thing. I guess I should return the mixer I bought for your birthday.”


  
    
  


  I grimaced. I really wanted a mixer, but then again, I rather enjoyed having all four of my limbs. “You’re right. I’m sorry about all this. I don’t know why I thought I could bake the damn cake.”


  
    
  


  “You’re lucky I love you.” She chuckled as she walked away, grabbing a stack of aluminum trays for the buffet table. “But I have to ask. Was this all an elaborate scheme to get a last-minute date with a fireman for the party?”


  
    
  


  I rolled my eyes. “Everything is an opportunity to set me up, isn’t it?”


  
    
  


  A few minutes under the ladies’ room hand-drier and I was feeling better, much less wet. I surveyed my own damage in the mirror—flushed cheeks, runny mascara, general disarray. I retrieved the emergency touch-up kit I stashed underneath the third sink, because I never knew when my next fire emergency would occur, and ran a brush through my hair. I wet my fingers and dabbed at the smudged mascara and dried tears, then powdered over the streaks with my compact. I looked more normal for sure, but not like I was about to host a surprise engagement party for my best friend. I stared at myself for a few moments and tried to look gracious and host-like, or at least happy. Tough to do when I thought about Christian’s fiancée Marcy, and how much we didn’t like each other. I pinned the corners of my mouth up with two fingers and let the muscles adapt the pose, then got back to work.


  
    
  


  In the kitchen, my screw-up featured prominently, reminding me that I’d ruined Christian’s party by torching his cake. I did a quick wipe down while I tried to ignore my thoughts, and it was like the whole thing never happened… as long as we kept the oven closed. Before long, I settled back into my other set-up duties, desperate not to fall behind schedule. I was always late—always—and I just wanted this to be perfect for him, or at least on time. It was a rare opportunity to throw a surprise party for him, so I couldn’t screw this up.


  
    
  


  Christian, Kendra and I grew up in the same neighborhood, best friends since the days of homemade pillow forts and paste-eating contests. Like any kids, we had our fair share of tiffs, things that seemed catastrophic at the time but now provided ample cannon fodder against one another. Christian forgave us for trying to kiss him in the kindergarten sandbox, so Kendra and I forgave him several gum-in-hair incidents. I forgave Kendra for singing “Christian and Tessa, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G” and Christian forgave me for telling our class that he wet the bed.


  
    
  


  Adult life brought new problems, like Marcy. Christian’s fiancée was nice enough, but there was something off between her and me. This party was my official welcome-to-the-family for Marcy, a chance to start anew and put the awkwardness behind us. Even if I was fifty-fifty on whether she deserved it, Christian certainly did. As my personal number-one fan, he always found ways to celebrate my little achievements. A month earlier, he threw me a Congrats-On-Your-Promotion party. I knew his engagement was as big for him as my new job title was to me, so it made sense to mark it with friends, family, and delicious food at our favorite party venue in Boston.


  
    
  


  Done with the scrub down, I pushed through the doors into the main dining area and soaked in its beauty. Birch’s Restaurant was comfortably homey, especially with the warm light from the candles dancing across the tables. Twinkling white lights and lush ivy vines adorned the rafters, serving as the canopy to our man-made forest. More rings of ivy surrounded each centerpiece—a framed photo of the happy couple. I pushed in a few misplaced chairs and laid out the green fabric napkins atop each place setting. The deep greens were a striking contrast to the baby blue table cloths, the exact color of Christian’s eyes. Barring the faint smell of burnt cake and the resulting lack of a dessert, everything was perfect.


  
    
  


  After admiring my handiwork, I found Kendra in the kitchen working on the solution: a gorgeous glazed chocolate cake, a much-improved version of the recipe I’d—well—overcooked. I gasped in delight.


  
    
  


  “I baked it this morning,” she said, without looking up. As she spelled out Congratulations, Marcy & Christian in green frosting, I restrained myself from hugging her. If I ruined a second cake, Kendra might actually dismember me. She wasn’t exactly known for her gentleness.


  
    
  


  So I kept it simple. “You are amazing. A goddess, even. Odes and sonnets shall be written in your honor.”


  
    
  


  “You’re not mad that I predicted your failure, are you? You seem to be taking it better than usual.”


  
    
  


  I shrugged, too relieved to be annoyed. “As long as Christian gets his party and his chocolate cake, I’m happy.” Now, everything really was perfect.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  I dimmed the lights, turned on a soft jazz mix, and played hostess to the first guests as Kendra and Grant lit the Sterno flames beneath the buffet trays. The delicious aroma of her famous stuffed mushrooms mingled in the air with guests’ perfumes and colognes. The full buffet included Christian’s favorites, the perfect comfort food for a chilly spring evening. The only thing more comforting than eating Kendra’s bacon mashed potatoes was the ambiance our efforts created. Birch’s wasn’t an ordinary wood-paneled family eatery anymore; it was a romantic forest glade, alight with a thousand twinkling fireflies. The concept I’d imagined a hundred times before was almost too beautiful for words in real life, enchanting each guest at the door. Christian’s dad raved about the décor as he thanked us for coordinating his son’s special event. A handful of couples swayed to the music, eyes alight with romance. Even Kendra was smiling. I thanked the champagne for that one, but the rest was all me.


  
    
  


  Watching it all from my corner of the room, I started to get nervous. More disastrous than a blazing chocolate cake, my guests of honor were missing.


  
    
  


  Of course, with my mother on hand, not a troubling detail was lost. About an hour into the party, she slinked over to me, tapping her watch. “Really, Tessa. Christian’s never been late a day in his life. Are you absolutely positive he hasn’t called?”


  
    
  


  “I’m sure,” I exhaled. It wasn’t like him to be late, and especially not to call, even for the casual dinner plans he thought we had.


  
    
  


  “You’re sure you gave him the right date? The right time?”


  
    
  


  “Mom, please.” I gritted my teeth. “He knows.”


  
    
  


  “How can you be sure? Did you confirm?”


  
    
  


  I ignored her and stared at the door. If I sent him a telepathic message, would he hear it? Maybe. It worked once in seventh grade. By now our skills might be rusty, so I concentrated extra hard.


  
    
  


  “Planning a big event like this is a lot of work, dear. If you’re not going to take the time to confirm your guests of honor, a lot of people could wind up wasting an evening. Here we are, sitting around, twiddling our thumbs. If it weren’t for Kendra’s food, there’d be nothing to do.”


  
    
  


  My father, sensing his first-born’s distress, appeared out of nowhere with a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Great job tonight, Tessa. Everyone’s having a blast.”


  
    
  


  “Joseph, don’t lie to her. Everyone’s asking about Christian.”


  
    
  


  “I called to confirm,” I said above Nat King Cole’s “L.O.V.E.,” a favorite song of Christian’s. “He’ll be here, Mom. Nagging me won’t help, okay? Excuse me, please.”


  
    
  


  I pushed into the crowd, eager just to move so I felt useful. I wanted to scream at my mother for planting her seeds of doubt. I’d called Christian plenty of times. My heart sank. Maybe too many times. What if he figured it out and was late on purpose just to mess with me? He could be sitting outside in his car, laughing with his perfect little fiancée about how frantic I’d be, waiting for the ideal moment to drop in and turn the surprise on me. Whoa, Tess, whoa. I reached the gift table and set down my champagne, which was clearly unbalancing my paranoia quotient. Christian knew better than to torture me like that. He would show up, explain everything as a simple misunderstanding—car trouble, a lost contact lens, a toddler who’d wandered away from his mommy—and then we’d laugh, eat cake, and drink champagne.


  
    
  


  My eyes darted around the room, hoping to lock in on that familiar face, adrift in a sea of loved ones. Maybe he’d snuck in the backdoor and been swallowed by the crowd. Without spotting the Congratulations banner hung across the rafters, such a large gathering at Birch’s could be confusing. Should I go look for them?


  
    
  


  I took a swig of champagne, which proved helpful after all, and scanned the room again. Mom and Dad engaged in a silent battle of wills. My sister Lucy flirted with the local veterinarian, an old friend of ours from high school. Kendra and Grant served lasagna to hungry guests. Father Collins from St. Mary’s. Christian’s boss. Marcy’s parents. Kendra’s brother Joe in his EMT uniform… That’s when it hit me that something could be wrong. Really, really wrong.


  
    
  


  “Kendra!” I called, waving my free hand frantically. She looked up and raised an eyebrow, prompting more emphatic waving. “Come here! Right now!”


  
    
  


  She rolled her eyes at me, knowing that my twisted mind had Christian dead somewhere in seedy Mattapan. Because she’s a patient friend, she pushed through the crowd to placate me face to face.


  
    
  


  “Where the hell is he?” I hissed, as soon as she was within earshot.


  
    
  


  “Relax. He’ll be here,” Kendra crossed her arms, turning toward the door. “They’re probably doing it or something.”


  
    
  


  I tried to laugh, forcing air through my tightened throat, and squeaked instead. Kendra grabbed my arm then, her eyes fixed on the door. One look in the same direction and I saw him framed in the doorway. My heart leapt into my throat as my eyes locked with his across the room. His shirt was un-tucked, his hair mussed, and everything just as usual, except for two little details. Christian was alone and he looked pissed.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  CHAPTER TWO


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  A wave of silence swept the room as the guests noticed Christian in the doorway. His expression turned steely and he backed outside, escaping the anticipation and one hundred half-raised toasting glasses. I bolted after him, regretting every loving detail of the damned party as I left it. The banner, the fairy lights, the crowd—each one now a perpetrator of some unknown crime.


  
    
  


  With Kendra on my heels, I chased Christian across the parking lot. He stormed off into the night, heading toward his apartment a few blocks away. The crisp spring wind stung my skin, whipping my pony tail into my eyes. I caught up to him at the edge of the lot, grabbed his arm, and spun him around.


  
    
  


  “Leave me alone, Tess,” he warned, eyes fiery. “I’m not in the mood for a party.”


  
    
  


  “So I see.”


  
    
  


  “Don’t be a smart ass.”


  
    
  


  I crossed my arms, accustomed to his childish retorts after a particularly moody sixth grade year. “Forgive me for trying to celebrate your impending nuptials.”


  
    
  


  His eyebrows pinched together, cracking his stony expression. “That’s not the problem.”


  
    
  


  “Then tell me already. Who broke it off?”


  
    
  


  “That’s where your mind goes?”


  
    
  


  I held my hand up. “Please. It’s obvious. Did you do it or did she?”


  
    
  


  Christian’s eyes darkened in silent response and I knew he’d been hurt again. Automatically, I hugged him. He squeezed me tightly, a shared relief sweeping between us.


  
    
  


  “I’m so sorry.” My voice was muffled against his shoulder, my face pinned there by his chin, resting atop my head. Christian’s favorite way to remind me of one important detail. “Yes, I know you’re taller than me. Still.”


  
    
  


  “And don’t you forget it.” His voice rumbled against my ear.


  
    
  


  “Well, I’m still faster than you,” I said, happy for all those years outrunning him on the high school track. He squeezed me even tighter, smothering my face in his jacket. “You’re—squishing—me. Stop.”


  
    
  


  As he released me, all playful airs evaporated. I turned, spotting Kendra and Grant sitting together, watching us. Knowing Kendra, she’d probably figured it out already. Grant waved two beers in the air, an invitation.


  
    
  


  “Come on. Have a beer and relax.” I tugged his arm.


  
    
  


  “How can I relax with all those people in there? What am I supposed to say?”


  
    
  


  “I’ll handle that,” I said, more confidence in my voice than I felt. “Isn’t that what you think I do anyway? Talk for a living? Besides, Grant’s got beer and Kendra made cake. That’ll fix you up in no time.” Taking his hand, I coaxed him back across the parking lot.


  
    
  


  Grant tossed a can to Christian. “Looked like you could use a cold one.”


  
    
  


  “Thanks, man,” Christian flipped the tab open and took a swig. He turned back to me. “So what’s the plan, boss?”


  
    
  


  “Well, for my first trick, I’ll make the entire audience disappear. I’ll find you in the kitchen when the coast is clear, okay?” I shooed the boys around to the back entrance and set my jaw for the unpleasant task at hand. Bad news was not something I typically delivered in my line of work, unless a marketing campaign tanked. I decided to treat this issue with the same diplomacy and frankness I would’ve used for a budget meeting.


  
    
  


  “I’ll go with you,” Kendra said, lacing her fingers through mine. “But you’re doing the talking.”


  
    
  


  Inside, people were laughing. I paused, stunned, until my dad’s voice drifted over the laughter on the loudspeaker system. My father was telling jokes atop a plastic milk crate, trying to relax the crowd. I could always count on him to make the daring rescue, or at least attempt it. My mother sneered from behind the bar, trapped there by my sister. Mom was probably more upset about missing the drama than listening to my dad’s jokes, which she should be used to after thirty-five years of marriage. Despite the shattered ambiance, the crowd seemed more at ease than I expected.


  
    
  


  “And then the bartender says ‘Aren’t you a string?’ And the string answers, ‘No! I’m a frayed knot!” I groaned at the all-too-familiar punch line, sharing a look with Kendra.


  
    
  


  “Where’d you get a microphone, Dad?”


  
    
  


  He shrugged, grinning ear to ear, and switched it off. “Hope you don’t mind, Kendra. I got it from one of your servers.”


  
    
  


  “May I?” He handed it over and took a bow. I cleared my throat. Show time.


  
    
  


  “Thanks, Dad,” my voice rung from every speaker. “And thank you to everyone for being here tonight. Christian is delighted you could all join us—even you, Hank.” A few chuckles from the crowd broke the remaining tension in the room. I winked at the bartender all the way in the back, a long-time fixture at Birch’s, hired by Kendra’s dad back when we still ate crayons. “Unfortunately, some personal reasons have prevented our guests of honor from joining us. I’m sorry to say tonight’s party is cancelled.” I cleared my throat over the low roll of whispers. “We’re deeply sorry for any inconvenience this has caused, but we hope the food and the company made up for it.” I pinched my mouth into a plastic smile. “Please have a safe drive home and again, our sincerest apologies.”


  
    
  


  Within twenty minutes everyone was gone. Most of the hangers-on were family members of the couple, demanding answers. It wasn’t my place to share the news—especially since I still didn’t know what had even happened between them—so I waved them off politely. When that didn’t work, a few sharp words from Kendra did the trick. Of course, my mother needed a good tug from my father to finally get out the door, muttering under her breath all the way. We’d have a lot of explaining to do in the morning, but for now the empty restaurant and the gorgeous cake were all ours. I split it into quadrants and handed out four forks. After all, a good cake should never go to waste, especially when soothing a broken heart. We ate in silence for several minutes before Christian lifted his head and smiled.


  
    
  


  “This is amazing,” he said, happier notes playing in his voice. Ah, the healing powers of chocolate—I knew them well.


  
    
  


  I gave Christian some time to absorb it all, let him settle into his seat and crack a few jokes. Once I could be sure his smile was steady, it was time to ask the tough questions. “So what happened, anyway?” I tried to keep it casual, twirling one prong of my fork through the chocolaty glaze on my plate. “I thought everything was going great after you proposed last month.”


  
    
  


  Kendra stiffened across the table, but couldn’t quite fake indifference. Together, we watched the left corner of Christian’s mouth dip a fraction of an inch, just barely noticeable to the untrained eye.


  
    
  


  He recovered the smile, although it never reached his eyes. “Creative differences?” he said with a shrug. Grant snorted, understanding some kind of guy code foreign to those of us with lady parts.


  
    
  


  I rolled my eyes. “And what does that mean?”


  
    
  


  “Okay,” Christian answered slowly. He drummed his fingers on the table, his favorite stall tactic. “Let’s say we had a disagreement about something totally ridiculous.”


  
    
  


  “Oh God!” Kendra’s fork clanged loudly onto her plate. “Don’t tell me she wanted to wear that ugly metallic belt with her wedding dress.”


  
    
  


  I kicked her. Hard. Christian wasn’t supposed to know we’d sat around poking fun at Marcy, even if she was an ex now. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.


  
    
  


  “Ow!” Kendra glared at me across the table.


  
    
  


  To my surprise, Christian actually chuckled. “It’s fine, Tess. I hated that thing too.”


  
    
  


  “Oh, thank God,” I relaxed, eager to hear more of that laughter. “We used to dream up reasons she would wear something so hideous all the time. One night, we took a vote and decided she was a futuristic traveler who needed the belt to communicate with the government in the year 2510.”


  
    
  


  “The second place contender was Miss Teen Heavyweight Champion of the World, 1986.” Kendra nodded toward her husband, who waved a quick acknowledgement. “That was Grant’s.”


  
    
  


  So, none of us liked the girl he was going to marry. That explained why no one at the engagement party was terribly broken up. Except for Marcy’s parents, who seemed to understand what they’d be missing without Christian as a son-in-law. We might not have loved having Marcy around all the time, but we couldn’t just stage an intervention. There was nothing wrong with her really. We just didn’t get along. You know what they say: “Love is blind; friendship tries not to notice.” We’d been trying not to notice for almost a year.


  
    
  


  When Christian first introduced us to Marcy, we welcomed her to the group right away. Adding Grant to our trio had been such a breeze, Kendra and I expected it would be the same with the woman Christian chose to be his wife. Try as I might, I just couldn’t warm up to her—not that I ever really liked any of his girlfriends—but he was so serious about Marcy, I really wanted to make an effort.


  
    
  


  At first, Kendra thought it was Marcy’s perfect eyebrows that freaked me out. While admittedly possible, since unnaturally perfect eyebrows did freak me out, I hadn’t even noticed them until Kendra brought it up. No, there was more to it than superficial nonsense. Marcy just wasn’t good enough to marry my best friend. Beyond that, I couldn’t articulate anything substantial.


  
    
  


  Yes, my best guy friend decided to get married and I had problems with the girl. Was it because female friends lacked placement in the “bros before hos” pecking order? Because I was losing my best friend? Or was I just jealous?


  
    
  


  All fair questions, all answered with an emphatic no. Even though Kendra and I each briefly dated Christian back in fifth grade—she dated him from Tuesday to Thursday, I dated him for the weekend—we tried to keep it simple, focused on the friendship. Dating prospects always came from outside the group, with limited success. Now that Kendra was married with one kid, trying for another, the pressure was on for Christian and me to catch up. Except that I wasn’t playing. Let Kendra and Christian race to have all the kids they wanted; I’d happily become the overly generous, very cool “aunt” that spoils then leaves the kids with their parents. People like me had no business raising kids.


  
    
  


  Christian cleared his throat and I snapped back from my thoughts. “So she just broke it off, then? Because of one fight?” I blurted it out, not my usual tactful approach.


  
    
  


  “Not exactly.” Christian set his glasses onto the table and rubbed his temples. “I said something harmless—I don’t even remember what it was—and she freaked out, started saying things like ‘how do I know you’re really working late.’ Stuff like that. She actually thought I was sneaking around on her with…” he took a deep breath. Our eyes caught across the table and I nodded for him to go on. “Anyway. I found out she’d been collecting my receipts in this shoebox and then hacked into my bank account. Trying to catch me in the act, she said. So bizarre.”


  
    
  


  Kendra’s eyebrows were raised so high they disappeared. Grant, on the other hand, shook his head slowly. “Jealous bitches.” Unfazed, Christian bumped Grant’s fist over the table in a display of manly solidarity.


  
    
  


  “Well,” I said loudly. “I’ve had enough of this for one night. So, Petersons, what time does the babysitter expect you home?”


  
    
  


  Kendra’s face lit up. “We’ve got a couple hours. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


  
    
  


  “Only if it starts with cosmic,” I began.


  
    
  


  “And ends with bowling!” she finished.


  
    
  


  “Nerds,” Grant stood up. “But I get shotgun.”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Like any other Monday, Prime Investing’s halls buzzed with the usual morning activities when I got in. Higher-ups made their daily rounds, dropping in on unsuspecting employees still yawning in their cubicles. The elevator dinged with a constant stream of late arrivals, the sounds of brewing coffee and whispered gossip floated out from the kitchenette, and the receptionists answered phone calls in rapid, high-pitched speech. Corporate America in action.


  
    
  


  Prime is a top investment firm and most of its employees acted the part. Shamefully, I’d succumbed to the culture, always smiling and sprinkling chit-chat up and down the hallway like petals in a flower girl’s basket. My clothes were impeccable and always business-appropriate, even on casual Fridays. Assimilating corporate culture was the key step many young workers missed on that climb up the corporate ladder, but not Tessa Monroe.


  
    
  


  It hadn’t taken long for me to gather how important appearances were at Prime, and not just in regards to the staff. From the marble-tiled entranceway with the giant fountain to the art deco paper cups at every water cooler, each detail had been painstakingly planned by a group of overpaid “consultants.” The result was a cold, calculated building that crunched the majority of its employees into mind-numbing data, just future turnover waiting to happen.


  
    
  


  Coming to work was, therefore, one of life’s great tragedies. From the doorway, the walls stretched on forever. To the left wound an endless maze of tiny six-by-six squares of work/life balance, like sectioned brownie slicers. That tangled mess swallowed up my twenties, but at least I’d secured one of the few cubicles touched by natural sunlight, all the way in the back. I often joked that my commute to work started at the front door and ended at my desk.


  
    
  


  Last month, I finally wound my way out of the labyrinth forever. Eight long years of what Kendra deemed “indentured servitude” and I’d earned a top spot as Prime’s only female Assistant Vice President. Taking a right turn from that entranceway made my mornings a whole lot cheerier.


  
    
  


  Oh, the right side hallway was paradise itself: plush carpets, warm mauve tones, large offices with windows, and a beautiful full-sized kitchen with a Keurig. My first day turning right felt like a free upgrade to first class on an overseas flight. Gone was the echoing sound of my heels clacking on marble. Gone was the dreary crowd of miserable data-crunchers and interns. Gone was that knot in the pit of my stomach. I turned right that first morning and I was never going back. My new desk chair, with its ergonomic curves and pillow-soft armrests, made all that work worthwhile.


  
    
  


  Unlike any other Monday, that day my head buzzed with an internal monologue much different from the usual “Oh my God, I can’t believe this is my office! My window! My chair! My stapler!” Instead, I worried about Christian and his long list of bad-news phone calls. Kendra and I offered to step in—because who wants to call off their own wedding, really?—but he insisted, saying he wanted to explain things to his family himself. That’s when I started to notice how different Christian and Marcy’s breakup was from its predecessors. How many times had Christian’s broken heart been mended by weeks of one-on-one chats with yours truly, a few nights out drinking, and one of Kendra’s cheesecakes? This time, only two beers, a slice of chocolate cake, and a few hours of cosmic bowling had done the trick. Not even tears from his dear Grandma Douglas could shatter his spirit. Something was wrong.


  
    
  


  Or maybe my paranoid brain wanted something to be wrong. All breakups are different, right? He wasn’t some moody teenager anymore; he was a grown man who could handle a girl dumping him, and that’s that. Bringing my thoughts back to reality, and my huge to-do list, I scrolled through my emails and checked voicemail. I dove into a towering stack of marketing copy, red pen at the ready. Marketing for investments was tough work, since there’s not much to actually market. There are only so many ways to say “give us some money and we’ll try to make it multiply.” How do you make that exciting, when you can’t embellish or make guarantees? It’s certainly harder than marketing for something awesome, like a white water rafting trip down the Amazon. Now that? I could market the hell out of that.


  
    
  


  Fortunately, my recent promotion excused me from writing the copy. An entire team of highly underpaid interns now did it for me. I just had to review it all. Editing it wasn’t half as bad, as long as I never had to write it again…


  
    
  


  Where did Marcy get the idea he was cheating on her anyway? Christian wasn’t the type. He wasn’t dubious about his morals nor was he skilled enough to juggle two women at once. Besides, he wanted to be married so badly he’d never jeopardize the relationship like that. Not, say, like the guys I might date.


  
    
  


  As if my career left time for a boyfriend. My precious time was reserved for my friends. Hanging out with two couples, I couldn’t exactly go clubbing or speed dating. Even with Christian single, nothing would change. Before I could pencil in a night out on my calendar, he’d probably meet some beautiful girl ordering an Italian sub in a D’Angelo’s one day, sweep her off her feet by confessing a shared affinity for spicy deli meat, and get really serious within weeks. That was his way.


  
    
  


  My way was to stay cooped up in this office—with a killer view of Boston—and then hurry home to my pajamas, my cooking shows, and my empty apartment. I found my life, and my new career in particular, very fulfilling. I leaned back in my swanky desk chair, peering out of my giant windows onto the passing traffic and the busy Boston streets. The view from up here was pretty sweet indeed.


  
    
  


  Of course, that was all before my sister changed my life with a beta fish.


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  CHAPTER THREE


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Whenever my sister’s name popped up on my phone, I shuddered. For a long time, Lucy’s calls involved homework emergencies and other assorted drama, so I dreaded them. Answering meant either coaching her through it over the phone or driving to her dorm to build a bridge out of straws and tape while she ate Cheetos on her futon and critiqued my methods. All in all, saving my sister from her education was not a pleasurable experience. I felt like I was completing school all over again, four years later.


  
    
  


  The cries for help lessened once she finally eked by with grades good enough to graduate Lucy’s preference for “handy” women who could solve plumbing problems and cook chicken curry blindfolded might have also been a factor for the pseudo self-reliance. All the same, phone calls from her were more conversational, even if we mostly just commiserated about our mother. At least it was more interesting than geometric arts and crafts projects.


  
    
  


  “Hey, Luce,” I tried to sound cheery and not at all distracted.


  
    
  


  She exhaled a long breath. A bad sign. “Hey… loving sister.” Another bad sign. “Are you—um—busy later tonight?”


  
    
  


  I closed my eyes and sighed as silently, and as far away from the receiver, as possible. Goodbye, luxurious night of television and pajamas. Lucy’s got another problem her big sister needs to solve. “What’s up?”


  
    
  


  “It’s Meg. She’s a tangled mess and we need to perform a hair-ectomy.”


  
    
  


  “Again? Didn’t we just do that last month?”


  
    
  


  “My dumbass neighbor planted bushes out front and Meg’s been hiding under them, scaring chipmunks. There’s twigs stuck in her butt hair, Tess. It’s bad.”


  
    
  


  “All right, okay. Seven o’clock? But you need to feed me. I’ll come straight from work and I’ll be hungry enough to eat your damn cat. Got it?”


  
    
  


  My sister knew better than to take her chances, so she left a plate of homemade hummus and pita bread waiting for me when I arrived, as harried and starving as predicted.


  
    
  


  “Sarita left some food behind,” Lucy explained, a slight blush tinting her cheeks. “She cooks at that little Mediterranean restaurant down the street. It’s delicious.”


  
    
  


  My mouth full of pita, I nodded, thankful for my sister’s diverse taste in women. So she got around, but she definitely knew how to pick them. I devoured several pita triangles smothered in hummus and a handful of fresh cherry tomatoes from her fridge. Add to that the delicious scent of roasting lamb kebabs wafting from the oven and I was officially convinced the trip hadn’t been wasted after all. Then, of course, I caught a glimpse of our patient.


  
    
  


  Meg was the oldest of my sister’s four kitty-cat children, named for the sisters in her favorite book Little Women. She was a giant Persian with the tawny mane of a lion and the personality of a docile old lady—who just happened to have a weakness for eating small rodents. Meg was calm and cuddly, provided there weren’t any small beasts in sight. Indeed, she required a surgical rescue from the giant knot adorning her backside, where it would possibly interrupt certain—ahem—bodily functions.


  
    
  


  “Oh Lord,” I groaned. “How am I supposed to help with this? Shouldn’t you bring her to a professional?”


  
    
  


  “Sorry, Tess.” Lucy thrust her squirmy baby into my arms. “’I want to date my vet, not gross her out, so it’s just you and me.”


  
    
  


  “She’s a vet, for crying out loud. You think she’s never shaved an ass before?”


  
    
  


  “I didn’t feel sexy asking for something gross, okay? So just hold Meg still and I’ll—um—shave the area.”


  
    
  


  Several paws to the face and muttered swear words later, Meg’s hair-ectomy was deemed a success. She was set loose to enjoy her litter box without obstruction once again, albeit with one embarrassingly bare bottom. We’d certainly come a long way from late-night straw-and-tape bridges.


  
    
  


  With a glance at the clock, I began my departure. A pile of unfinished work and a tub of New York Super Fudge Chunk were calling my name, lonely and abandoned, from my own apartment. I also needed to tend to the stinging claw marks on my neck and chest. Anytime I thought I wanted a pet for my lonely apartment, I just had to visit Lucy’s apartment to cure myself of the urge.


  
    
  


  “Take some lamb with you, okay?” Lucy handed me a plastic container of leftovers, warm to the touch, and I considered that ice cream for dinner wasn’t the healthiest option.


  
    
  


  “Thanks,” I said, hugging her. “I’ll see you next weekend?”


  
    
  


  “Oh yeah, sure,” she smiled uneasily. “Just….Tess? One last favor, if you don’t mind.” She slid a brown grocery bag across the counter and I doubted it was filled with delicious baklava by the look on her face. “I need someone to take Mr. Finntastic for a while.”


  
    
  


  “Mr. Finn—what?”


  
    
  


  “Finntastic.”


  
    
  


  I peeked into the bag and found a fish bowl with bright pink rocks and a blue plant, drained of water. A zippered sandwich bag held a royal blue beta fish with long, flowing fins, relaxing with his nose pressed against the plastic.


  
    
  


  “Jo tried to eat him. He can’t stay here. He’ll die!”


  
    
  


  “So flush him. He’ll be free to swim the Quabbin Reservoir. There aren’t any cats there. At least, not any living ones.”


  
    
  


  “Tess!” She looked appalled, just like the time I suggested Ken and Barbie have a naked sleepover in the Dream House.


  
    
  


  “Fine, fine. I’ll take your stupid fish. But I’m probably just going to kill it.” She followed me out to the car, placing the bag gingerly onto the floor of the passenger side. After making me promise to feed him every day and make sure the water was around seventy degrees and talk to him before and after work and… lots of other unnecessary things, I left my sister’s apartment and drove home as slowly as possible, so as not to kill the fish with the impact of a speed bump.


  
    
  


  Eventually, somewhere along the ten-minute drive, my mind drifted back to more human life-and-death scenarios, like exactly how much work I needed to get done before it was acceptable to watch television. I made a checklist, chose my outfit for the next day, and even laid out the bare bones of my monthly newsletter to the shareholders, all in my head while driving. No one multi-tasks like Tessa Monroe. This is a fact.


  
    
  


  Back at home, I ate my dinner straight from the container—still warm—while going through lines and lines of copy, until my eyeballs were dry and sore. I’d just cracked the lid off my ice cream carton and plopped onto my big, cushy sofa when I remembered the fish.


  
    
  


  Still sitting in my car.


  
    
  


  “Holy crap!” I jumped up from the couch, launching a spoonful of chocolate ice cream into the air, and bolted for the door. “Don’t be dead. Don’t be dead. Don’t be dead, fish!”


  
    
  


  Mr. Finntastic was not dead and I was relieved I would not have to buy a replacement and lie to my sister. I scooped up the bag and ran back to the house, stepping on several pointy pebbles in my bare feet along the way. Already the fish was causing harm. Super.


  
    
  


  I set Finn—I decided to give him a nickname because Mr. Finntastic is, well, huh—on the kitchen table, bagged my hands in Ziplocs, and started spreading the mold-contaminated, bacteria-infested pink rocks along the bottom of his bowl. I took great care to stand the blue plant upright, exactly in the center of the rocks, and stood back to admire my work. A nice home for the little guy.


  
    
  


  “Okay, Finn.” Talking to him was one of the rules, and the least I could do for nearly killing him with neglect. Slowly, I released the fish and all of his water into the bowl, careful not to disturb the décor. He swam a lap then settled at the bottom, floating just above the rocks. “Welcome to your new home.”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  By Wednesday, and still without word from Christian, I was worried about our weekly coffee date. If his calm, cool demeanor over the weekend was an act, what would I find after a few days’ time? On the way to Tosca’s Italian Bakery that day, my mind reeled with possible scenarios, none positive in nature. Shockingly, Christian stood at the ordering counter wearing a wide smile. His sandy brown hair was tousled with just the right amount of purposefulness, his blue eyes sparkled behind his silver-framed glasses, and even his Dockers were neatly creased and ironed. This was not the usual dressing-from-the-laundry-pile technique that was customary after a breakup. It was almost like Marcy never happened.


  
    
  


  “Bonjourno, Signore! Il solito, per favore. Un vaso e due tazze di caffé.” Christian ordered our usual in Italian, earning us bonus points—and two free cannoli—from the Antonios. I tapped him on the shoulder and he turned slowly, greeting me with a big smile—easy, carefree, just another Coffee Wednesday like every one before it.


  
    
  


  Tosca’s was a little neighborhood secret, owned by an adorable, aging Italian couple who knew all their customers by name. The tables were rickety, but so clean you didn’t need a plate. The coffee was just the way the Italians liked it—hot, strong, and without any of those crazy, trendy names. No demi anything, no non-fat whatever it’s called. Just plain coffee with cream or milk and sugar. The interior was equally as simple: white walls with pictures of famous Roman ruins; a black-and-white checkerboard floor; a shiny chrome counter and display case up front, lined edge to edge with tempting pastries in tiny doilies. They used real ceramic cups with sturdy handles, and when the occasional out-of-towner stopped in for coffee to-go, Mr. Antonio scoffed in that uniquely Italian way. He’d shake his head and say, heavy on the accent, “You sit. You stay. You drink a-coffee from this.” Then he’d expertly brandish a ceramic mug, fill it with coffee, and slide it across the counter. “You see. It taste a-better in here.”


  
    
  


  Coffee Wednesdays were our much needed mid-week break. When my brain overflowed with facts and figures, budgets and edits, I found my escape at Tosca’s. Likewise, Christian put down his camera and walked over from his studio. Together, we spent half an hour talking about whatever was on our minds. I couldn’t say how the tradition started, just that it’d been going on so long that my internal alarm clock knew exactly when to leave the office.


  
    
  


  Mr. Antonio brought our order to our favorite table in the back and Christian poured my coffee, carefully measuring out the right amount of milk. I inhaled the strong brew as the warmth reached my nose then took that first sip. Too hot, I set the mug down and watched Christian make his own cup and gulp it down, unfazed, before pouring a second. Around us, some members of the usual Wednesday crowd were already in place, typing away on laptops or reading novels. The sounds of these co-inhabitants, together with soft instrumental music and the occasional clattering in the kitchen, created the perfect soundtrack for a nice, easy conversation.


  
    
  


  Sitting here in Tosca’s with Christian, sharing a pot of coffee, enjoying the effortless companionship—I was happy and comfortable. Across from me, our knees touching beneath the table, he idly tapped his fingers against his coffee cup. We talked about Kendra’s son Riley and his latest escapade with crayons in the DVD player, a photo shoot for a male client wearing nothing but whipped cream, and some social events on our must-list for the upcoming summer. As our coffee supply dwindled, the conversation turned serious.


  
    
  


  “Tessie,” Christian said, as I poured the last cup into my mug. “There’s something you should know about my split with Marcy.”


  
    
  


  I hesitated, coffee mug hovering in front of my lips.


  
    
  


  “She was jealous.”


  
    
  


  “So you said.” I took my delayed sip. “Who was the mistress she dreamed up?”


  
    
  


  “No, it wasn’t like that.” His eyes darkened. “She was jealous of us. Of things like this.”


  
    
  


  “She was jealous of Coffee Wednesday?” Apparently my surprise was catching, because Mrs. Antonio dropped and shattered a coffee mug at my exclamation. As Mr. Antonio laid into her in broken English, I lowered my voice and leaned in. “Why?”


  
    
  


  “She had it in her head this was some kind of standing date.”


  
    
  


  “Well, isn’t it?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah, but in a less innocent way than you think of it.”


  
    
  


  I shrugged. “Okay..?”


  
    
  


  He gestured back and forth between us. “You know, like you and I are… together.”


  
    
  


  Our eyes met across the table, just long enough for me to take a breath, before my laughter exploded. The deadly serious look in Christian’s eye stopped me short.


  
    
  


  “Oh, come on.” I exhaled. “She’s totally overreacting, Christian. She’ll come around; you guys will get back together. The whole thing is ridiculous.”


  
    
  


  He nodded, still stone-faced. I rolled my eyes. Every girl Christian dated since high school complained about the same thing: me. The concept of a man and a woman engaged in a completely non-sexual friendship seemed to baffle most people, not just women. I'd had my fair share of boyfriends who didn't understand us either, always asking thousands of questions about our relationship, never satisfied that it was as simple as it seemed. At first, I indulged them, answering everything. Of course, I always left out that night back in college—but why get them worried over something so far in the past? Eventually, even the abridged truth was annoying to re-hash, so I just simplified things and said Christian was gay. Problem solved.


  
    
  


  “What is it about us that people don’t understand, anyway?” I looked to him before continuing, but he sat still, tapping away on that coffee mug. "Honestly, it's not complicated. You and I are friends. I mean, it’s not like we’ve ever dated.” He slid his glasses off, wiping them clean with the hem of his shirt, but still said nothing; so I kept talking. “Unless you count that weekend in fifth grade. But that was just a movie and my mom went with us, for crying out loud. That hardly counts as dating.”


  
    
  


  I grabbed my purse from underneath my chair and fished around inside it for my wallet. “I think it’s my week to pay,” I said, digging out a five. I slid the money and the hand-written bill underneath the empty pot. When I looked up at Christian, his expression unnerved me. His hands worked mindlessly to clean his finger-smudged glasses. His mouth was crooked and his eyebrows pinched, a typical expression that meant he wasn’t saying something.


  
    
  


  “What?” The silence exaggerated the sound of my voice. “Are you ok?”


  
    
  


  Christian’s left eyebrow wiggled slightly. Then the moment was lost. His head ducked down again, his focus returned to those damn glasses.


  
    
  


  “Christian, please look at me.”


  
    
  


  “Just drop it, okay?” He slid the glasses back onto the bridge of his nose, stood up and started buttoning his jacket. “I’ve gotta get back to the studio.”


  
    
  


  We walked to the door together, waved goodbye to Mr. and Mrs. Antonio, and stepped out into the spring air. For nearly mid-day it was especially freezing, the wind tossing my hair every which way. Pulling my coat around me, I stood up on tip-toes to kiss Christian’s cheek.


  
    
  


  “I’ll see you at Kendra’s for dinner Friday, right?” He tucked the loose end of my scarf back into the neck of my coat then straightened my lapel.


  
    
  


  “Yeah, I’ll see you there.” My office and Christian’s studio were in opposite directions, equidistant from Tosca’s. In the bitter cold New England weather, I seriously regretted not picking a place that was less convenient but more T-accessible.


  
    
  


  “Please don’t freeze before then. Okay?”


  
    
  


  “Right back at you, Mr. I’m-Too-Manly-To-Wear-Gloves.”


  
    
  


  “Maybe you should’ve bought me a pair for Christmas, you stingy brat,” he smiled. I stuck my tongue out at him and he winked. “See you later.”


  
    
  


  “Bye,” I waved, as he started to turn up the street.


  
    
  


  He looked over his shoulder and the smile had melted away. Our eyes connected for a weird moment, the kind that usually makes me squirm uncomfortably and search for somewhere else to look. This time, I stared right back at him, trying to see what he saw, but he disappeared around the corner before I even had the chance.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  My afternoon workload seemed dull in light of Christian’s strange behavior. Things were going unsaid between us, something that only ever led to trouble. If he was hurting and trying to cover it up, I wanted to get to the bottom of it. If there was something else at play, I wouldn’t rest until I found out what it was. My logical brain was running laps by lunchtime.


  
    
  


  When I’m thinking too much, I call Kendra for a reality check. After lunch, I tried the restaurant to see if she was working. She was, and she wasn’t happy about it.


  
    
  


  “What do you want?” she answered when the hostess connected me to the kitchen.


  
    
  


  “Just wanted to see if you need me to bring something Friday,” I said sweetly, the only way to combat Kendra’s grouchiness.


  
    
  


  “And let you ruin another one of my kitchens? No, thanks.”


  
    
  


  “Cut it out. I fully intend to bring pre-packaged contributions. Like, Shaw’s A La Carte or something.”


  
    
  


  “How dare you even suggest pre-made food? Besides, you won’t have time if you’re working till seven as usual. Don’t worry about it. Just get here, okay?” Despite her sharp words, Kendra’s grumpy edge softened.


  
    
  


  “I’ll leave early,” I said, manufacturing confidence in my voice. The stack of papers on my desk said otherwise. “I’ll have plenty of time to swing by the store on the way.”


  
    
  


  “You always say that, but you never do it,” Kendra sighed, probably shaking that red head at me. So I loved my job, so sue me. “If you make it out early, pick up some fresh fruit, okay?”


  
    
  


  “Done,” I smiled, happy with an assignment both useful and easy to produce. “Are you working the lunch shift Friday?”


  
    
  


  “Of course I am. Who else is going to fix the mess these people make in my kitchen?” Her voice rose to a quiet yell, undoubtedly meant to catch the attention of her four-person kitchen staff.


  
    
  


  “Be nice to them. You only pay them minimum wage, and still they put up with your mood swings. If anything, they deserve a raise for that alone.”


  
    
  


  “You hush,” she said. “I pay them what the law tells me.”


  
    
  


  “And not a penny more, you stingy brat,” I stopped on the very words Christian used against me earlier, affectionate words exchanged often among our trio. With the memory, a fresh wave of confusion hit me. “Hey, have you talked to Christian since the party that never was?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah,” she said, chewing her gum loudly into the receiver. She must’ve been counting inventory or something, because Kendra always chews with her mouth open while preoccupied with a mundane task. “He babysat Riley last night. Grant had this big deadline and I filled in for Raoul—again—so people could actually eat in my restaurant. Christian came over to put Riley to bed. He’s such a life saver sometimes. Why do you ask?”


  
    
  


  “No reason.” She had enough on her mind without worrying about Christian too. “I was just wondering what your thoughts were on a party for his thirtieth next month. Do you think he’ll want one?”


  
    
  


  “We’ll keep it small, I guess. Do something here?”


  
    
  


  “That works,” I twirled the phone cord around my finger. “He probably won’t want to make a big deal out of it after… you know. Do you think he’s okay?”


  
    
  


  “He’ll pull through, I’m sure. But I think you should talk to him,” Kendra said between gum chomps. “He needs you right now.”


  
    
  


  “Me? Why?”


  
    
  


  “Because,” Kendra’s patience waned. “You’re his friend, dumb ass. And he just got his heart crushed by the recipient of this year’s Alien Fashion Award.”


  
    
  


  “Ooh. Good one.”


  
    
  


  “Thanks. The point remains: Christian’s heart was broken by yet another girl. What do we do when that happens?”


  
    
  


  “Set him up with someone else?”


  
    
  


  “Eventually, sure. But first, we help him through it. Just be there for him, okay?”


  
    
  


  I took a deep breath. She was right; my only job was to be his friend right now. I couldn’t explain why I’d gotten so rattled over something stupid like eye contact. I’d looked into Christian’s eyes so many times I could draw every colorful fleck of them. They’re just eyes. He’s got them. I’ve got them. Everyone’s got them. Eyes, plain and simple.


  
    
  


  For now, I decided to help Christian get over a breakup, which was precisely the moment Savannah Livingston walked into my office.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Savannah wanted to borrow a stapler, not acquire a new boyfriend, so I kept things casual and handed over my Swingline. No big deal. I wanted to invite her to dinner at Kendra’s that Friday, but knew it was too obvious and much too soon. Christian needed more than six days’ cushion time between girlfriends. Two weeks at least. Plus, I could see that Kendra was right: be his friend first, play Chuck Woolery later. Today, Savannah got a stapler; but in a couple of weeks, who knew what could happen?


  
    
  


  I needed time to get to know her better anyway. After all, one does not set up one’s best friend with a girl based on appearance alone. I was already acutely aware of Savannah’s good looks—chestnut brown hair that was salon-perfect every day, long legs she liked to show off with short but tasteful skirts, and a body that was clearly not accidental. Savannah was neat and clean, cared about how she looked, and always had something nice to say. Last week, she complimented me on my brand new teal sweater when no one else even noticed how well it brought out my eyes.


  
    
  


  As her boss, it was almost my job to pay more attention to her, which I used to my advantage. A quick visual sweep of her cubicle on my way out the door one evening revealed many things: a Cool Cats wall calendar (she’s a cat person); a schedule of regular yoga classes (she’s athletic); and a coffee mug reading “Hard work never killed anybody, but why take the chance?” (she’s funny, too!) All good things perfectly suited to Christian—an athletic guy who loved animals and had a great sense of humor. If Hallmark could make love a business, so could Tessa Monroe.


  
    
  


  When I sat next to Savannah at Friday’s staff meeting, I swear it was just a lucky coincidence...and I don’t speak any French, so the meaning of “reconnaissance” is lost on me. Thus, it was with purely professional intent that I proceeded to cross-examine Savannah in the few minutes before the meeting began. Really.


  
    
  


  “So did you catch the game last night?” A risky move. Not a follower of any sports team—nothing short of a crime here in Boston—I held my breath and prayed there had been a game, any game.


  
    
  


  “Oh, the Sox game?” Savannah’s eyes lit up. This would be good news for Christian, who often threatened to sell his first born child for tickets to Opening Day at Fenway. The box office clerks never took him up on the deal, but a scalper once seemed interested.


  
    
  


  I kept my answer to a nod, afraid to commit any further. If she wanted to talk about the game, I was so screwed. Why couldn’t I have opened with something I actually knew about? “Hey did you catch that Lifetime movie last night? No? Oh, it was a good one! Teen pregnancy again, but this time, the father was an illegal immigrant. She needed to marry him or he’d get deported, but her parents would give their permission!” I didn’t know anything about teenaged, unwed mothers impregnated with the children of illegal aliens, but I knew Lifetime. You had to go with baseball, didn’t you, Tess?


  
    
  


  “That Pedroia homer in the ninth was wild!” Her smile broadened. I racked my brain for a Pedroia. “Dan was complaining the game was over by the fifth, but I wouldn’t give up on my Sox. I told him, Pedroia’s a clutch hitter. He always works it out, just give him some time, you know?”


  
    
  


  In all of that sports jargon, my brain clung to one word only: Dan. I suspected he may be a potential roadblock, so I put on my best girl-talk voice and resolved to find out more.


  
    
  


  “Dan, huh? Is that your boyfriend?” I sounded like my mother.


  
    
  


  “Oh, God, no!” she laughed. “Dan’s my little brother. He’s visiting from Maryland to look at colleges. No boyfriend here.”


  
    
  


  Jackpot. This “reconnaissance” stuff wasn’t as impossibly French as previously thought.


  
    
  


  “Are you from Maryland?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah,” she hesitated, flipping open her portfolio pad to a fresh page. “I know what you’re thinking: a Sox fan from Maryland?” That wasn’t at all what I was thinking, but I let her continue. “My family is from this area originally, but we moved just outside of Baltimore when I was twelve. I couldn’t give up my Sox, you know? Not for the Orioles.” She scoffed as though switching teams was a capital offense. Was it? “Have you ever been to Baltimore?”


  
    
  


  Cha-ching! “Actually, yeah,” I smiled. “My friend Christian went to Johns Hopkins, so I visited all the time. It’s a great city. After he graduated and moved back here to finish photography school, I missed the trips.”


  
    
  


  “Wow! Photography school? Good for him.” Savannah rooted in her purse, extracting a package of Luden’s cough drops—another one of Christian’s favorite things. A trail of destiny’s bread crumbs lay between them; I just needed to follow it. “I always wanted to be a photographer.” She tossed a cherry cough drop back and forth in her mouth. “I worked as an assistant for a while. Never worked up the guts to go for it though.”


  
    
  


  “Why not?” I shifted to the edge of my seat, overcome by the eerie perfection of it all.


  
    
  


  “My parents wanted me to get a four-year degree. I thought I’d just go to photography school after I got my business degree, then open up my own studio, you know?” She shrugged. “But one thing led to another, now here I am. I never had the time to try it out. I really admire your friend. Christian, right?”


  
    
  


  Setting them up was going to be a cakewalk.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  I was late for dinner. Twenty-two minutes late to be exact. It wasn’t my fault that one of my interns missed her deadline by nearly forty-five minutes. It also wasn’t my fault that two grocery stores were completely sold out of strawberries. It especially wasn’t my fault that there was traffic because some cat was stuck up in a tree in the town common. Stupid cat.


  
    
  


  When Kendra opened the front door, I flinched. I really hated when she yelled, so it helped to be prepared.


  
    
  


  Instead, she smiled. “Oh good, you’re right on time. Early, actually.”


  
    
  


  My eyebrows pulled together in confusion. “Huh?”


  
    
  


  “I planned dinner for seven-thirty, but told you seven. It’s Tess Time.” She scurried back to work as I stood in the doorway.


  
    
  


  “Tess Time? Seriously?”


  
    
  


  She turned to me, grinning sheepishly. “It’s kinda this thing we do to get you to show up on time.”


  
    
  


  “Super.”


  
    
  


  I stepped in their home, just blocks from the neighborhood where we grew up. Every inch of the Peterson’s house was so utterly suburban and perfectly Kendra it sometimes terrified me. Red checkered curtains in the kitchen, oak wood dining room table always covered with a hand-sewn tablecloth, soft suede couches positioned in the living room. Each and every room was a Williams-Sonoma showplace. Except for Riley’s nursery, which was more like a Pottery Barn Kids store with its coordinating lamp, throw rug, bed spread, and special-edition wall hangings. All this hominess was background noise now, since the Peterson residence was my second home. What I noticed this time, instead of the rooster-themed potholders, was the total absence of male dinner attendees.


  
    
  


  “Where’s Grant?”


  
    
  


  “Giving Riley a bath,” Kendra said over her shoulder, stirring a large stockpot filled with her famous beef stew. The smell filled my lungs and traveled to my digestive system. My stomach growled at it. “My darling baby boy decided to experiment with diaper cream today. He gave himself a Mohawk.”


  
    
  


  “Delightful.”


  
    
  


  “Is that Tessie?” Christian’s voice drifted in from the living room, just over the sound of some kind of sports broadcast.


  
    
  


  “Hi,” I called back. To Kendra, I shot an impatient look. “I thought you said I was on time or early. Clearly, I’m the last one here.”


  
    
  


  “Well, he came early to help out with Riley while I cooked. Grant took over when his work was finished, so I banished Christian to the Sox game in there. What’s the score?” she yelled to him.


  
    
  


  “Two nothing, Sox lead the Yanks.”


  
    
  


  Satisfied, Kendra went back to her cooking.


  
    
  


  “So let me get this straight,” I frowned, folding my jacket over my arm and unwinding the scarf from my neck. “You invited me early because you knew I’d be late, but I was late for the time you gave me, early for the real time. But since I’m the last one here, it looks like I’m late anyway. I can’t win, can I?”


  
    
  


  “Let me put it to you this way: You’re always going to be late.” Kendra crossed her expansive kitchen to give me a hug. “You can try and try all you want, but you’re always the last one through the door. The last one to buy the latest technology. The last one to get a joke. Or abandon a fashion trend, it seems.” She pinched my sweater between two fingers and chuckled playfully. “This is so last season’s colors, little girl.” I swatted her hand away.


  
    
  


  “We all know this about you and love you anyway,” Kendra continued. “You should just accept it and give yourself a break.”


  
    
  


  “Um, great. Thanks.”


  
    
  


  “Anytime,” she jumped back into her work without skipping a beat. “Here, bring this bowl of bread to the table. Don’t break anything, okay?”


  
    
  


  We sat down to an incredible spread: beef stew, spinach salad with fresh goat cheese and walnuts, homemade bread, and stuffed peppers. I was in heaven and, from the look on his face, so was Christian. Neither one of us could cook, so we really looked forward to Kendra’s rotation in our monthly dinner tradition.


  
    
  


  She truly had a gift, one her father recognized early on. After her graduation from Johnson and Wales, he relinquished control of Birch’s Restaurant and retired early to Florida. With Kendra in the kitchen, I suddenly liked stuff on the menu I’d once despised, like lobster ravioli and roasted lamb chops. She could literally make anything, a theory I once tested while drunk. The three of us were recent college grads, living together to cut expenses, and too poor and lazy to visit a grocery store. That night, I opened the fridge and demanded dinner from an egg, a wilted head of lettuce, two strips of bacon, a mango, and a block of cheese. She called it Tessa-is-a-Jerk salad and it was damn delicious.


  
    
  


  Consequently, that was the first dinner in our long-standing tradition. Every week we planned a menu, shared the cooking chores, and then ate until we were completely stuffed. After the three of us split up to live on our own, we settled on a monthly rotation to share hosting duties. Dinners at Christian’s were usually pizza and a movie. Dinners at my place were a worthy effort, though burnt and inedible. At Kendra’s, the food was art.


  
    
  


  Based on the “garnished” mud pies she was making at age four, Kendra’s gift for cooking was less of a surprise to Christian and me than her personal life. Fifteen years ago, Kendra seemed least likely to be married with a baby before thirty. She was our wild child, our daredevil; that friend who climbed the swing set to walk the crossbar like a tightrope or tossed toys into a tree then raced to get them down. She was always covered in mud and dirt and always causing trouble. Before she was motherly, diplomatic, and a master chef, Kendra was the mischief-making ringleader.


  
    
  


  I suppose I changed too, from the shy girl in the back row of the classroom to the confident assistant vice president at the front of the boardroom. Some days, that surprised no one more than me. Did that change my friend’s perception of me? I looked across the table at Kendra and wondered if I was stronger in her eyes. And Christian, sitting next to me, his elbow touching mine. How did he see things?


  
    
  


  As though he could hear me thinking his name, Christian looked up with a half-smile playing on his lips. “I bought myself some gloves yesterday. Tried to wear them to an outdoor photo shoot but I nearly dropped my camera into the Atlantic.”


  
    
  


  “What photo shoot?” Kendra grabbed a roll. She handed half of it to Riley, who nodded happily and then chomped down on it.


  
    
  


  “Another engagement,” he said, selecting his own roll. Grant, Kendra, and I collectively held our breath, waiting for a reaction from the man who had just broken off an engagement of his own. He looked at me blankly, chewing away on the warm, buttery bread. “High school sweethearts who absolutely had to have their picture taken on the football field together. He was the quarterback or something.”


  
    
  


  “So what were you doing near the ocean?” I asked.


  
    
  


  “They’re sailors too, so we had to go down to the harbor and do another set of pictures. She couldn’t make up her mind because she was afraid the wind at the dock would blow her hair around too much.” He rolled his eyes. “At least they’re paying for all of them, I guess.”


  
    
  


  “And no cameras were hurt in the making of this engagement shoot?” Grant asked.


  
    
  


  “Happily, no,” Christian smiled. “That would have doubled their bill, at least.”


  
    
  


  “Speaking of weddings,” said Kendra, careful to keep her eyes on Riley while she spoke. “Are you free to photograph one, sometime in late May? I think it’s the twenty-seventh or somewhere around there.”


  
    
  


  “Am I free at the end of May, she asks,” Christian laughed. Nonetheless, he was checking the date on his Smartphone in seconds. “That Saturday?”


  
    
  


  “Mm-Hmm.”


  
    
  


  “Actually, I am,” he said, truly surprised. “Who’s wedding?”


  
    
  


  “A friend of a friend. I’m doing their cake, but the photographer canceled on them last week. They’ll pay you for the eight-hour day and for an assistant, plus a bonus for the short notice. I’d really appreciate it if you could help them out.”


  
    
  


  Christian typed the date into his Smartphone. “It’s in the calendar so it’s happening.”


  
    
  


  Kendra smiled across the table. I noticed for the first time that she looked tired. Run down. As a mom with a demanding restaurant job, Kendra’s life wasn’t exactly easy but the craziness had never gotten to her like this before. I often wondered if adding a second baby to the mix was a wise goal for someone so divided already. She looked exhausted and possibly a bit ill. Suddenly, she stood up from the table, her chair clattering to the floor behind her. “I’ll be right back.”


  
    
  


  This sudden exit didn’t seem to bother Grant, but I couldn’t ignore it. “Is she okay?”


  
    
  


  “She’ll be fine,” Grant reassured me, smiling across the table. “She’s been a little jumpy lately because of some stuff at work. Don’t worry.”


  
    
  


  I hesitated, but eventually let it go, knowing Grant wouldn’t be so blasé if there was truly something to worry about. With so much stew left to eat, it was easy to distract myself.


  
    
  


  “So, Tessie,” Christian turned to me, his tone conspiratorial. “Want to be my assistant? I bet the cake will be delicious.”


  
    
  


  I really, really wanted to say yes, and not just because of the cake. I could see it all over his face—a wedding date, like all those family events we attended together as kids. Growing up, it was nice to have a stand-in date for every major function. This time, I couldn’t ignore the big, gleaming door of opportunity.


  
    
  


  “I think I’m out of town that weekend,” I said, metering out the appropriate amount of disappointment in my voice. “But I have a friend at work who used to take side jobs as a photographer’s assistant. Don’t you think that would be better anyway? Since she’s got experience?”


  
    
  


  Christian’s face faltered only for a second, then fixed itself into a plastic smile. “Sure. Sounds great.”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  A free Saturday in my world is a celebration in itself. I preferred to spend such days with Riley, who preferred to spend them on a swing. So this Saturday, I was headed to meet up with my thrill-seeking young godson. By the time I’d walked the mile to the playground between the T stop and Kendra’s house, I was frozen solid. I’d been duped. Again.


  
    
  


  Late April in New England really wants to be warm, but it just doesn’t have the strength. The sun shined brightly, the trees rustled invitingly, and the flowers coyly peaked up from the soil, all in a well-coordinated effort to seduce me. That morning, everything about the scene outside my window said, “Come out and play, Tessa! It’s just like summer!”


  
    
  


  Having lived in Boston since birth, I knew well the foul trickery of a New England spring day. After a grueling winter, a little sunshine and some chirping birds enchant even the most hardened local. Usually, I resisted the temptation to dance around in my bathing suit and sarong, ready to hit the beach. But once a year or so, Mother Nature convinces me to open the trunk under my bed and pull out my shorts and strappy sandals just a few weeks too early.


  
    
  


  That Saturday was my annual day of unseasonable fashion.


  
    
  


  “What on earth are you wearing?” said Kendra from behind the swing set. She was sensibly dressed in jeans, a long-sleeved shirt, and sneakers. Her son Riley was bundled up in a hooded parka, his little cheeks rosy from the wind. “It’s twenty below.”


  
    
  


  “Easy on the hyperbole.” It took everything I had not to chatter my teeth. “It’s only, like, forty degrees or something. That’s practically summer”


  
    
  


  “In Alaska.”


  
    
  


  “All right, fine,” I clutched my thin, yet stylish, jacket around my stomach. “It looked warmer.”


  
    
  


  Kendra resumed pushing Riley on the swing. I found an empty bench bathed in direct sunlight and sat down, counting on the UV rays to protect me—Mother Nature’s safeguard against stupidity-induced frostbite. At least I looked cute today.


  
    
  


  A cute but awkward spectator, who could only watch as parents and children played together in all corners of this neighborhood playground. A line of five- or six-year-olds giggled in line for the slide, while their parents chattered nearby. Some smaller children, only a bit older than Riley, threw toys at each other across the sandbox, much to the chagrin of their pregnant-again mothers. Kendra and Riley blended right in, as she pushed the swing at just the right speed. Not too hard, just enough to elicit a beautiful laugh from her son. He soared through the air, eyes closed against the rushing wind, two tiny hands wrapped around the chains.


  
    
  


  I noticed how easily I could group the kids into their respective parental categories, everyone fitting together like a puzzle. I supposed I could’ve passed for Riley’s aunt or something, which made me feel a little less awkward sitting there. Growing up, Kendra and I were often mistaken for sisters. Less because we looked related, people usually said, but more for how we interacted. Our long hair, rounded faces and big, expressive eyes were similar enough, but it was our sister-like relationship that really got noticed. For many years at Halloween, we dressed up in coordinating costumes like Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum, just as real sisters might. We shared snacks, clothes, and shoes and we fought like sisters too. One distinguishing characteristic always separated us, however: the light cloud of freckles across my nose and cheeks. I hated them as a child, tried to cover them up as a teen, always wishing to have smooth, porcelain skin like my best friend. Finally, after many years of concealers and bleaching treatments, I resolved myself to my unfortunate genetics.


  
    
  


  Once, during my denial phase in high school, Christian caught me plastering face powder over those freckles. It was one of the few times I’ve actually seen him get angry.


  
    
  


  “What are you doing?” he said, snatching the powder puff from my hand. Startled, I dropped my compact. The mirror exploded when it hit the concrete floor. Shards skittered down the dusty corridor and underneath a row of lockers.


  
    
  


  “Christian!” I yelled, kicking the pieces toward him. “What the hell was that for?”


  
    
  


  His rage shattered with the compact. “I’m sorry,” he said, handing me back the useless powder puff. “I just don’t think you should cover up your freckles.”


  
    
  


  Tears formed in the corners of my eyes, a result of both my embarrassment and the mourning for the designer makeup that cost three months’ allowance.


  
    
  


  “They’re ugly.” I busied myself with retrieving the plastic casing and whatever makeup hadn’t turned to dust.


  
    
  


  Christian just shoved his hands into his pockets, muttered something, and walked away. He left me to clean up his mess, still fuming. For days afterwards, he ate lunch alone and avoided me in the hallway between classes. I didn’t call to check on him. A week later, a replacement compact sat on the top shelf of my locker, a smiley face drawn on the box. I left a thank-you note in Christian’s locker and everything went back to normal. Just like that. We never spoke about the incident again.


  
    
  


  As I watched Kendra lift Riley from his swing and adjust the sleeves of his jacket, I realized I never told her about that. It was a special memory, reserved for only me and Christian. The thought of him jarred me back to why we were here.


  
    
  


  I decided to jump right in. “So, Kendra? Don’t you want to hear about this new girl?”


  
    
  


  The walk home passed quickly as I detailed every tiny coincidence, every sign the universe had given that these two should be together. Kendra seemed equally amazed but, ever the skeptical one, she couldn’t stop poking holes in my plan. Mainly, that we would be rushing him to get past Marcy by introducing a new girl—or as she put it, “Hello? Rebound girlfriend?” Back at the Peterson’s house, Riley took his nap upstairs, while his mother stretched out on the couch and found the following problems with Savannah, and I quote:


  
    
  


  “Christian doesn’t like blondes, does he?”


  
    
  


  “What about that whole ‘opposites attract’ thing? I mean, look at Grant and me!”


  
    
  


  “Won’t this complicate things for you at work?”


  
    
  


  “What if Savannah is just some kind of photographer groupie? Aren’t the chicks at weddings always, like, salivating over him?”


  
    
  


  And my personal favorite: “Do we really want to hang out with someone named Savannah? Ha! Think of their names together. Christian Savannah… sounds like some kind of missionary camp in Africa.”


  
    
  


  Tired of the banter, I sighed, cradling my head in my hands. “Do you want to meet her for yourself? Maybe that would convince you.”

  

  “No, no. I’m just playing devil’s advocate. Honestly, I trust your judgment in these matters. You are the more critical one.”

  

  My head snapped up. “Not true.”


  
    
  


  “When it comes to Christian’s girlfriends it is. You hated Marcy. And Tara. And Jeanine.”


  
    
  


  “I did not hate any of them. I just want him to find someone good enough for him. So, I’m trying to do the work for him this time, find her myself.” I leaned back in the squishy, well-worn armchair and closed my eyes. “Look, it’s not like I’m arranging a marriage or anything.”


  
    
  


  “You might be. He’s desperate to walk down that aisle. You know that.” Kendra yawned, stretching her arms above her head and her toes to the end of the couch. “I just want Christian to meet someone that isn’t a total weirdo.”


  
    
  


  “And you can promise me that Savannah’s not a total weirdo?” She sat up on her elbows, regarding me with a well-practiced look of disbelief. I hesitated, a mistake when dealing with an incredulous Kendra. “I mean, how much can you really learn by working with someone, Tess? I work with Raoul and I know he has three baby mamas, child support bills bigger than my mortgage, and a gold tooth I’d like to punch right out of his face, but what do I know about him?”


  
    
  


  “Doesn’t he play Scrabble every Friday?” I grinned at her, but she just scoffed at my bad joke. I didn’t want to admit it, but she had a point. Crazed women were really good at hiding their craze from one another. I’m sure Lorena Bobbit’s friends were stunned to hear she’d cut of her husband’s—ahem—member, thinking, “That Lorena just seemed so level-headed.” Then there was that crazy astronaut lady who drove cross-country in a diaper and a jealous rage—I’m sure the screening committee at NASA was not expecting that one. Could Savannah be a psycho girlfriend waiting to strike? I knew nothing of either her feelings on cleavers or adult diapers. If she did have a screw loose, how could I risk Christian’s safety like that?


  
    
  


  “You know, it’s amazing that anyone dates these days,” I said after a moment. “You’re lucky you’re not out there in that mess anymore.”


  
    
  


  “And YOU are?” Riley started to stir, so Kendra shut off the baby monitor, got up, and stretched. I thought I was off the hook until she turned, halfway up the stairs. “Speaking of, how are your prospects lately? Or are you only pimping out your coworkers for other people these days?”


  
    
  


  I crossed my arms. “I think your son needs you.”


  
    
  


  “Uh huh. But when I get back, no more deflecting,” Kendra skipped into Riley’s nursery, where I could hear her cooing Mommy-like greetings to her little boy. I loved listening to her talk to Riley, especially when she thought I couldn’t hear her. High school Kendra would’ve punched me in the face if I told her how enthusiastically she would one day extol the virtues of a poopy diaper.


  
    
  


  In the meantime, I wandered into the kitchen for a glass of water. Grant was overtaking the kitchen table with his books, newspapers and laptop, a usual weekend occurrence at the Peterson household. He startled a bit at my sudden appearance.


  
    
  


  “Hey there,” he smiled briefly, then continued speed-typing. “Big deadline Monday.”


  
    
  


  “No worries.” Grant worked from home as a freelance writer, so he spent most days with Riley, working at night and on Kendra’s days off. I poured a glass of water from the Brita and slid into the kitchen chair across from him. “What’s the topic du jour?”


  
    
  


  “Re-tiling your bathroom.” He sighed. “It’s for a home improvement magazine.”


  
    
  


  “Do you know how to re-tile a bathroom?”


  
    
  


  He held up a book, Bathroom Renovations And You: A Beginner’s Guide. “Call me Bob Vila.”


  
    
  


  “Okay, Bob,” I patted him on the back. “You let me know when you want to freelance for Prime. I could use a person with impeccable grammar on my writing team.”


  
    
  


  “Thanks, Tess, but I’ll leave the marketing jargon to the college kids.” He yawned, stretching his arms in front of him with his fingers interlaced. A few of his knuckles cracked. “Plus, investing’s not my area.”


  
    
  


  “And home improvement is?”


  
    
  


  He shrugged. “I can stand it and it pays the bills.”


  
    
  


  I took a big gulp of water. “Grant,” I ventured on a whim. “How did you work up the guts to leave your job and start freelancing?”


  
    
  


  “Well, I realized I could control a lot more of my life if I left the firm. The hours, the pay, the assignments. It was scary, and it was hard work, but it was worth it. Especially to be at home with the little man.” He leaned back in his chair, studying me. “Are you in the market? I didn’t know you wanted to write.”


  
    
  


  “I don’t, not really. There’s a lot of marketing consultants out there who work freelance. I thought there might be some helpful carry-overs.”


  
    
  


  “You’d be surprised,” he smiled, reaching for a stack of research papers. He flipped through, found the fact that he needed, and turned back to his keyboard. “I bet you’d do pretty well for yourself if you started consulting. A lot of firms are hiring outside talent now, you know.”


  
    
  


  “Yeah,” I sighed. “It’s fun to do little side projects like the Birch’s posters and stuff, but I don’t think I could make a career out of that. Who would hire me?”


  
    
  


  “Around here? Plenty of people, I’m sure.”


  
    
  


  I thought about this for a minute, turned it over in my mind. Working for myself would be freeing in one aspect, but I looked at my three friends, all working for themselves, and how much work they had to bring home with them. At least my work stayed at the office. Most of the time. “Well, it’s fine. I mean, I’m happy where I am. I just got promoted and all… my job’s good.”


  
    
  


  “And the Oscar goes to,” he said grandly, looking up from the screen. “You know, I almost bought that. Everything okay there in Prime Hell?”


  
    
  


  Laughing, I stood up and pushed the chair back under the table. “I’m just waiting for the latest and greatest to land on my desk, and I’m sure it will all be fine. I never like to stay in one position too long, right? Get back to work, you crazy writing fool. I’ll see you later. Tell Kendra I had to get going.”


  
    
  


  “Tell me yourself,” Kendra said, standing in the kitchen doorway. Riley was propped on her hip, playing idly with a lock of his mother’s hair. “Running scared?”


  
    
  


  I leaned in to give my godson a kiss. “No, I gotta get home. I’m pitching a new marketing outreach to my boss, so I need time to prepare.”


  
    
  


  “All right, fine,” she scrunched up her nose. “I guess you’re off the hook for now, but once you get things in motion with Christian and his girl-to-be, we’re working on you. Riley, say goodbye to Auntie Tess.”


  
    
  


  Riley smiled behind his blue pacifier and waved a frantic little hand at me. “Buh-bye, Anntess!” The pacifier tumbled to the floor and his face fell. “Uh oh.”


  
    
  


  I agreed to babysit Riley in two weeks and then I was off, leaving the world’s most adorable family to the rest of their Sunday business. The sweatshirt I borrowed from Grant protected me from hypothermia during the journey home. I opened the door to my gorgeous apartment, grateful for the warmth but resentful of its emptiness. What would it be like to come home to someone? Maybe I just needed a dog. I had my new pal Finn, who I greeted stiffly, but the thought stuck with me like peanut butter on the roof of my mouth. I went to bed that night wondering if I’d been missing out on things more fulfilling than marketing copy and praying for the “latest and greatest” to distract me from my doubts.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  My Monday morning was shaping up to be as manic as the Bangles once purported. For starters, I forgot to brush my teeth, locked myself out of my car—Kendra clicked the unlock button of my spare key into her cell phone and it totally worked—and accidentally called three of my interns by the wrong name. Honestly, one of them had to be named Fred. Why else would I get that name stuck in my head? Anyway, by ten, I was being punished for breathing by the world’s most slovenly boss.


  
    
  


  Marty Bensen was having another one of his fits and this time, I was the target.


  
    
  


  “Monroe,” he yelled across his office, without offering me a seat. I sat down anyway, just as he crumpled up a piece of paper and threw it at me. I caught it in the air and smoothed it across my lap. “Did you approve this garbage? Who wrote that piece of shit?”


  
    
  


  “I’ll speak to Jake,” I said evenly. Working my boss through his fits of rage was an art form, one that advanced me from intern to assistant in seven years. Sometimes it was completely demeaning, but I managed. After all, I wouldn’t work for him forever. Eventually, I’d get promoted out from underneath him or he’d drop dead from all the donuts he ate. “I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding. I’ll handle it today.”


  
    
  


  “Oh you’ll handle it, all right.” He stood up, sending a cascade of crumbs to the floor. His poorly gelled comb-over bobbed forward with every syllable. “Or I’ll have your ass.”


  
    
  


  “Not to worry, Mr. Bensen,” I smiled at him, keeping my voice steady. “Jake’s new. He probably misunderstood how things work around here.”


  
    
  


  “Unacceptable. I don’t want any more unedited garbage on my desk, understood?” He sniffed, sitting back down. The leather groaned beneath his weight and the wheels buckled. If he ever broke that chair in front of me, I don’t think I’d be able to stop laughing. “We’re paying you too much to roll in unprepared writers, sweetheart.”


  
    
  


  I swallowed my anger. “I’ll speak to Jake right now, before I do another thing today.”


  
    
  


  He surveyed me from head to toe with a cringe-worthy stare. “Very good.”


  
    
  


  “It’s no problem, Mr. Bensen.”


  
    
  


  “Now get going. Oh, and Monroe,” he called after me, already on my way out. “Don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  
    
  


  He winked at me, his usual dismissal. When I reached a spot out of his line of sight, I smoothed my pencil skirt, wiped away the sweat from my palms, and straightened my spine. Marty Bensen could say whatever he wanted, but I knew I was damn good at my job and didn’t deserve to be treated like a pretty piece of eye candy. Tomorrow, I resolved, I’d wear something dowdy to work. Something completely unappealing, just to see how he would treat me.


  
    
  


  If only I owned something dowdy.


  
    
  


  I sighed, took another second to collect myself. When I was ready, I marched straight to the marketing department cubicles to get my hands on Jake Tisdale, who would pay the price for my unpleasant Marty time. On the way, I invited Savannah to lunch, then wiped the smile from my face and gestured with one finger for Jake to follow me to my office. Like a well-trained puppy, he trotted along at my heels, effortlessly maintaining my heated clip down the hallway.


  
    
  


  “Jake, sit,” I commanded, pointing one finger to the blue wing-backed chair in my office. I tossed the balled-up page into his hands. “Explain.”


  
    
  


  He stuttered his way through a list of lame excuses, promised to rewrite it, and swore it would never happen again. I liked Jake, an intern only a few years younger than myself, stuck on a rung of the corporate ladder I knew all too well. He was bright, he was good at his job, but he was bored.


  
    
  


  “Listen, Jake, I really want to help you move up and out, but if your work isn’t good, I can’t make you look good. Got it?” He nodded. Someone knocked on my office door, but I kept going, seconds from dismissing Jake. “This has to stop. If you ever want to write another word, you won’t let this kind of bullshit hit Marty’s desk again. Everything comes straight to me until I deem it worthy to move up the chain.”


  
    
  


  “Wow, buddy,” said Christian, letting himself in. “If I were you, I’d listen to her.”


  
    
  


  Jake looked up, surprised, and nodded vigorously at Christian. “Yes, sir.” Poor kid. He’s only twenty or so, just out of college, and here I am reaming him out for something that probably just needed a few edits. But you know what they say: Shit rolls downhill. I was just moving the capitalist machine forward, since that’s what I get paid to do. I liked to think of these sessions as my civic duty.


  
    
  


  I dismissed Jake with a curt nod and waved for Christian to shut the door behind him.


  
    
  


  “God, you’re sexy when you crush the souls of your young underlings. Hey—remember when you were an intern?”


  
    
  


  “Shut up. I really hate doing that. I feel just like Marty.” I crossed to my mini fridge—yes, I had one of those—and extracted two bottles of water. I tossed one to Christian, who curled up comfortably in the same wingchair where Jake may or may not have just wet himself. I opened the second bottle for myself and took a long swig.


  
    
  


  “But you’re good at it,” he said, stretching his legs over one arm. “I was totally scared. Of course, the big-time outfit only adds to your authority.”


  
    
  


  My nicest skirt-suit and my long, neat pony tail was a look Christian never failed to comment on. “I have client meetings this afternoon.”


  
    
  


  “So you need to look like a movie star?”


  
    
  


  “It certainly helps.” I swatted his feet down. “If Marty finds you in here sitting like that—”


  
    
  


  “What?” he said daringly. “He’ll smite me? Imprison me in corporate servitude?”


  
    
  


  “Don’t you have some pictures to take?” I gestured to the only wall in my office not decorated with an original Christian Douglas print. “That wall looks awfully naked, Mr. Fancy-Pants Photographer.”


  
    
  


  “Hey, don’t be jealous that I haven’t been suckered into capitalist America’s lies and pointless drudgery like you have.” I knew he was only kidding, but the words stung. I hadn’t told him how I’d been feeling about things—my life, really—lately.


  
    
  


  “You know, you’re a pain in the ass. I’m big and important, and you are wasting my time.”


  
    
  


  “No, this is wasting your time.” He crossed towards me, setting our water bottles on my desk. “May I have this dance, Anne Hathaway?” Christian wrapped his arms around my waist, pressing our bodies together, and led me in a slow waltz across my office. He swayed expertly back and forth, sweeping me around several pieces of furniture and then into a deep dip. With his face just inches from mine, I could see the perfect crystal blue of his eyes and smell his cologne—a sweet citrus with spicy undertones, a scent as familiar to my senses as air. He held me bent backwards like that for a moment, then grinned and said, in his mock sexy voice: “Go to lunch with me.”


  
    
  


  “Oh! Oh, my God,” said a third voice. “I’m sorry, Tess. I thought we were meeting—”


  
    
  


  “For lunch,” I said pointedly, righting my posture and subtly pushing Christian’s hands away. “Christian, Savannah. Savannah, this is Christian.”


  
    
  


  I was embarrassed for sure, but having Christian and Savannah face to face was too good to be true. I hadn’t planned for it to happen like this, but it suddenly seemed perfect. Even with the dancing, Savannah knew all about my friendship with Christian. I hoped she wouldn’t get the wrong idea like all the other girls before her. She couldn’t be jealous if she knew the deal going into it, right?


  
    
  


  I stood back and watched them, waiting to catch that first spark fly between them. Instead, Christian rocked back on his heels and Savannah fidgeted with a hangnail.


  
    
  


  “Well, it was nice meeting you,” Christian said, turning to me. He hadn’t even looked at her, not really. “We’ll rain check for some other time. I’ll just get going. Okay, Tessie?”


  
    
  


  He squeezed my hand and headed for the door. Well, this wasn’t right at all. Christian would never see how perfect Savannah was for him if he didn’t get to know her. A hello and a handshake couldn’t show him her potential, not like….


  
    
  


  “Christian, wait! Come to lunch with us.”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  CHAPTER SIX


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  When we were kids, my sister and I often collaborated on these big one-thousand piece puzzles on the dining room table. Once in a while, one of us would get stuck on two pieces that looked like they should fit together perfectly. We’d spin one around, then the other, flip them upside down, twist them, and finally just try to force one piece to fit into the other. If my sister Lucy was at the helm, she’d quickly realize the right piece sat off to the side and make the correction. I, on the other hand, pushed and pushed until, eventually, I broke one of the pieces.


  
    
  


  In any case, my first lunch with Christian and Savannah felt a lot like that. Of course, I knew they were a match, and a good one, so I progressed quickly to the forcing stage.


  
    
  


  Using photography as their common ground, I jumped in head first. Why test the water if you’re going swimming anyway? After all, Savannah admired Christian for starting his own photography business and Christian needed an assistant for a wedding—a suitably romantic celebration of couple hood.


  
    
  


  “So Savannah,” I said. “If you’re free, why don’t you tag along with Christian? It might be a great way to get motivated for a return to photography.”


  
    
  


  She hesitated, looking from Christian to me and back. “Are you sure that’s all right? I wouldn’t want to be in the way.”


  
    
  


  Christian smiled politely, but I couldn’t read anything in it. “I’m sure it will be fine. If you have experience, it will all come back to you.” He suddenly became absorbed in a speck on the side of his fork. “I need an extra pair of hands anyway. Might as well be someone who cares,” he sighed. “About photography.”


  
    
  


  The abrupt change in his mood was not lost on me. The playful, fun Christian in my office now looked stilted and maybe bored. Possibly he was just nervous and I was reading too much into it. That’s usually what happened to him when two girls were chattering away like this. He sighed again and I decided something else was going on.


  
    
  


  When we finished eating, I put the tab on my purchasing card, claiming Christian as a business-related expense—one of the perks of my new position. Savannah grabbed her coat and bounced up before I could even put my wallet away.


  
    
  


  “Thanks for lunch, Tess,” she said, digging deep into her coat pocket. She pulled out her cell phone, checked the screen, and made a face of surprise. “I gotta get back. Nice to meet you, Christian.” She shook his hand, lingering just a bit too long, and then bounded out of the restaurant.


  
    
  


  I cursed at myself, knowing she was rushing back for a deadline I gave her. Had I known how today would end up, or that she’d linger in a handshake, I would have pushed her assignment back. I mean, for people like Savannah and Christian work was just work, not a life, not like it was for me. This meeting could be the start of their new life—together.


  
    
  


  On the plus side, without Savannah, I could enjoy a nice stroll alone with Christian. If the breakup with Marcy was bothering him, I’d get to the bottom of it before he could unwrap that stick of gum.


  
    
  


  “Ooh, can I have one?” I snatched a second piece from the package, popped it in my mouth, and planned my strategy. Carefully, I wound my arm through his as we exited the restaurant, then leaned my head gently against his shoulder. “So, how are you holding up there, Mr. Moody?”


  
    
  


  “Moody?” he stopped and turned to me. “I came by to see you, Tessie. I don’t know what that was all about over there but it wasn’t the way I wanted to spend lunch time with you.”


  
    
  


  “Sorry,” I said weakly, struck by the pointed edge of his tone. “I didn’t realize…”


  
    
  


  He started walking again and I followed alongside, mostly because he still had possession of my arm. “I thought we could talk. But now, I just want to get back to work, ok?” His eyes were fixed straight ahead, his voice chilled me.


  
    
  


  “Why are you being weird?” Maybe not my best tactic, but I usually had a short fuse when it came to Christian’s stubbornness. “I’m here now, so let’s talk.”


  
    
  


  We marched in silence for several blocks, my gaze fixed on his stiffened jaw. He was frustrated with me and, clearly, couldn’t put it into words. After twenty-five years of disagreements with him, I’d broken the code of his body language, reading each posture and movement like the stanzas of childhood poems. That day, my skills only took me so far. I couldn’t see what the issue was when something about him was new, different…foreign. So I let him walk on, patiently waiting until we either reached my office building or he put his thoughts into coherent sentences—whatever came first.


  
    
  


  As we closed in on Prime’s glass entranceway, his mouth opened and shut a few times—a lot like Finn, actually. He sighed heavily, letting go of my arm. I stood looking up at him, torn between giving up and going back to work or beating it out of him with a nearby parking meter.


  
    
  


  “Listen,” I said commandingly, deciding on a strategy halfway between the extremes. “You know you can talk to me about anything, right? If you need someone to listen to you about whatever it is…” I trailed off, hoping he’d pick up the baton. Instead, he just stared at me, his hands shoved into his jeans pockets, completely unprepared for baton wielding. “We can talk about Marcy—”


  
    
  


  “It’s not about Marcy, for crying out loud. Can you stop saying that?”


  
    
  


  Well, at least it was something, even if it was denial. “So tell me what it is, then.”


  
    
  


  He dropped his eyes to the ground, kicking a few pebbles into the street. “It’s something she said, Tessie. Something—” He stopped abruptly, looking back at me. His posture loosened a bit and the corners of his mouth leveled out, no longer pulled toward his chin. Not quite a smile, but at least it wasn’t a frown. “This isn’t the place, or the time. Just go back to work and clean up that disaster area you call a desk. Don’t worry about me, okay? We’ll talk later, I think.”


  
    
  


  As I begrudgingly said goodbye, I couldn’t help thinking I’d hit the nail on the head calling him Mr. Moody. Years of experience told me not to let it bother me. Christian was always a bit touchy after a breakup and this time couldn’t be any easier, with his thirtieth birthday on the horizon.


  
    
  


  Some people get worked up about their thirtieth because it’s the end of their twenties, or because they fear getting old. In Christian’s case, it was more personal. Thirty was his benchmark for so many things he wanted to accomplish: a thriving business, a wife, a family, owning his first home. At last count, there were still a few unchecked items on the list, something that had to be bothering him. I wondered how much that factored into his decision to propose to Marcy.


  
    
  


  I left the elevator and turned right, heading back to my office and an inevitable pile of new work to review. As I walked by, I waved to Nina Watkins, the only other woman who worked in this wing. She was in her sixties, one of the many life-timers at Prime to reach the glass ceiling at the Executive Assistant level. Ah, sexism. I was trying to break down those barriers myself, but often felt lonely without other women to commiserate with. One thing you never expect about defying sexism is how much it affects your opportunities for office gossip.


  
    
  


  The pile of work was waiting, as expected, with Jake’s rewritten copy on top, but something out of the ordinary caught my eye. Two things, actually, both sitting gingerly atop my keyboard. On the left was an envelope addressed to me as ‘Tessie’ in Christian’s handwriting. On the right, a folded piece of paper addressed to me as ‘Monroe’ in Marty Bensen’s handwriting. Decisions, decisions. I picked up both letters and weighed my options in this classic good news/bad news scenario. After a few seconds, I tucked Christian’s envelope into the inside pocket of my blazer to save for later and tore open Marty’s, which I reasoned to be far more urgent. Its message was clear.


  
    
  


  I mean, there aren’t that many ways to interpret, “Monroe. My office. 2 pm.” That’s a clear message. I was doomed. And, as I learned from my wrist watch, I was also late.


  
    
  


  “Shit, shit, shit!” I scrambled around, grabbing my portfolio and Jake’s improved copy just in case, and ran out the door. Halfway down the hall, I remembered that I didn’t have a pen. I spun on my heel, booked it back to my office, dug a pen from the drawer, left said drawer wide open, and turned back to bolt out the door again.


  
    
  


  BAM! I took the drawer mid-thigh, launching office supplies hither and thither, covering my area rug with a layer of paperclips. Late, irritated, and now injured, I ran down the hallway, trying to hide my new limp as much as possible.


  
    
  


  Marty’s door was open and he was waiting for me. “Marty!” I was breathless from my one-woman comedy act. “Sorry I’m late… your note… just got it now.”


  
    
  


  My heart was racing, somewhere inside my throat, and I suddenly felt like heaving up my lunch. Mental note: never eat a grilled veggie panini and then run around like a circus performer.


  
    
  


  When I finally caught my breath, I found Marty smiling calmly at me. Smiling in a way that meant either I was being fired or a donut sugar-high was at play. Donuts, please donuts. The Hostess wrapper peaking up from the wastebasket soothed my nerves.


  
    
  


  “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chair opposite his desk—a first. He’d never been this polite to me, even keeping his eyes focused on my own instead of on my breasts.


  
    
  


  “Monroe,” he said thoughtfully, invoking a chorus of squeaks as he leaned back in his big chair. “As you know, we’ve been pleased with your work here. So pleased, in fact, that we’ve made you the youngest assistant vice president Prime has ever had.” And the first female. “I wasn’t in favor of that decision. At first. But after just this short time working with you, I think I can see what the Powers That Be see in you. Yes, I’ve been quite pleased.”


  
    
  


  “Thank you, Mr. Bensen.” His creepy ear-to-ear grin made my skin crawl.


  
    
  


  As he shifted his weight forward, the chair creaked again, Marty pushed a huge three-ring binder across his shiny desk. I lifted it gingerly onto my lap, as though any sudden movements would trigger a self-destruct mode.


  
    
  


  “Take a look,” he nodded. I flipped through the papers inside, my eyes glazing over at the sight of all those facts, figures, and demographical reports. “We’ve been considering a leap like this for years and I think we’re finally ready to go for it. This could really shake things up around here.”


  
    
  


  I tried to read the words on the pages, but my eyes wouldn’t focus. The sheer volume of the binder overwhelmed my brain. The major problem with paperwork is how difficult it is to distinguish it from other paperwork. On a desk like mine, this would just blend in with its surroundings.


  
    
  


  “What is it?” I had to ask, or spend the next three hours reading through it all right here in Marty’s office. No thanks, I’ll take the shortest route to the exit, if you don’t mind.


  
    
  


  “We feel that our current marketing outreach is missing a key demographic: Young people in their twenties and thirties, just building their investment portfolios. We’ve been kicking around this idea to reach the next generation of investors. That right there is all the information on a brand new publication,” Marty leaned forward in his desk chair—squeak!—for dramatic emphasis, his elbows spread far apart to support his weight tipped off balance. The comb-over flopped. “That you are going to spearhead.”


  
    
  


  If I hadn’t spit out that piece of gum earlier, I’d have choked on it and died right there on the floor. A brand new publication. Not only would I lead the project, but I was going to bridge the marketing and public relations departments at Prime Investing to “launch this initiative.”


  
    
  


  This, this, was something I could finally sink my teeth into. It wasn’t just mindless copy writing and graphics approval, or finding photographers to take pictures of people looking pensive over their retirement packages. This was real stuff, stuff that could make a difference in someone else’s life—someone my age. Investing was a great opportunity, one many young people didn’t understand. This new publication could be the open door to my special niche in the investments marketing universe. The next generation of financial investments might be resting squarely on my shoulders. All those business-y terms gave me goose bumps.


  
    
  


  Marty and those “Powers That Be” had chosen me—me—to do this important task for them. An entire quarterly publication solely dedicated to the young investors of tomorrow. I would control the content, the design, everything from start to finish, and I had a team of people working for me. Not with me, for me.


  
    
  


  I could just break down into tears at any moment.


  
    
  


  Instead, I passed the afternoon in a whirlwind of planning activities, pulling together my team of designers, writers, and assorted underlings to start off strong. I tapped Savannah as my right-hand lady, excited to offer a leg-up to one of Prime’s other strong female leaders. I gathered a team of interns, including a very lucky Jake Tisdale, to brainstorm articles and columns. My designers were given a clear visual: clean lines, crisp photos, and a fun twist on the classic formats our mature investors read in their publication.


  
    
  


  Savannah turned out to be a fountain of ideas as she paced my office with me and brainstormed that afternoon. By the end of the day, we have at least three solid working titles, a strategy for selling our ad space, and about fifteen great article topics.


  
    
  


  “Teal,” she said proudly, stopping mid-stride and turning to me. I was hunched over my desk, jotting down my own rapid-fire thoughts.


  
    
  


  “Teal?”


  
    
  


  “It’s the ‘business blue’ of the new generation. We can’t use that old, tired blue everywhere, Tess. We need something that stands out, makes a statement.”


  
    
  


  “Teal,” I nodded, mulling it over. “I like it. Tell the design team.”


  
    
  


  Just like that, I found a unique rhythm with Savannah. All the years working close by and I had no idea we’d have such chemistry. What a great addition she’d be to our group, if only she could find such a strong connection with Christian. In a lot of ways, it was like I was working with Christian, they were so similar. I smiled, thinking about him.


  
    
  


  Really, there was only one place I wanted to celebrate, but Christian wasn’t home. I paced in front of his apartment building, too stubborn to give up, and finally decided to let myself in with my spare key and leave a note. Marty’s words echoed in my head: “This is your chance to make a big difference here at Prime.” This was it, my big chance, and I couldn’t even find the person who would be just as excited as I was.


  
    
  


  The light was on when I opened his front door. Strange, but not unheard of, since Christian was always leaving all the lights on everywhere he went. I took it as a sign that he’d just popped out for a few minutes and decided to wait and surprise him with my news. I tossed my jacket over the arm of the couch, left my shoes by the door, and padded into the kitchen for a drink. The fridge was well-stocked with orange juice, bottles of water, a few stray cans of beer, and a bottle of champagne shoved all the way into the back. Ah, the perfect way to celebrate.


  
    
  


  I practically climbed into the fridge to reach it. Balanced precariously over the veggie crisper, I had only a split-second to panic when my stocking feet slipped on the linoleum floor. I came down hard, bashing my elbow on a six pack of beer, and sending a cascade of fresh grapes across the kitchen.


  
    
  


  “Christian?” That familiar, grating voice stood my hair on end. I froze, halfway inside the refrigerator, my arm wedged between the orange juice and half a watermelon. “Christian? Is that you?” The voice spoke again, coming from his bedroom.


  
    
  


  Still, I couldn’t answer. Even when her footsteps marched toward me, I kept motionless and silent. This is what a deer feels like just before it gets hit by a semi, I knew. Before long, Marcy came around the corner, dressed in a flowing negligee and kitten heel slippers like some 1920s Hollywood starlet.


  
    
  


  “Oh. What are you doing here?” She sneered at me, quickly assessing the disaster I’d just created in the kitchen. “You’re going to clean that up, right?”


  
    
  


  Collecting whatever dignity remained, I stood up and brushed off my skirt. My elbow hurt something fierce, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing my pain. “I suppose I could ask what you’re doing here, Marcy.”


  
    
  


  She raised one perfectly penciled eyebrow at me.


  
    
  


  “So… what are you doing here?”


  
    
  


  “What does it look like, idiot?” She gestured down the length of her purple silk robe, which wasn’t very long at all, ending about halfway up her thighs. “He’s mine, Tess, so just back off and get out.”


  
    
  


  “He doesn’t even know you’re here, does he?” I slammed the fridge door shut.


  
    
  


  Marcy threw her head back and laughed, overly theatrical as usual. “He doesn’t want you, Tess. He wants me. I’m the love of his life and you know it.”


  
    
  


  “Marcy, I don’t know what you think is going on here, but I’m not here to date Christian. I just came by to—”


  
    
  


  “Save it, bitch. I’ve seen how you look at him, how you drool over him.” She shook her head with pity. With her faced pinched together like that, her angular features were witch-like. Though I suspected she always had the potential, I’d never seen her so crazed. If only Christian could see her now. “It’s sad, really. All these years and you never got it together with him. Too late now. You should just get out of here before he comes back and finds you snooping around. That’ll be embarrassing for you, won’t it?”


  
    
  


  I kicked the grapes at her and marched out of the kitchen. I grabbed my shoes and purse and flung open the door. Marcy was on my heels, eyes burning a hole through my back. Halfway out the door, I spun on her with my own fiery look. “When he kicks you out, I hope he makes you walk home like that.”


  
    
  


  She smirked at me, loading new ammunition, but I slammed the door in her face before she got the last word. I drove home to my apartment fuming, sure that I was right about Marcy intruding. Christian would surely kick her out, kitten heels and all. Wouldn’t he?


  
    
  


  In the following days, I tried to keep my mind on my project and not on Marcy’s stupid negligee. My calls and texts to Christian went unreturned, my emails unopened. I didn’t tell Kendra what happened that night, I just couldn’t. Because, as every day passed, I grew more and more sure that I’d been wrong.


  
    
  


  By Wednesday, I couldn’t take it anymore. Thankfully, I knew I’d see him and get the confrontation we so desperately required. I had so many questions; I didn’t know where I would start. The walk to Tosca’s was brisk, but I didn’t feel the cold with all that adrenaline coursing through my system. I burst through the door, ready to zero in on him and get some answers, but he wasn’t there.


  
    
  


  Mr. Antonio caught my searching eyes and shrugged. He poured me a cup of coffee and I sat at the counter, waiting. Neither one of us had missed a Coffee Wednesday in more than eight years. I even showed up with the flu once—which resulted in Christian also contracting the disease, but my point remains—we were dedicated to our ritual, and to spending time together. He would show. I knew he would show. After a few moments, Mr. Antonio put his hand over mine.


  
    
  


  “Don’t tap-a the fingers, please.”


  
    
  


  “Sorry.”


  
    
  


  It was fifteen more minutes before I pulled out my day planner and my phone to stay occupied. I scheduled a few meetings for next week, checked over my agenda for the afternoon meeting, and even played a game of Angry Birds. Every so often, I lifted up my head to check the door. Nothing. Mr. Antonio hovered nearby, cleaning a coffee maker. Mrs. Antonio was singing in the kitchen, out of sight. The other Wednesday regulars typed away on their laptops, laughed about the latest office gossip, or flipped the pages of their romance novels. My heart sank, the coffee tasted bitter in my mouth. Everything was as it should be, but without Christian, none of it felt right.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  My usual panicked dreams about being naked in a boardroom or losing all the files on my laptop gave way to a different kind of dream in the following nights. A memory I hadn’t revisited in a long, long time.


  
    
  


  I swam across the in-ground pool at the Douglas’s house long after sunset. The day had been a scorcher and the water still retained the sun’s heat. On that mid-July evening, stranded between sophomore and junior year of college with no internship and no job, I just enjoyed my reunion with the water. As the night air chilled, the warm depths of the water softly rippled with every stroke of my arms. I missed my days on the high school swim team, replaced now by work-study jobs and hours spent studying for my college courses. If I closed my eyes, I could still hear the echoing of the other girls inside the pool house as we trained for our next meet. The smell of chlorine burned my nose, the taste of it invaded my mouth, the familiar sensations I loved to revisit. The water lapping at my shoulders was a warm embrace, a welcoming after so much time away.


  
    
  


  “Hey, Tessie.”


  
    
  


  He was home, finally, and standing just feet away from me. His voice carried over the water but I pretended not to hear him, overpowering my urge to jump out of the water and tackle him with a hug. One more lap, that’s all. Just one more. I dug deep, pushing hard to wind my way around and shoot back in the other direction. My knees bent, my feet pressed against the rough stucco wall, and I pushed off, exhilarated. Alive again after so many hours spent cooped up with my books and my numbers and my business jargon.


  
    
  


  “Tessie?”


  
    
  


  I couldn’t make him wait any longer. Here I was, swimming in his family’s pool and ignoring him. Time together over the summer was precious and fleeting. There would be other days for swimming. I slowed my last few strokes, lifting my head above the water, and stopped at the cement edge of the pool.


  
    
  


  “Hey, Mr. Study Abroad,” I smiled at Christian, paddling to stay afloat. He was wearing his bathing suit, a towel draped over one shoulder. He’d grown leaner while at school and his skin had cleared up. Before long, my dear, awkward friend would have great success with the opposite sex. “When did you get back?”


  
    
  


  “About fifteen minutes ago.”


  
    
  


  “And how was London?” I pulled myself out of the water onto the pool’s edge and patted the spot next to me. “Tell me everything.”


  
    
  


  He sat on the cement, shifting his weight back and forth uncomfortably, leaving nearly two feet between us.


  
    
  


  “So…?” I asked again, pretending not to notice. “Spill! How was Harrod’s? Tower of London? British Museum? Did you take your picture with the Winston Churchill statue? Did you see Big Ben?”


  
    
  


  We sat together and talked for a long time, swatting at the mosquitos, our feet dangling in the warm water. The air grew cooler and I dipped back into the pool to stay warm. As we moved on to other topics, the questions aimed at me now, he joined me in the water, casting his towel to the far side of the concrete.


  
    
  


  “You’re right. It is warmer in here.”


  
    
  


  “You know what’s even warmer?” I asked playfully, then splashed him in the face. For a moment, we were in grade school again, splashing and laughing. It was good to be home, good to be swimming in the Douglas’s pool again, the only pool on our block, and good to be here with my best friend.


  
    
  


  A similar thought must have struck Christian, as we both stopped splashing. In all the excitement, we’d traveled to the deep end, where Christian’s toes touched the bottom but I had to stand on the lip around the sides to keep my head above water. Gripping onto the concrete ledge, we stood together in the water, relaxed and comfortable.


  
    
  


  “Tessie.” He wiped the water from his face and looked at me. “I really missed you when I was in London. I wish you could have come with me.”


  
    
  


  I sighed. “You know I couldn’t study abroad with all my loans and bills and blah, blah, blah. Ask my mom. She’ll tell you all about it.”


  
    
  


  “I know, but that’s not what I meant.” His took my hand and pressed it against his chest. My pulse quickened, the blood rushing to my head and ears. My face tingled. I froze, a combination of panic and pleasure, and I had absolutely no idea what to do about either. My voice stuck in my throat.


  
    
  


  “Do you remember when we were kids?”


  
    
  


  I nodded, still unclear what would happen if I opened my mouth to talk.


  
    
  


  “And you remember what you promised me? What we promised each other?”


  
    
  


  I remembered, but I couldn’t even nod this time. My spine suffered the same affliction as my voice box. Good or bad? Is this good or bad? My brain was screaming; my body was paralyzed. As he leaned toward me, I really didn’t want him to do what I thought he was about to…


  
    
  


  When Christian kissed me, my brain stopped working. He slid his arms around my waist, pressing his unpracticed lips against mine. I kissed him back, surprising us both, and the awkward beginning melted into something natural, something instinctual. Together, our legs kicked gently through the water, our arms wrapped tightly around one another. Pressed against the wall, I didn’t feel the abrasive stucco, just what it felt like to be held like that. To be held in my best friend’s arms.


  
    
  


  The warm water rippled, the crickets chirped, the scent of extinguished barbecues floated on the air. Even so, my senses were living and breathing only one thing right now—the man with his arms around me, his lips hungry for mine.


  
    
  


  For twenty glorious seconds, we were together again, but much improved since fifth grade. I should’ve known it wasn’t meant to last. The gate creaked open and we broke apart, zooming in opposite directions like two magnets turned on each other. Our eyes locked, an agreement passed unspoken, and we tried to act as normal as two people can after something so unexpectedly… perfect.


  
    
  


  “Hey, Christian!” called Kendra, striding across the Douglas family’s extensive lawn. “You’re back!”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  The phone rang, scaring me out of my dream and into the brightness of a late Saturday morning. Dreamt memories always left me a little irritable, like reminders of the shoulda-coulda-wouldas of my life, so I barked a rude greeting into the phone.


  
    
  


  “Pardon my French, Tessie, but where the fuck have you been?”


  
    
  


  “Kendra?” From the sound of it, she was feeling equally polite. I worked at pulling myself from the dream, disconnecting myself from the powerful emotions still attached to it. After it happened, we never discussed it. I told myself Christian was lonely while away in London for six months and I was frustrated with my life at the time. Plus, pools are sexy at night. It could’ve happened to anyone.


  
    
  


  “It’s been days since I’ve heard from you. I was really worried,” she said, using her parental voice. “What’s going on?”


  
    
  


  “Work,” I said, at a total loss. “I just got handed a huge project, one that could finally get me some recognition at Prime. It’s the biggest thing I’ve done so far.”


  
    
  


  Kendra sighed, and I knew at once the heavy context behind that sigh. Eight years of similar “big deals” had drained her. “I thought you just got some recognition. Or was the promotion just another rung on the ladder? At some point you’re going to have to move on and have a life for yourself.”


  
    
  


  “I do have a life,” my voice sounded thick when I spoke. It would have been easier to rage right back at Kendra if I didn’t think her words were partly true.


  
    
  


  “For others, Tess. You have a life for others.”


  
    
  


  “What is that supposed to mean?” Here was that anger, rising up like acid reflux. I stumbled down the stairs from my bedroom loft and headed to the kitchen, tucking my cell phone between my shoulder and ear while I put a pod into the Keurig and hit brew. Uncomfortable with hunger, I opened the cabinets, searching for something to eat.


  
    
  


  “You work all day for Prime, you come over and babysit for me, you find new girlfriends for Christian,” Kendra was really wound up now. “When was the last time you were able to finish a sentence with ‘for Tess?’”


  
    
  


  “You’re mad that I babysit for you?” I needed groceries, it seemed, since the cabinet was virtually empty. A stale box of Cheerios sat on the top shelf, a lone oatmeal packet propped against it. I grabbed the oatmeal and a bowl, then fired up the burner to boil some water. I found a banana in the fridge that wasn’t too mushy and sliced it into my oatmeal.


  
    
  


  “I don’t think you’re getting the point here.” Kendra liked to fix things, in a more proactive way than most women—usually by bludgeoning a person to a bloody pulp either verbally or with whatever object was handy.


  
    
  


  “It is all for me, you know. I work hard at Prime for my future. I babysit for you because it’s a way for me to show you how much your friendship means to me. I find new girlfriends for Christian because I care about him. Actually, if you look at it that way, I’m very selfish.”


  
    
  


  “Don’t you want to find someone for you? You deserve to be happy, Tess.” Her tone softened like she was coaxing a tiny kitten toward her open palm.


  
    
  


  “I am happy,” I said defensively. My gorgeous apartment filled with sunshine, my luxurious suede slippers cushioning my toes, and my freshly-brewed gourmet coffee wrapped between my chilly hands, all of these stood as proof. The oatmeal and banana, not so much, but the rest of it was all exactly the way I wanted it.


  
    
  


  “Don’t you want someone to share things with?” All her ammunition was at play, it seemed. “Someone to come home to?”


  
    
  


  “I have Finn!” I laughed but she just breathed into the phone. “Okay, okay. But I do have you guys, you and Grant and,” I hesitated, not sure if I could count him among my blessings these days. “And Christian.”


  
    
  


  She hesitated too, her breath catching in her throat. “Yes, you do. But what happens when Grant and I have more kids and we’re not around as much? Or when Christian finally pairs up and starts playing family man?”


  
    
  


  “It’s not like I’m actively avoiding men. I’m just not out there looking for them.”


  
    
  


  “Well, you can’t exactly meet men if all you do is work, hang out at home, and spend time with a married couple. As strategies go, I’d say that one’s a bit lacking.”


  
    
  


  “I have other things to worry about—”


  
    
  


  “Because you’re a super-driven career woman, with no time for love or children.” her voice mocked me.


  
    
  


  “Is that what it sounds like when I say that?”


  
    
  


  “Sometimes,” she answered matter-of-factly. “Building a career is an important part of life, but it’s not all there is. At the end of the day, what is there for you?”


  
    
  


  “Fine, I’ll get a dog.” I stomped upstairs to my bathroom and started preparing a hot bath.


  
    
  


  “Not what I meant.”


  
    
  


  “All right, Kendra,” I slammed the cabinet shut. “You win. I’m unhappy, I need a man, I want kids, and I wish my life were more fulfilling. Is that what you want me to say?”


  
    
  


  “Well, yes,” she thought for a moment. “But not like that. Like you really want those things.”


  
    
  


  “Who says I don’t want that stuff?” I said, grabbing a towel from the linen closet. “I know it’s what we’re supposed to do when we grow up. We used to play house all the time when we were kids!”


  
    
  


  “You always played the mortgage broker, Tess. I don’t think that counts.”


  
    
  


  “Whatever,” I tossed the towel across the bathroom in the general direction of the towel rack. It missed and slid to the floor. “The point is, I’m not cut out for that stuff. It’s not who I am. Even if I wish I was, once in a while, I’m not. I had a crappy childhood and a mother who was more obsessed with her job than her kids. It hurt to feel like that and I can’t turn around and do the same to some poor innocent child of my own. You’re you and it’s amazing how you are with Riley and Grant. It blows my mind how you can balance the restaurant and your family, but I’m not you. But me—”


  
    
  


  “Tess,” she said softly. “You’re not your mother.”


  
    
  


  I exhaled, turning on the bath water. “Let’s just drop it, okay? Do you still need me tonight?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah.”


  
    
  


  “Will Christian be there too?”


  
    
  


  “That was the plan…” she trailed off, a bad sign. I poured in the bubble bath and waited. “Looks like it’s just you, though.”


  
    
  


  Her disappointment told me she knew something. Maybe not the gory details, but something. I thought about my predicament long after I hung up with Kendra and turned prune-like in the tub. I’d been counting on the chance to sort things out with Christian when we babysat Riley together that night, but that hope evaporated with my bath bubbles. I sank deeper into the cooling water and decided to look on the bright side: I’d get some good one-on-one Riley time. That’s about where the positives ended.


  
    
  


  After spending the whole day in a similar state of internal limbo and, with nothing else to do, I made it to Grant and Kendra’s a record-breaking ten minutes ahead of schedule. I marched up to the door, beaming ear to ear, and knocked a little ditty on the door. I was so proud of myself, Kendra would be so impressed, and…


  
    
  


  Christian, who answered the door, looked absolutely stunned.


  
    
  


  “Tess…hey.” His greeting was abrupt and warmth-less.


  
    
  


  “Oh. Hey,” I said, compensating for the tension with a larger-than-life grin. My face felt awkward, so it probably looked that way too. “I thought you weren’t coming tonight.”


  
    
  


  “Kendra said you weren’t coming.” His voice was flat. It was not a question.


  
    
  


  “Oh.” The little liar. “Is she here?”


  
    
  


  “They left already.”


  
    
  


  “I thought I was early.”


  
    
  


  He crossed his arms. “They had to leave early. Conveniently.”


  
    
  


  “So they called you to come early.” I was starting to feel like everyone thought I was unreliable, except Marty Bensen. I didn’t want to live in that world.


  
    
  


  “I was already here,” he shrugged. I rubbed my hands on my jeans, trying to determine exactly what was happening between us. “I got things under control, if you need to be somewhere else. It’s not really a two-person job.”


  
    
  


  Where did he expect me to go? We always babysat Riley together. “No, it’s fine. I was—Can I come in?” His expression contorted briefly but he stepped aside, ushering me into the house. “You don’t mind? I can leave if you’d rather—”


  
    
  


  “No, of course not.” His answer sounded kind, but still his tone was icy. Super. My brain buzzed with explanations. Was he back together with Marcy? Did she tell him she caught me snooping around his apartment, showing him my jacket, left behind as proof? Crap! My jacket! I’d completely forgotten about it. What if I needed it for something and couldn’t get it back from him? Like hell was I about to ask for it, on the off-chance he hadn’t noticed it yet. Dig your own grave much, Tess?


  
    
  


  Riley was in the kitchen, racing toy cars along the tray of his high chair. “Anntess!” he cried happily. “Vroom! Vroom!”


  
    
  


  “He just ate,” Christian said. This was unnecessary, given the dried baby food circling his mouth. I wet a nearby burp cloth and wiped him down.


  
    
  


  “Who’s a big boy?” I asked him, in my official Auntie voice.


  
    
  


  “Riwey!” came his response. Too cute, this little guy.


  
    
  


  A pan of Kendra’s famous macaroni and cheese sat on the counter as payment for our babysitting services. Christian scooped some onto a plate for himself. He was stubborn, but not rude, so he wordlessly offered to serve me as well.


  
    
  


  We ate in silence at the little kitchen table, one of us occasionally leaning over to pick up a car flung wide of the high chair and return it to Riley’s tiny hands. Once in a while, he’d interrupt the silence with a ‘Vrrrrrroooom!’ or an ‘Unc-Kwishen’ for Uncle Christian and an ‘Anntess!’ for me. Between Riley’s outbursts, the kitchen was eerily quiet, brimming with a palpable tension I hadn’t experienced since dinners at home with my own parents. I didn’t like witnessing it and I certainly didn’t like participating in it either.


  
    
  


  “Come on, Riley,” I jumped up, dropped my plate in the sink and unbuckled his five-point harness. Riley reached for me, smiling, and buried his face in my shoulder. He rubbed his eyes and yawned, snuggling against me, the sure sign of approaching bedtime.


  
    
  


  “Where’re you going?” Christian asked with his mouth full.


  
    
  


  “I’ll give him his bath tonight. It’s been a while since we’ve played duckies,” I squeezed him to me. “Hasn’t it, my darling boy?


  
    
  


  “Guckies!”


  
    
  


  “Want me to do story time?” Christian offered, rinsing his plate in the sink.


  
    
  


  “Sure, that sounds good,” I smiled weakly at him, hoping he’d just start talking already. Maybe after the little guy went to bed, we’d get somewhere. “What do you say, Riley? Bath time?”


  
    
  


  “Yay!!” he answered, clapping his hands, and off we skipped to the bathroom.


  
    
  


  After bath time, I dressed Riley in a diaper and his favorite tug-boat pajamas. They were warm fleece, with little feet on them, and looked cozy enough to make me jealous. I often asked Kendra to scout out adult sizes when she shopped for her son’s pajamas. Maybe footie pajamas fight insomnia—how could I know until I tried?


  
    
  


  With Riley clean and snuggly, I turned him over to Christian for story time. They sat together in the rocking chair in the nursery, with Christian holding the book open and his little godson pointing to the pictures. I excused myself to give them privacy, but hung close by the door, mesmerized by the change in Christian’s tone and demeanor the moment it was time to play dad. I listened to him—not in a creepy way—as he read three books to Riley, doing all the voices, and then finally said, “All right, little man, it’s time for bed.”


  
    
  


  Riley yawned in response and didn’t fuss as Christian tucked him in for the night. He tiptoed out of the room and onto the landing, where I sat pretending to read an old issue of Cosmo, stretched out across the chaise lounge. I looked up from a tell-all article on date rape drugs—don’t ask me why I read these things, I just can’t help myself—and met Christian’s eyes.


  
    
  


  He was clearly more uncomfortable now that we were alone, nodding curtly before making his way downstairs. That was it; he just left me up there like I was the maid or something.


  
    
  


  I wanted to yell, but obviously couldn’t if I wanted Riley to stay asleep, so I launched a heated whisper after him. “Christian!” The descending footsteps stopped.


  
    
  


  “What?” he whispered back.


  
    
  


  “I want to talk to you.”


  
    
  


  “Not now, Tessie. The game’s on.”


  
    
  


  “Screw the game.” And the whispering. I was mad enough for full volume talking at that point. “I’m coming downstairs and we’re talking this out.” I tossed aside the magazine and booked it across the hardwood floor to the top of the stairs, where my socked feet desperately attempted to stay underneath me. The Petersons had apparently just waxed the floors, making socks an unwise footwear choice. Christian’s head jerked up just as I slid past the staircase and into the wall. Honestly, one person should not get injured this often. I clung to the wall and breathed for a few moments. When I was confident I could make it to the banister, I tried to turn towards him. Bad idea.


  
    
  


  Christian took the stairs two at a time to catch me in mid-air, preventing my fall to death. “For Christ’s sake, Tessie.” Irritated, and yet still kind enough to save my life, he carried me down the stairs over his shoulder. As I hung there, jostling with every step, I thought about how it felt to be a sack of potatoes. Or to be hit over the head with a club and carried back to some caveman’s—um—cave back in the early days of man. Although my rescuer’s angry grunts might have added to the latter scenario, I related best to the potatoes as I dangled there.


  
    
  


  Back downstairs, safe and sound, Christian plopped me onto the couch. He pulled my socks off by the toes. “There. You know you can’t walk around this place in socks. How many times have I warned you about that?” he said, still fuming. “You could have killed yourself up there.”


  
    
  


  “Sorry.” I pulled my naked feet up underneath me and tried not to cry. One sniffle and the dam broke. I started bawling, my thoughts racing about what could have happened if I’d been carrying Riley or if Christian hadn’t been right there. Kendra and Grant would have come home to find me in a heap of broken bones and blood at the bottom of the stairs. She would have screamed, maybe passed out, totally devastated. Not saying I’m some amazing person, but I don’t think Kendra would handle it well if I died in her house while watching her son. Mad or not, Christian probably would have missed me too.


  
    
  


  I sobbed some more, embarrassed by my wimpy reaction. Christian offered me a box of tissues. As I blew my nose, he sat down next to me on the couch and pulled me against him. The fall shook me up, but that wasn’t the only thing I had to cry about. After a few minutes, I realized the backlogged tears of one stressful and hellish week were springing forth. Not having Christian around for all those days was an unpleasant experience I didn’t want to repeat.


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry,” I choked out, unable to put together any additional words. “I’m so, so sorry. Sorry.”


  
    
  


  “Shhhh, it’s okay. You’re okay,” he whispered into my hair. He squeezed me against him, his scent mingling with the air around my nose. I would have breathed it in deeply if I could, but the sobs kept coming.


  
    
  


  “Why—are—you—so—mad—at—me?” I finally choked it all out, and with all the words in the right order. “I’m—so—sorry—Christian.”


  
    
  


  He stiffened, his arm dropped from my shoulder. “Let’s not talk about this now.”


  
    
  


  “No, we have to!” The urgency overtook my tears. I needed to say what was on my mind. “It’s breaking my heart to have you acting so—so cold toward me. I can’t stand it.”


  
    
  


  His gaze dropped to his hands, still clutching my socks. “Please not now. I’m really not ready to talk about this yet. You were right, okay? And it didn’t work out between us. I don’t want to rehash it, I’d rather move on. Okay?”


  
    
  


  “So you and Marcy…?”


  
    
  


  “Stop bringing her up, Tess. It’s over with Marcy. That’s done now.” He shook his head, looking at the blank television screen to avoid my gaze. “Just leave it be.”


  
    
  


  “I think everything worked out the way it was supposed to, Christian,” I touched his cheek, smoothing my hand across his unshaven skin. Our eyes locked and I lingered too long, his face in my hand. He looked tired and sad, now that the anger was gone, and I finally saw what he’d been hiding. He was truly heartbroken. I wanted to fix it, to be the solution for once, not just the temporary bandage. It was all right there in front of me, staring me in the face. Overcome, I leaned forward, closed my eyes.


  
    
  


  “Tessie.” I snapped my eyes open at the sound of his voice and righted my posture. Christian sat still, staring at me, but the pain in his eyes seemed to have multiplied. “I can’t.”


  
    
  


  I closed my eyes, nodded once, and then headed for the kitchen. Stupid, stupid. I listened to the television turn on, the Red Sox crowd cheering wildly. I busied myself with dishes and leftovers, the mundane tasks distracting me from the grievous error I’d almost committed. I flipped through a stack of Kendra’s cookbooks for a while, just letting him be for a good hour or so.


  
    
  


  When I could stand to face him again, I traipsed into the living room and sat on the other couch. “So, are you going to teach me about this stupid sport or what?”


  
    
  


  Just like that, we put it behind us and moved forward. I expected that night would become one of the many we just never mentioned again. Mostly, though, I was just relieved.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  
    
  


  Mr. Antonio gave Christian so much guff for missing a coffee date that I didn’t have to say a word. I just sat back and listened to him opine the importance of friendship and commitment.


  
    
  


  “The lady, she a-wait for you, eh? And she tap-a the fingers for one half-hour! Tap-a, tap-a. She drive-a me crazy when you a-not here!”


  
    
  


  Christian gave Mr. Antonio his full attention throughout the rant, saving his chuckles until we were alone at our table again.


  
    
  


  “Well, Tess, I guess that’s the last time I skip out on you.” I resisted the urge to say You’re damn straight it is and just nodded. “Or you and your kamikaze tactics. If you hadn’t pitched yourself head first down a staircase, I might’ve stayed upset with you.”


  
    
  


  “Well, thank God for that.” My voice sounded as flat as it felt. I watched him process my tone and choose to ignore it.


  
    
  


  He straightened up, a fake smile on his lips, and looked at me expectantly. “So what’s new?”


  
    
  


  “Aside from the fact that my best friend now finds it necessary to make small talk?”


  
    
  


  “Come on, Tessie.” He tipped back his mug for a gulp of coffee, still burning hot. I was often amazed that he had any taste buds left in his mouth with all the boiling hot food and beverage he put in it. “Let’s not make this weird.”


  
    
  


  “How shall we make it, then?” I didn’t want to sound so bitchy, but I couldn’t help it. I tried to smile to cover up for it, but the attempt was as substantially masking as saran wrap on leftovers. Sure, everything looked all glossy and shiny, but underneath it there were still dead chicken parts.


  
    
  


  Christian reached across the table and took my hand. Sweaty from the coffee mug, his palm warmed my own, still chilled from spring’s mind-game temperatures. “I really want to move on. Like I said, I don’t want to discuss it if it doesn’t work out. I’d rather have you in my life like this than not at all.”


  
    
  


  “Okay,” I answered cautiously. It was only an almost-kiss, not even a real one. We’d forgotten much worse before, so what was the big deal this time? “I’m not going anywhere.”


  
    
  


  He smiled. “Good. Now. What’s the latest at work?”


  
    
  


  From that point on Christian said all the right things, did all the usual stuff. His jokes and his smiles eventually melted the ice cube that had formed around me and I relaxed, almost like normal. Let him have his few days of crazy without any recourse if that’s what it took. We walked back to my office together, since he was meeting a client one block up, arm in arm..


  
    
  


  “Oh, you know what I was going to ask you?” He interrupted my tale of MBTA woe about a homeless man serenading his socks. That was a good story, too. “Friday dinner’s at your place this time and I—”


  
    
  


  “Is that this Friday? Already?”


  
    
  


  He nodded. “Should I have the fire department on standby?”


  
    
  


  “Come on!” I playfully punched him in the arm.


  
    
  


  “Seriously, Tessie. Stick to the microwave this time.”


  
    
  


  “Fine. I’ll remember this when I become a gourmet cook someday. I won’t let you eat a single bite of my delicious creations.”


  
    
  


  “Is that a threat or a promise?”


  
    
  


  “Just you wait,” I said darkly. He raised his eyebrows in challenge. “I have to go back to work sometime today, you know. Can you just ask me your question please?”


  
    
  


  “All right, all right. Do you think you could invite Savannah to come? I’d like to meet her again, somewhere more relaxed. I feel like I didn’t give her much of a chance the first time around. She seems really nice.”


  
    
  


  This was it, my big moment to see how Savannah fared with the group and I hadn’t had to do much pushing after all. Actually, all it took was an almost-kiss from yours truly to scare him out of his Marcy coma and back into the dating world. I faked the most believable smile I could muster. He was still talking, but I wasn’t listening anymore, just nodding enthusiastically.


  
    
  


  So I went back to work and stopped by Savannah’s desk and did my good-friend duty. She was so excited she nearly fell off the chair. My success, or the nearing of my success, felt pretty good. Yet, not as good as I’d imagined. Maybe once the sparks started to fly, I’d feel better.


  
    
  


  Back in my office, amid all that piled up work, I saw that Savannah had returned my stapler with a nice thank-you Post-It note stuck to the top: “All done, thanks!! –S.” I guess she wanted an upgrade, a stapler for a man.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Friday arrived in a blur of focus groups, bar charts, and graphic-design nightmares, leaving me little time to dwell along the way. Things with the publication, which we officially named The Prime of Your Life, were going really well. I had three weeks until my giant presentation in front of the entire board of directors—eek!—but I was confident that we’d be ready. My team was working well together, meeting on a daily basis now. I spent long hours locked in a room with them, eating stale donuts, and barking orders. Every time I passed a mirror, I was afraid I’d started to look like Marty. Otherwise, my job was awesome. Never better.


  
    
  


  Savannah insisted on helping me prepare dinner, since she’d heard some of my cooking horror stories and probably feared for her safety. She showed up with all the fixings for homemade pizzas and we got to work. And by “we got to work,” I mean she rolled all the pizza dough by hand into perfect circles while I grated cheese.


  
    
  


  I prepped her for an evening with my friends while we worked. “Just don’t talk about work, okay?” That about summed it up. Nothing else was off-limits. Honestly, I was the only reason work talk was even off-limits in the first place.


  
    
  


  Kendra and Grant showed up first without Riley, who was at his Nana’s for a slumber party. Savannah shook their hands, complimented Kendra’s curls and asked Grant if he was a Sox fan. She won them both over in ten seconds—a new record.


  
    
  


  Once pleasantries were out of the way, Kendra excused herself to “rest her eyes” on the couch in my living room. Grant offered to help with dinner, so Savannah set him up with some vegetables to dice. I noted that I couldn’t be trusted with this high-risk task but, strangely, I was okay with it. I left them in the kitchen and started to wander my house—gave Finn a quick hello and some fish food, dusted a few picture frames on the table in my hallway, checked my teeth in the mirror. Kendra snoozed peacefully through all my bustling and I was thankful she couldn’t see my fidgeting festival. When Christian walked through the front door, I realized I’d been hovering, waiting for him.


  
    
  


  Knowing Savannah would be here, he’d taken a little extra care of his appearance. His shirt was tucked in, his hair presentably neatened, and his glasses swapped for contact lenses. I hugged him, trying to act normal, and hung up his jacket just to have something to do.


  
    
  


  “Is she here?” he asked, looking around.


  
    
  


  “In the kitchen.” He followed me through the dining room to find the chefs at work. A row of small pizzas, all a perfect golden brown, sat along my kitchen island—some plain, some covered in veggies, others piled high with various meats. “You remember Savannah,” I staged the introduction, as if it were my idea all along. Technically, it was.


  
    
  


  She turned, a coy smile on her lips, and offered her hand. He shook it, his eyes locked on hers as though he were waiting for something to happen. I stood next to Grant, watching the romance unfold.


  
    
  


  “Ouch,” Grant whispered in my ear. “Can you let go of my arm please? You’re hurting me.”


  
    
  


  “Sorry,” I whispered back, wiping my hands on my jeans instead.


  
    
  


  “Pizza’s okay, I hope,” Savannah said to Christian.


  
    
  


  “I love pizza,” he replied.


  
    
  


  “Me too. Isn’t it just the best food?” she sighed. It was an odd thing to say, but she did it with such sincerity and reverence that I wondered if I’d been taking our Americanized Italian food for granted these many years. “Especially with bacon. Do you like bacon on your pizza?”


  
    
  


  “That’s my favorite kind!”


  
    
  


  As Christian poured Savannah a drink and led her into the dining room, chattering all the way, Grant looked at me with a strange expression. One I’d only seen him use on Kendra when she insisted that disposable diapers would one day be the undoing of mankind. Incredulousness, that’s the word for it.


  
    
  


  “What?”


  
    
  


  “That was interesting,” he leaned back on the counter, sizing me up. He crossed one foot over the other, swirled his glass of scotch. “Didn’t expect that to happen this time.”


  
    
  


  “What?” I said again, growing irritated. “You didn’t expect what, Grant?”


  
    
  


  “Another setup.” He tipped back the end of his drink.


  
    
  


  I scoffed. “I’m not setting him up, okay? She’s just a friend from work. I thought it might be nice to have some fresh opinions around here.”


  
    
  


  “Or fresh meat.” He smirked, utterly pleased with his own wit. “So why are you so nervous, then?”


  
    
  


  “I’m not nervous, okay? I just… want them to like each other.”


  
    
  


  “So this was your idea?” He chuckled. “Fess up already.”


  
    
  


  “Whatever you think is going on here, Peterson, it’s not. He asked me to bring her. Okay?”


  
    
  


  “Fine. No problem.” He pushed off the counter, refilled his glass, and headed for the hallway. “I’m just saying you should think this through before something happens and you can’t fix it.”


  
    
  


  Once he was gone, I poured a scotch for myself, lifted it to my lips, and spit a mouthful into the sink. Disgusting stuff, scotch. Christian’s laughter danced in from the dining room and I reconsidered my glass. I downed it in one gulp, wiped the back of my hand across my mouth—as any proper woman does—and fought off a cringe. Shake it off, Tessa. I took a deep breath and marched into the dining room.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Christian asked Savannah out to dinner after Friday’s re-re-meeting and I had to pat myself on the back for being so right about them. When you’re good, you’re good. They’d absolutely hit it off, finally discovering all the little wonderful things they had in common, from favorite bands to childhood ambitions. Actually, that was the first time I’d ever heard that five-year-old Christian wanted to be ‘Frogger’ when he grew up.


  
    
  


  I sat across from them that night, gnawing mindlessly on slice after slice of Hawaiian pizza, and speculated on all the wonderful things life together would bring them. Marriage, a home, perfect children, a family dog. I was extremely satisfied knowing I’d orchestrated Christian’s happily-ever-after, if only a little. There was only one major downside to their pairing, as I learned the following Monday morning: Savannah was an over-sharer.


  
    
  


  “Oh my God, Tess! I can’t even believe how amazing he is! Who knew all this time we were working together that you were best friends with my soul mate!”


  
    
  


  Soul mate? “Well, Savannah, you only just met.”


  
    
  


  “I know! That’s what makes this so amazing. You know, when he kissed me—”


  
    
  


  “He kissed you?” That seemed awfully fast for my friend, no matter how close to thirty he was getting. “Already?”


  
    
  


  “On the cheek,” Savannah said, failing to hide her disappointment. My shoulders relaxed. “Anyway, I just know this was meant to be. Did you know that he wants two girls and a boy?” I knew. “That’s what I want!”


  
    
  


  I smiled as though to say, Oh great!


  
    
  


  “And did you know that his favorite cereal is Honey Nut Cheerios, but he likes to eat them dry?” She waited until I nodded again. “So do I! This is just so creepy!”


  
    
  


  Sensing that this could well go on for hours, I dodged her invitation to lunch and dove back into my increasing workload. Hearing about Christian from a love-drunk soon-to-be girlfriend was nauseating. Although I had to chuckle to myself, remembering how seriously Christian always took his search for true love. Cinematic romance had gotten into his brain and warped it a bit. I used to think he expected that a girl would walk into a room and he’d know right away she was the one. Kendra and I had always teased him about finding his soul mate.


  
    
  


  Sure, it was abnormal for a guy to be the one pining for a happy marriage. Stereotypically speaking, women are often the ones chasing men for commitment and that mandatory piece of paper. To Christian, a marriage license was a goal, not a threat. He had always been the perfect boyfriend from start to finish, even when we dated for that weekend in fifth grade. Staring out my window at my perfect view of Boston’s skyline, I could remember every detail of that weekend together. He asked me out before school on Friday, just days after breaking it off with Kendra.


  
    
  


  “It turns out she’s not the one,” he said, a bit disappointed. “But we’ve decided to stay friends. It was a mutual decision.”


  
    
  


  I laughed. “Oh?”


  
    
  


  “So I thought maybe you might like to be my girlfriend. You know, see how it goes?”


  
    
  


  “You think I’m the one?”


  
    
  


  “Well, I guess I don’t know, do I?” He shrugged. “I mean, we’re really good friends. We know everything about each other already, and we like each other.”


  
    
  


  “Yeah, but friends don’t get married.” I frowned at him. He swatted a bug from his face, then looked at me very seriously.


  
    
  


  “Sure they do, Tessie.”


  
    
  


  So that night, Christian called me just like he always did, but differently this time. My mother answered, in a rare moment of domesticity, and yelled up the stairs to me.


  
    
  


  “Tessa, there’s a boy on the phone who says he’s your boyfriend. But it sounds like Christian.”


  
    
  


  Embarrassed, I sprinted down the stairs, scooped up the phone, and barked at him. “What are you doing? My mom’s going to tell everyone I have a boyfriend.”


  
    
  


  “Tessa Monroe,” he said grandly, ignoring my fury. “Would you do me the honor of a date this weekend?” Always a gentleman, even at the awkward age of eleven.


  
    
  


  I tried to argue, but learned quickly I couldn’t shake him of the foolish notion that we were a couple. “Okay, fine. But it better not get weird after this.”


  
    
  


  We went to the movies together and he paid. We saw Jurassic Park that day—my choice, one I quickly regretted when T-rex was on the loose. Although he jumped right along with me, Christian held my hand during the scary parts and stuck his chin out bravely. He even offered the popcorn bag for me to hide behind.


  
    
  


  On the following Monday at school, an unusual tension hovered around our lunch table. He’d spent every morning class sitting next to me, tried to share everything in his lunch box, and talked endlessly about our future. Christian wasn’t clingy, per se, but he sure had big plans for the two of us. Kendra rolled her eyes as he detailed what kind of house we’d buy, what he’d be when he grew up, what I’d be when I grew up, and how many children we’d have. He said I could pick their names, though, and that’s when I finally had to put an end to it all.


  
    
  


  “Things are weird,” I told him, matter-of-factly. “I don’t think this is going to work.”


  
    
  


  “But I think you might be the one.” His protest came quickly, but feebly. Even then he knew fifth-graders don’t typically fall in love for life.


  
    
  


  “Let’s just go back to the way things were. Me and you and Kendra, best friends. That’s it, okay?”


  
    
  


  He agreed and we found a happy balance in the following years. Christian dated selectively but often, trying to find the woman of his dreams. Many failed attempts later—including the tornado that was Marcy—and here we were, almost back where we began. Thank goodness for Savannah, or else it might’ve gotten weird again.


  
    
  


  I hardly came up for air for the rest of the day. At some point, someone brought me a yogurt from the break room. It was the only thing I ate all day. Someone else, or possibly the same someone, kept topping off my coffee cup for me. Nothing compelled me to leave my office, the content I was editing, or the layout I was, well, laying out. Until my bladder suddenly threatened to burst.


  
    
  


  I sprinted to the ladies’ room and into the first open stall to—ahem—take care of business. As I was re-buckling my belt, still inside the stall, I heard the door to the bathroom open and two pairs of feet walk in. Savannah gabbed away and a second girl interjected the occasional “Uh huh” to sound interested.


  
    
  


  “He sounds great,” the second girl finally said. Possibly Rachel the admin. Or Claire from accounting. “I bet he’s unbelievable in the sack.”


  
    
  


  Rachel. That was definitely Rachel. She thought the definition of “girl talk” was comparing how guys performed—or didn’t perform, as in the case of one of Rachel’s ex-boyfriends—in the sack. The sack? Like anyone actually called it that anymore.


  
    
  


  I heard Savannah playfully slap Rachel’s arm, a reaction somewhat resembling what I wanted to do to her. The word ‘playful’ didn’t factor into my version at all. Her weird fixation on sex was really irritating and not at all work-appropriate, especially when concerning my best friend and his new almost-girlfriend.


  
    
  


  “Anyway,” Savannah said loudly. “Back to what I was saying.” Here we go, more gushing. “I can’t believe I’ve finally found someone I like. When I first met him, I thought he was snob.” Christian, a snob? “But then I realized he was just shy. Like me. Once I saw through his hard outer layer, I could see how beautiful he was inside.”


  
    
  


  Wait, what? She’s been reading too many romance novels. Still, an overly romantic nature was just one more thing they had in common. Savannah blabbered on and on for a few more moments, while I stood frozen in the bathroom stall, afraid to think too loudly. At this point, I’d been in there too long to casually walk out and say, “Oh hey, guys. Fancy meeting you here.” They’d know I heard every word. By the same token, every second I stayed put made this offense so much worse. I felt dirty violating Savannah’s privacy.


  
    
  


  “He’s Tess’s friend, so I know he’s a good guy,” Savannah’s pining was palpable even through the metal stall door. At the mention of my name, it became my conversation to hear. “You’ve probably seen him around. I think he comes in to visit her, like, once a month.” He did, but it was weird Savannah knew that. Maybe she noticed him earlier than I realized.


  
    
  


  “So what’s wrong with him?” Good old annoying Rachel asked this with a certain expectation in her voice. “Two kids already? Three ex-wives? A gambling habit? Syphilis?”


  
    
  


  Savannah’s high pitched giggle echoed around the tiny bathroom. “No! Why does something have to be wrong with him?”


  
    
  


  “Because,” said Rachel pointedly. I pressed my ear to the stall door, simultaneously ashamed and enthralled. “Girls don’t make friends with guys like Christian. Unless there’s something wrong with them. He’s hot. H-O-T. And if he’s really all these things that you describe, and not afraid of commitment, then there’s something else at play here.”


  
    
  


  “They’ve been friends forever.” Savannah actually defended us.


  
    
  


  “But there must’ve been something there at some point. Maybe they did it in the back seat of his car after prom or something. Or on spring break in college. They’ve done it, Savannah, and it didn’t work out. Or else, your perfect man is a leper.”


  
    
  


  I wanted to leap from this stall and beat Rachel to a bloody pulp for making Savannah paranoid. She needed to stay with Christian, not to run away screaming like all the other girls intimidated by our relationship. Friends. We were just friends.


  
    
  


  Savannah laughed. “Come on, Rachel. There’s nothing there. I’m pretty sure about that.” She laughed again, confidence ringing in every note. What, exactly, made her so sure? Shouldn’t she have at least a little bit of doubt? A nagging concern? An annoying inkling? Another euphemism for a suspicion?


  
    
  


  “Okay, maybe Tess is a lesbo. I heard her sister is…Do you think that’s hereditary?” After a pause, during which I heard Savannah’s jewelry jingle a shaking of her head, Rachel continued. “Then how do you know they don’t have a history?”


  
    
  


  “You really want to know?” She exhaled deeply. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but… okay. I asked him myself, all right? He said no. Actually he said ‘There’s not a chance in hell that’s ever going to happen. Not now.’ Just like that.”


  
    
  


  I listened, horrified, as Savannah changed the subject to handbags. The two girls used the stalls themselves, washed their hands, and left together while Rachel told this weekend’s “in the sack” story. Long after the giggles faded down the hallway, I realized I was still pressed against the door, resting my head there for support, one hand over my heart


  
    
  


  I should’ve been relieved that Savannah wasn’t going to buy into any bullshit claims that Christian and I “had a thing,” or were ever a truly serious item. She saw us the way we’d always portrayed ourselves: friends who love each other very much and have a special bond, but nothing more. Nothing kinky, no friends-with-benefits scenario. Just friends, like Kendra and I were friends, like Christian and Grant were friends. In that portrayal, I was either a lesbian or completely repulsive, according to other people. Good to know.


  
    
  


  If Savannah was finally the one girl unaffected by us, I really should have exhaled a big sigh of relief and gone about the rest of my day. Instead, I was crying. Alone, in a bathroom stall, sitting on a dirty toilet seat in my nice pants. At work.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER NINE


  
    
  


  I have to admit that it took a little while to peel my butt off the bathroom floor and go about my business. From there, it took another couple of days to get my shit together. Pardon my French. I guess Savannah’s conversation struck a nerve, or something, but I had too many people counting on me to let a few words of gossip fry my chicken. So back to work I went, without stopping to reflect on whether I was happy about that or not.


  
    
  


  Of course, going about my business was no small task, considering that Savannah dating Christian turned both my work life and my personal life upside-down. Most days, I was unaffected, but as the deadline for our publication came nearer and nearer, I kinda wanted to throttle her.


  
    
  


  The trick was to learn how to keep Savannah from Work and Savannah, Christian’s Girlfriend separated in my head. A difficult task since she seemed to want to talk about work while hanging out with my friends and, conversely, talk about Christian when we were at work. I stayed quiet until she’d squashed my last ounce of patience. Then one day, in the middle of a lengthy discussion between Savannah and our intern Claudine about what celebrity most resembled Christian, I finally had enough.


  
    
  


  “It’s like, if you took Brad Pitt—like, the hair and like, his general—I don’t know…” Savannah trailed off, mindlessly highlighting numbers on a spreadsheet.


  
    
  


  “His maleness?” Claudine jumped in. I rolled my eyes, pretending not to hear them and, you know, actually do my work. “Swagger?”


  
    
  


  “Swagger…hmmm, maybe. Tess, what do you think? Brad Pitt’s hair and swagger, Robert Downey, Jr.’s eyes?”


  
    
  


  I looked up from my proof copy of Prime of Your Life and raised my eyebrows at her. I did not want to ream her out in front of the other staff members, so I just quietly shook my head at her.


  
    
  


  “Christian’s eyes are blue,” I said, putting an effective punctuation mark on the topic. The conversation shifted back to more pressing, work-related issues and I waited until all the interns went to lunch before I spoke up.


  
    
  


  “There has to be a line here, Savannah.”


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered, head hung low. “I’m just so crazy about him, Tess.”


  
    
  


  My stomach rolled. “That’s fine. And…I’m happy for you both. But here, in these walls, we’re working and Christian doesn’t exist unless he walks through that door—” I pointed to the exit with one long straight arm and made contact with a solid, male body.


  
    
  


  “Ouch, Tessie!” Christian rubbed his left shoulder, where I’d poked him with my sharp, neglected fingernail. What woman has time to file when she’s big and important? “Ready for lunch, baby?”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Super. Having Christian on the premises—and not visiting me—only made the problem worse. I let her go to lunch early to spare myself further exposure to the happy duo. Of course, it didn’t stop there; it permeated every aspect of my life. Savannah was now included in nearly everything we did together, making us a five-some once more. Savannah & Christian, which sounded like a new brand of high-end cosmetics if you asked me, had become an inseparable entity. Kendra wanted to call them “Savistian” and Grant preferred “Christannah.” Anyway, whatever-you-want-to-call-them had already made appearances at an impromptu movie night at my house, a playground trip with Riley, and a small anniversary dinner for Kendra and Grant. Savannah had started quietly moving in on our events and traditions, very stealthily too. I almost didn’t realize she was there sometimes, until I’d say something to Christian and she’d laugh louder than everyone else. Suffocating in the sheer perfectness of it all, I needed to learn how to adjust.


  
    
  


  “She’s nice,” Kendra analyzed over the Cheer-Up Cheesecake she brought me one Tuesday. She did these things for Christian and me when she thought we could use a boost. She always seemed to know when to pull out that baking pan. “I really like her teeth.”


  
    
  


  “What?”


  
    
  


  “She has really white, straight teeth. It’s impressive,” she scooped a forkful of cheesecake into her mouth, then kept talking around it. “Must’ve cost her parents a fortune.”


  
    
  


  “Perfect dental work aside,” I swallowed my own mouthful. “What do you think of her? You know, now that you’ve had a chance to get to know her. It’s hard for me to judge because I already knew her before they started dating.”


  
    
  


  “Well, at least she’s not Marcy.”


  
    
  


  “Her eyebrows aren’t that perfect.”


  
    
  


  “No one’s are. Nor should they be,” Kendra proclaimed, another forkful aimed at her mouth.


  
    
  


  Also unlike Marcy, Savannah actually seemed to enjoy spending time with us. She wasn’t threatened by me either, which was an overwhelming plus even if it did irk me, and she absolutely adored little Riley. Any day now, I was going to get bumped as Christian’s official babysitting partner. Let Christian and Savannah play house all they want. I’ve got too much work on my plate to be worried about these things right now. Besides, no matter how many times Riley asked Savannah to play “gucks” with him, she couldn’t replace me as his godmother—at least I still had that going for me.


  
    
  


  We finished our slices of cheesecake in a handful of bites and I kicked back the end of my coffee. When our plates were scraped clean and loaded into the dishwasher, Kendra gave me a hug. “Feel better now?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah, I do,” I lied, smiling from ear to ear.


  
    
  


  “No you don’t,” she shook her head, wrapping up the leftovers to store in my fridge. “But thank you for pretending. What’s gotten in to you lately, anyway? Is work as bad as Savannah says?”


  
    
  


  Savannah had been regaling them all with tales about Marty and the office that I normally would have told. I should have been irritated that she took over my territory, but I was actually glad to be spared reliving my workday for an audience. As she talked, I tuned out, watching Christian’s every response to her and the way Grant squeezed Kendra’s hand in wordless affection.


  
    
  


  Being with two couples all the time got my brain thinking strange things as I sat in my solo-occupancy armchair and watched them interact. At the end of the day, I guess a job can’t give you a hug or ask how your day was. It certainly didn’t cuddle with you when you watched a movie or take care of you when you were ill. Jobs were great when you were at work, but left much to be desired once you stepped out of the office.


  
    
  


  “It’s all right,” I grimaced. “It’ll get better soon. Once this publication is off and running, my workload will lessen and I’ll have an actual staff to run it. For now, most of the work rests snuggly on my shoulders. But what about you? You’ve been a little weird yourself.”


  
    
  


  It hadn’t been lost on me that Kendra was acting a bit odd. Excusing herself to the bathroom at her dinner a month ago, falling asleep on every couch she saw, and passing on any and all alcoholic beverages, even at Birch’s after hours.


  
    
  


  “Oh, you know, just lots of stuff going on.”


  
    
  


  “Like a baby growing inside of you? That kind of stuff?”


  
    
  


  For a moment, she looked at me, stunned. Then she shrugged. “Let’s just say I have no comment on the topic.” I couldn’t blame her for being so discreet about it, given that she’d suffered two miscarriages before Riley. Waiting three months to make the announcement was a practical choice, except where I was involved.


  
    
  


  I tried to play it cool, even though I wanted to jump up and down cheering. “Well,” I said as calmly as possible under the circumstances. “When you’re ready, lay it on me. Until then, I’ll be secretly rooting for you both.”


  
    
  


  We hugged, she left beaming, and I smiled back at her. I straightened the cushions on the couch, ran the vacuum over the immaculate carpet, cleaned out the fridge, and ran the empty Tupperware through the dishwasher. I scrubbed the counters down and microwaved my Lean Cuisine Swedish Meatballs dinner for one. It wasn’t gourmet, but it was good enough. Honestly, I was just happy it didn’t catch on fire. I fell into my nightly routine easily, my thoughts drifting away from Christian’s new romance or Kendra’s new baby on the way. No, that night, my thoughts stayed strictly on myself and the life choices I’d made.


  
    
  


  Back before life at Prime, I’d boasted my own fair share of dates. Technically, I counted Rich Cusack as my first “real” boyfriend, during my junior year of high school. He was a senior with a reputation for roaming hands, one he quickly lived up to at the end of our first date. After a brief three dates with Rich, I moved on to date other types of guys, nerds and jocks alike. I was never really sure what I expected from a guy, or from a relationship. Although some of my relationships were more passionate than others, they were all marked by their brevity. Once I decided a guy wasn’t right for me, I ended it and kept the drama to a minimum.


  
    
  


  As I started to advance into the more complicated levels of my business courses and discovered my love for marketing, I started dating less and less. I replaced my fervor for finding the right companion with a passion for consumer behavior, focus groups, and marketing analytics. The closer I got to my career, the farther I got from my personal life.


  
    
  


  I’d never really thought about it from this perspective before. In the thick of things, I couldn’t see the subtle progressions. Nearly ten years out of school, I wondered if everyone thought I’d just given up on my love life and changed directions to avoid it. Working at Prime was never about avoiding what I didn’t want, it was about going after what I thought I did.


  
    
  


  Sinking into my leather couch, with nothing left recorded on my DVR, I flipped through the channels to see what was on. Baby shows, wedding shows, home-buying shows, and a Who’s the Boss marathon. Also, an infomercial for the Bow Flex. It was like the television gods—or high-powered marketing execs—were trying to send me a message: have babies, get married, buy a house, and exercise. And oh yeah, the quality of your life would be vastly improved with a daily dose of Tony Danza.


  
    
  


  A few more clicks of the remote and I located an old episode of The Bachelor. The season’s bachelor—some tall, dark and handsome guy with a dimple—doled out roses to his remaining prospective girlfriends. He called a name, handed her a rose, and kissed her cheek. These girls lined up to get picked to maybe be with this guy for the long-term. They’d reached a point in their lives where a single rose was enough to fuel the fires for a few days, keep their hope of love and happily-ever-after alive.


  
    
  


  It made me really, really sad for them. But it also made me feel really, really lonely… because even that half-wilted rose was much more than I had.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  I’d just about slept off all that lonely when it was time to go to work, throw myself back into a project that was slowly killing me, and prepare for another Coffee Wednesday with my now-taken friend. I wasn’t in the mood for any of it.


  
    
  


  Marty was already in my office when I got there. He’d taken it upon himself to lounge comfortably in my wing chair, one fat ankle propped on the opposite fat knee. There weren’t any papers or anything in his lap, so I deduced this was either a check-in call or a social call. I considered just turning around and walking out, but what was there to walk out to? This job was my life, for better or for worse. Marty, to clarify, was pretty much the ‘worse.’


  
    
  


  “Monroe, good morning,” he smiled, his beady eyes twinkling. “How is everything?”


  
    
  


  “Fine, Marty. Nice to see you.” I nodded to him, trying to go about my usual morning routine as normally as possible. I hung my jacket on the hook on the back of my door, placed my purse under my desk, and sat down. My message light was blinking, my email inbox was full, and a huge stack of layout suggestions needed to get down to the printer in, oh, twenty minutes. But all of that had to wait so I could kiss Marty’s ass a little more.


  
    
  


  “You, too. I wanted to check in on your progress. We’re presenting to the panel next week, so it’s especially important that everything be prepared as soon as possible.”


  
    
  


  “Well, we’re just about ready to finalize the test copy of the first issue. I think you’ll be really pleased with the design and the youthful feel we’ve accomplished. It’s fun and fresh, but also informative. I think it’s exactly what we’re looking for to reach this key demographic,” I rattled off all the right words, almost without thinking about them. At the end of the day, isn’t it always the same garbage over and over again?


  
    
  


  God, what’s gotten into me? If Marty hadn’t been sitting across from me, hanging on my every word, I would’ve slapped myself across the face. Wake up, Tessa.


  
    
  


  “That’s great to hear,” he looked genuinely pleased. “The board presentation is next Thursday, so I’m hoping that maybe we can get together Wednesday and go over everything together. Does that work for you?”


  
    
  


  I pulled out my planner and scanned the open time slots for next Wednesday. “Sure, I’m free any time after one.”


  
    
  


  “Great, how about seven?”


  
    
  


  “Seven?” I asked, unable to hide my surprise.


  
    
  


  “For dinner.”


  
    
  


  “A business dinner?” Clarification, I’d learned, was important around Marty.


  
    
  


  “Yes, right. Business dinner,” he took my hostile tone in stride. “To discuss this business matter.”


  
    
  


  Oh God, oh God. This couldn’t possibly go well for me, no matter what I did. “Yes, that sounds good.” I mustered a tight-lipped smile. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, Marty. I really have to get back to—”


  
    
  


  “Yes, of course.” He stood up and took a step toward me, but caught himself. There was a great big desk in between us. He made an awkward half-bow, half-curtsy movement around all his belly fat and then turned for the door. Once he was out of sight, I breathed for the first time in minutes.


  
    
  


  I had too many errands to run and messages to return to be bothered with this. I’d have to deal with it in a week’s time. For now, there were too many layout designs to approve.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  As though I hadn’t filled my awkward quotient for one day, my best friend was acting weird at Coffee Wednesday. I wanted to tell him about all the doubt I’d been experiencing as of late, but I just couldn’t find the right words to express my feelings. How could I define something I’d never felt before? So instead, I tried to stay quiet and let him do all the talking. It only took him about seven or eight minutes to catch on.


  
    
  


  “What’s wrong?”


  
    
  


  “Huh?” The quick break in a steady stream of words shook me from my daytime reverie. I straightened up, lifting my chin from my palm, and met his eyes for the first time since we sat down together. “What?”


  
    
  


  “Where are you right now?”


  
    
  


  “What do you mean?” I could feel my cheeks redden. It was bad enough that I’d tuned out his conversation, worse still that I’d gotten caught. “I’m sitting in Tosca’s, talking to you.”


  
    
  


  “Sure, physically that’s where you are. But my Tessie is miles away.”


  
    
  


  I sighed, considering an admittance of defeat. “It’s nothing,” I said instead. “I just have a lot going on. I guess it’s tough to concentrate.”


  
    
  


  “Sorry to bore you.” His voice was flat, almost hurt.


  
    
  


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  
    
  


  “What did you mean?”


  
    
  


  I slid back in my chair, thinking of all the places I’d rather be than here, having this conversation. “I just meant that I’m tired and my brain is overworked and I’ve got no room left for normal things.”


  
    
  


  “For your friends?” He tilted his head, studying me.


  
    
  


  “Of course not.”


  
    
  


  “But you weren’t listening to me just now.”


  
    
  


  “Yes, I was.” I poured more milk into my coffee, watching the white swirls cut through the blackness and spread outwards.


  
    
  


  “What did I say?”


  
    
  


  “You were talking about Savannah.” Usually Kendra was the one doing the cross-examining. “Why are you being like this?”


  
    
  


  “Because I’m trying to ask for your advice about this and you haven’t heard a word I’ve said. Are you thinking about work again?” His gaze narrowed and I sunk back into my chair, away from him. “I know you’re under a lot of pressure right now, but I’m worried about you, Tessie. Ever since that day.”


  
    
  


  “What day?” A fleeting moment of sadness cut across his features. Once he’d regained control, his expression was unreadable. “I’m not really sure what’s going on right now.”


  
    
  


  “Apparently.” He pushed back his chair, dropped a five dollar bill on the table, and kissed my cheek. Stunned, I let him walk away, leaving me with a half-filled pot of coffee and a very confused Mr. Antonio.


  
    
  


  But no one was as confused as I was.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER TEN


  
    
  


  Dinner at my parents’ house was never a pleasant occasion. Since there was no way to celebrate my sister Lucy’s twenty-fifth birthday without them, I bucked up and went. I was careful, as always, that my hair was neat, my makeup impeccable, and my clothes neatly ironed. I picked out something semi-casual that flattered my good points and hid my not-so-good ones. If I absolutely had to see my mother, the least I could do was disarm her big grenades. Yet even with less ammunition, she’d still find a way to fire at me. She always did.


  
    
  


  “Tessa!” she shrieked at the door. “Where have you been?”


  
    
  


  “Mom?” I faltered. I could never get used to her abrasiveness. “Hello to you too.”


  
    
  


  “You’re late.”


  
    
  


  “I’m always late.” I hugged and kissed her. Struggling to hold onto Lucy’s birthday gift, I squeezed past Mom into the hallway. Sometimes the best thing to do was avoid her, not take the bait. “Happy Birthday, Luce!”


  
    
  


  My sister was standing in the living room, a drink in one hand and a frown on her face. “I said no gifts, T-bag.” I shoved the box into her arms anyway and instructed her to open it. She pulled of the pink bow and stuck it on top of the dog’s head. My mother’s teacup Chihuahua Geronimo didn’t seem too displeased as he circled Lucy’s feet and barked ferociously at the crinkling paper.


  
    
  


  “Gerry, hush!” my mother tried, in vain, to calm the little beast. I honestly can’t understand how one dog could bark as much as Geronimo, how my father put up with it, and what on earth my mother saw in the squidgy little rat-beast. In my opinion, dogs had all the bad qualities of small children with only one good one as consolation: they were cute. And Geronimo was lacking any and all cute genes. My mother scooped her dog off the floor, cradling him against her cheek and saying, “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good boy?” over and over again. It was more affection than she’d shown my sister or me since birth.


  
    
  


  Lucy tore the last of the wrapping paper from her gift and turned it over. “A blender?”


  
    
  


  “To replace the one I broke last summer.” That was an interesting day of margaritas and mayhem, one easy to imagine given my history with kitchens. “So there, it’s not really a gift.”


  
    
  


  My mother shook her head at me. It was a well-known head shake, the one that said How disappointing that my daughter explodes kitchens, as if she’d ever cooked a meal in her life. Luckily for us, my dad was a pretty good cook so we didn’t starve as kids. It seemed I’d gotten my mother’s genes in that area since many nights spent with Emeril, Barefoot Contessa, and sometimes Rachel Ray—but only when I’m drunk—did absolutely nothing to improve my culinary skills. I still couldn’t pick up a spatula without injuring myself.


  
    
  


  My mother ushered Geronimo out the back door to pee on his special patch of grass, and Lucy dodged out the front door under the pretense of putting the blender in her car. I knew she was sneaking a cigarette and I half wanted to join her. Instead, I found my dad in the kitchen, happily manning a pot of tomato sauce on the stove. He stirred gently, inhaling the spices that opened up to his skilled touch. The whole house was filled with the delectable fragrance, but I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I was actually faced with the source of the smell. At least dinner would make the conversation—and the unpleasant company—more tolerable.


  
    
  


  “Hey Daddy,” I greeted him with a hug and a kiss, and he smiled at me.


  
    
  


  “You look beautiful, Tessa. Are you ready to eat?”


  
    
  


  “Starved!”


  
    
  


  “It’s just about done.” He tapped the spoon on the side of the big stainless steel pot and turned to me, concern in his eyes. “How are you?”


  
    
  


  “Good. I’m fine,” I mustered my grin, trying to look natural.


  
    
  


  “What’s bothering you?” It was no use against my father, who often regarded me with clarity far superior to even Christian’s. I looked right into his eyes, willing him to leave me be for the night, but he seemed unmoved. I’d been told all my life how much I looked like my father, but our stubbornness was as identical as our eyes.


  
    
  


  “I don’t really want to talk about it now.”


  
    
  


  “Nonsense,” he said, putting his arm around my shoulders. “I’m your father, I’m here to help.”


  
    
  


  “But Mom—”


  
    
  


  “Forget your mother. She loves you girls, she’s just not good at expressing it,” he squeezed me to him. This was a speech I memorized by about age nine. “So tell me what’s going on. Is this about a boy?”


  
    
  


  Bless my father, he still considered me young enough to date ‘boys.’ I didn’t want to break the news to him that I was knocking on thirty’s door, pretty hard too. So I just shook my head. His face changed a little as he took in my pained expression.


  
    
  


  “Well, let’s eat then.”


  
    
  


  When my mother returned, a new issue occupied her mind. “No friends tonight?”


  
    
  


  As my best friends, and favorites of both my parents, Kendra and Christian were the blessed beneficiaries of an “open-door” policy. If they wanted to come to dinner, at any time, they were always welcome. Helping me to cultivate strong friendships in my youth was one good thing my parents had done for me. As critical as my mother was, and as soft-spoken as my father often behaved, they believed in real love, healthy friendships, and good familial relations. Growing up, dinners together were a mandatory practice every night, no matter who had dance rehearsal or soccer practice or a budget meeting. More often than not, my friends would also be seated at their places at the table.


  
    
  


  “Christian had a photo shoot, Kendra’s not feeling well,” I answered shortly. Was it not enough for her that I was here? I checked myself, remembering how important it had once been to have my mother approve of anything I did, and let it go.


  
    
  


  Christian was supposed to come with me, but after our abruptly ended Coffee Wednesday, I texted him that dinner was canceled. I was such a gigantic liar, on both sides of the issue, the guilt was already consuming me. In reality, I just couldn’t handle everything from all points of my life in one room. I mean, the only one missing would’ve been Marty.


  
    
  


  “Oh, well that’s too bad.” Satisfied, she set about gathering plates and serving the spaghetti. Lucy brought out the salad, I poured the wine, and my dad expertly drizzled sauce on each pasta plate in a dance perfected throughout the years.


  
    
  


  We sat down together in our usual spots, my father and mother on opposite ends of the oblong table, my sister and I across from one another on the sides. My mother had set out the fancy dishes, the candles, and a gorgeous fresh bouquet of daisies, a springtime favorite at my house. As children, my sister and I often received daisies from my father for no reason at all. He said his girls were as beautiful as flowers, and he wanted to bring home the prettiest bouquet he could find to be sure we still were. In my apartment now, I displayed a fine collection of gorgeous garden shots throughout my home, all photographed by one Christian Douglas. He said it was his favorite flower to photograph because of the way the petals were distinctly separate but connected, the way they laid side by side but interlaced over and under. Daisies, he said, reminded him of us.


  
    
  


  I did not want to think about these things anymore, since my throat was starting to feel uncomfortably thick, so I braved conversation. “Lucy, how’re my little nieces?” I tried to love my sister’s cats as such, because I knew she’d gladly die for the little critters, but I liked cats almost as much as I liked dogs.


  
    
  


  “Good,” she grinned broadly, finishing a mouthful of spaghetti. “Meg’s still untangled, which is lucky since she’s still hunting in those stupid bushes. And Beth thinks my new planter boxes are a good place to hide dead mice. Otherwise, not much to report.” As one of those cat people, Lucy was also a disappointment to my mother. Cat people and dog people so rarely see eye to eye. In reality, which I could safely observe as neither a cat nor a dog person, they have a lot of similar neuroses that get them there.


  
    
  


  “How’s work?” Lucy ventured, the usual sure-fire way to get me talking at the table. I appreciated her trying to help me overcome the uncomfortable vibe emanating from my mother’s end of the table. My father watched us back and forth with a pleased expression on his face.


  
    
  


  “It’s good,” I answered curtly. “New project.”


  
    
  


  The last words hung in the air too long, and I tried to pretend I couldn’t read my father’s and sister’s bewildered expressions. They were waiting for more. By not providing my usual one-hour diatribe about the awesome things I planned to do, it became obvious something was wrong. I tried to cover it up with more mindless blabber.


  
    
  


  “It’s hard work, you know. I’m working on a new publication with a team of people, but I mostly spend the time editing and prepping my presentation. This will mean big things for the company, and hopefully for me if it all goes well.” I couldn’t inject my usual fervor into the words. I talked a big game, but I didn’t feel a single ounce of pride in my work for the first time. Ever. It was like a switch had flipped and I couldn’t be bothered anymore. I felt empty inside.


  
    
  


  What the hell was going on?


  
    
  


  My mother tried to save the family from the boring lecture on investment packages she anticipated was next to come from my mouth. “I don’t know how this happened to me.”


  
    
  


  We all turned to her with the same blank expression. “What, Mom?” Lucy bravely asked. I braced myself for the inevitable explosion.


  
    
  


  “I have one daughter obsessed with cats who’s that way and one daughter who’s so busy working that she’s never going to give me any grandchildren,” she turned to me. “Why does it have to be this way, Tessa? You’re my only hope, thanks to your sister.”


  
    
  


  “What ‘way’ am I, Mom?” Lucy stiffened in her chair, her face pinched like she’d swallowed the lemon zest in her ice water. My father dropped his napkin into his spaghetti.


  
    
  


  “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”


  
    
  


  “Then say it out loud. I’m gay, Mom. G-A-Y. Gay,” Lucy was standing up now, her birthday sufficiently imploding on itself. “I like women. And it has absolutely nothing to do with you.”


  
    
  


  “All right now, girls,” my father attempted from his chair. “This isn’t the time—”


  
    
  


  As usual, my mother steamrolled him. “Joseph, you stay out of this. I’ll fight my own battles. I’m tired of everyone’s life being in shambles. Once you both figure out that it’s time to settle down and have children, I’ll be able to move on with my life.”


  
    
  


  “Don’t hold your breath, Mom,” Lucy said, gripping the table cloth with two white-knuckled hands. “You don’t just wake up un-gay one morning and think, ‘I’d like to go find a nice man and settle down, pop out some babies.’ It’s not going to happen. And Tess has better things to do than make grandchildren for you to ruin like you’ve done to us! Right, Tess?”


  
    
  


  All eyes on me, now was the time to attack with my usual anti-Mom vigor. I spent a decade defending my career against my judgmental mother. I’d shouted any number of things at her, blaming her poor work-life balance as a mother for most of my major problems. My mother’s split focus was largely responsible for many of mine and Lucy’s shortcomings, in our opinion.


  
    
  


  That day, her anger and resentment was as heated as a lukewarm bath. It hung in the air around me, encircling my limbs and chest, touching upon parts of my body. Her emotions were directed at me, but not at me. Her eyes were sad, guarded. Her jaw was tight, but trembling. I saw my mother’s frustration in herself and all her failings as a mother for the very first time.


  
    
  


  Instead of screaming, I slowly stood up and walked toward her. She stepped back, but I caught her in a hug, my arms encircling her stiffened shoulders.


  
    
  


  “Mom, I know things were hard on you,” I squeezed her, sensing her tension ebbing. “But it’s not your fault. None of it is. Lucy is gay for Lucy, not in protest. And I work because I want to. We both love you, Mom. You need to learn to love us the way we are.”


  
    
  


  It felt very Hallmark-generated, that moment between us. I’d lived a long life of screaming to no avail; it just perpetuated the cycle. At my words, as cheesy as they were, my mother’s anger evaporated.


  
    
  


  “Oh Tessa,” she sighed into my hair, hugging me back now. When her tears dampened the shoulder of my sweater, I realized it was the first time I’d ever seen my mother cry. “Of course I love you girls, just the way you are. I just want you to be happy.”


  
    
  


  “Then just be supportive, Mom. That’s all we need.” I swallowed my own tears and just held her for a few more minutes.


  
    
  


  Lucy’s expression morphed from irate to a muddled look of sympathy and suspicion. Obviously, the sudden end to the argument had left her a bit jumbled emotionally, but I could see that she wanted this resolution as desperately as I did. My mother moved to hug her, and Lucy let her. It was awkward, but it was a start. My father, however, had his eyes riveted in my direction. He was studying me, no doubt trying to work out exactly what was happening to his eldest, and most emotionally delicate, daughter.


  
    
  


  The truth was, not even I had an answer for him.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  
    
  


  As I enjoyed another weekend at the office, I started to put all the pieces together. I’d been fighting the loneliness, the feelings of incompetence, and the constant urge to vomit for weeks. Ever since my damned promotion.


  
    
  


  I knew the life of an Assistant VP would be no cakewalk, but I hadn’t expected it to take such a huge toll on me. This project sure wasn’t expected, for one. My workload could crush the average human being. I’d planned to surpass the average human being in this regard, but with all these muddled thoughts clouding my head it was no wonder I’d been failing miserably.


  
    
  


  I needed a fresh start, a new beginning. The old Tessie was gone; this new one could handle anything and everything that Prime Investing, Inc. put into her path. Just you wait and see, Marty Bensen, you creepy, sketchy man. Tessa Monroe could handle whatever you threw at her.


  
    
  


  These things were easy to say to myself in the mirror, dressed in my fancy new clothes and sporting a drop-dead gorgeous new haircut. I’d spent a good chunk of my Saturday afternoon self-indulging, trying to pick myself up out of the rut I’d fallen into. New clothes, new hair, freshly painted fingernails and toenails, a soothing massage, that designer bag I’d been dreaming about… I splurged on all of it. In the moment, it felt great. When I got home, turned on the light and faced my echoing apartment, I started to fall apart again.


  
    
  


  “New Tessa,” I said to my reflection. “Enough of that already. It’s Monday morning, a fresh start, a new you. You are going to get your shit together and stop moping. This job is hard…” I trailed off, acutely aware of how ridiculous this exercise was.


  
    
  


  No, I reasoned with myself, this is good for you.


  
    
  


  “This job is hard,” I picked up again. “Harder than you thought. But that’s okay. It’s time to concentrate on you, on what you really want. If you want to be a VP, no more Marty and no more bullshit, it’s time to step up and make this publication your bitch. Got it?”


  
    
  


  No one answered, so my two selves just stared at each other for a minute. I looked—really looked—at myself then, and saw the tiny lines forming around my green eyes and at the corners of my mouth. I saw the white, pearly teeth prepared to flash my best presentation smile. I saw my auburn hair, now cropped above my shoulders and allowed to flow freely into its natural smooth wave.


  
    
  


  I also saw the freckles dusting my cheeks and nose, marring the porcelain tone of my skin. I’d once counted them all on a particularly boring day while stuck at home with the flu. I was eleven then, and tallied a whopping thirty-six freckles. By now, I probably had more, but I had no desire to find out. I refocused my vision, blurring the freckles into just a background pattern, and stared straight through my reflection’s eyes.


  
    
  


  “I can do this,” I promised myself, ignoring the sudden clenching of my stomach. “It’s what I’ve always wanted.”


  
    
  


  I waited a moment, checked that my earrings were in, my shoes matched, my hair pinned securely. I switched off the light, grabbed my keys and purse, and headed for the door. Another Monday morning at the job I’d worked for eight years. A job that was going to give me exactly what I wanted if I could just wait it out, fight onward, claim it for myself. Prime was the place I needed to be, Vice President Tessa Monroe was what I wanted to see on my door, and come hell or high water, I was going to get it there.


  
    
  


  It’s what I’ve always wanted. Isn’t it?


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Unfortunately, Jake Tisdale did not share my ambition. In the weeks since our first copy-related debacle, I’d taken a liking to him. In some ways, he reminded me of a young, misguided version of myself. He just needed someone to take him under her wing, show him the ropes, blah blah blah. I elected myself to that position and set about grooming him for bigger things within Prime and the marketing world at large.


  
    
  


  Here we were, two peas in a pod: Jake, a finance major who found himself writing marketing copy for a living, and me, a marketing major who had stumbled into the unknown world of finance and investment jargon. It made sense that we join forces to achieve the best in ourselves, and since I’d already started on my career path, I took it upon myself to get Jake where I was.


  
    
  


  “So what’s the point of this again?” Jake’s attention span, however, was nothing like my own. Nor, it seemed, was his level of personal motivation.


  
    
  


  “You’re a young, savvy finance major, right?” I decided to try a new tactic, on this third attempt at explaining the task at hand. “I want you to imagine you’re a new investor, around your age, who knows nothing of finance and investing.”


  
    
  


  “But I do know about that stuff.”


  
    
  


  “Right, but our readers won’t.”


  
    
  


  “Who’s reading this, again? Why?” He clicked and unclicked his pen on each word, rattling my nerves with every sound. Three or four more clicks and I’d be breaking the pen in half.


  
    
  


  “Young people who want to invest. I want you to create a quick and easy ‘Top Five’ list. If this goes well, it could be a permanent column for you.”


  
    
  


  “Top Five what?”


  
    
  


  “Anything. Five hottest stocks to buy, five trading tips for twenty-somethings, five reasons you need a 401k. We’ll call it ‘Jake’s Hottest Fives’ or something catchy. It’s the perfect way to put that finance brain to work—your own column. Anything you want.”


  
    
  


  Jake leaned back in his chair, hands interlaced behind his head. He threw his elbows out to the sides and stretched for several seconds. Then he yawned, loud and sustained, like a foghorn. At least he wasn’t clicking the damn pen anymore. With him occupied, I slid my hand across the table and removed the instrument of torture from his reach. He didn’t notice.


  
    
  


  “Anything I want.” He sighed, thought for a moment, and then sat up abruptly. “How about best five action films of the year?”


  
    
  


  I raised my eyebrows at him, not willing to dignify his childishness with a response. I’d straighten him out, eventually, although it seemed to take much longer than it should. I used to be able to stun interns silent and motionless with the tiniest glare. Maybe I was losing my touch.


  
    
  


  “I’m just kidding,” he muttered. “God.”


  
    
  


  “Tisdale, what the hell is your problem?” When I yelled, his chair rolled back several inches in surprise. “Get your head in the game or it’ll be on a platter on my desk tomorrow morning. I’m giving you the opportunity of your career, one you don’t deserve, quite frankly. Now, either thank me by spitting out the best damn Top Five column I’ve ever read, or I’ll reach up your ass and pull it out myself.”


  
    
  


  Oh my God. I’d finally done it. I’d become Marty Bensen.


  
    
  


  The rest of my Monday, in general, was a disaster. I tried to block it out, but Tuesday wasn’t much better, with Savannah following me around for nearly six hours like a needy toddler. The big wedding photography gig was coming up that Saturday and she wanted to dress to impress her ‘new beau,’ as she sickeningly referred to Christian. Honestly, they were so cute sometimes I wanted to vomit.


  
    
  


  “What should I wear, Tessa? It’s been a really long time since I’ve worked a wedding, or even gone to one. It’s an evening one, right? So a formal dress. Cocktail? Is black okay?” She said all of this between loud, crunchy bites of her salad—which, I learned, she was eating to make sure she fit into whatever she decided to where. When I didn’t answer, she turned to her pal Jeanine. Savannah knew everyone. “What do you think, Jeanie? Can people wear black to a wedding or is that too morbid?”


  
    
  


  We’d grabbed a quick bite between meetings in the break room, where I ate a lunch that consisted of stale coffee and a leftover donut from my last meeting with the design team. I also found a cheese stick I left in the office fridge the week before, which qualified as my daily protein. As I ate a disgusting combination of food without tasting anything, I tuned out the conversation and let Jeanine field all style-related queries. I wasn’t exactly in the mood, nor the mindset, to be discussing sequins and seed pearls, or whether shiny gold gladiator sandals would be acceptable at a spring wedding.


  
    
  


  I was trying to force my mind onto the last article I needed to write—something about commodity investments that bored me to tears—but other images kept butting in on my thoughts. Savannah in a wedding dress, walking down the aisle. Christian at the altar, beaming ear to ear. Kendra placing the bride and groom topper onto their wedding cake, a perfect replica of the happy couple. Christian holding his first born, brimming with pride, squeezing Savannah’s hand as she lay beautiful and barely fazed by natural childbirth. And me, watching them through the glass, all by myself.


  
    
  


  “Excuse me,” I mumbled, heading toward the bathroom. It was empty, thank God, so I locked myself into the nearest stall and threw up my make-shift lunch.


  
    
  


  When I threw up a second time, Savannah sent me home for the day, swearing up and down that I wouldn’t miss a thing.


  
    
  


  “I’ve got this, Tess. You need to get better for the presentation on Thursday. Go home.” She shoved some money into my hand and tossed me into the first cab to drive down Main Street. I called Kendra on the way, hoping for some anti-nausea remedy only Moms know about.


  
    
  


  “Gingerale?” she guessed. “Want me to come over and cure you? I can make Raoul take over for dinner service tonight. It’s about time he did me a favor.”


  
    
  


  “No, no, it’s fine. I don’t want you to catch this. You need to stay healthy and take care of my future niece or nephew. Got it?” She protested for a few more minutes, but saw my valid point and dropped it. I paid the cab driver and peeled myself out of the backseat. The bumpy cab ride refueled my nausea so it was a challenge to stumble up the front steps into my apartment.


  
    
  


  I barely made it to the bathroom for round three, which was equally as unpleasant as my first two bouts. I brushed my teeth, stripped down to a tank top and shorts, and dragged a pillow and blanket to the couch. No sooner had my butt hit the cushion, my cell phone rang.


  
    
  


  “Hey Christian,” I breathed into the phone, afraid the full volume of my voice would bring more lunch remnants up my esophagus.


  
    
  


  “Oh God, are you okay?”


  
    
  


  “Fine, fine. Kendra called you?”


  
    
  


  “Can I do anything? Bring you some gingerale?”


  
    
  


  I sighed. “I don’t want you to catch this either. It’s wedding season. Stay home.” I used all my last bits of strength to emphasize those words. Not long after we hung up, I passed out on the couch.


  
    
  


  The last face I expected to see when I opened my eyes was my mother’s, and yet, there she was. She was smiling at me, leaning over to brush her lips against my forehead, as though we’d been transported through time to a sick day home from school.


  
    
  


  “Mom?” I let my eyes refocus. She offered a glass of gingerale with the straw pointed at my mouth. I took a sip, sending the bubbles rushing through my digestive tract and into my aching, empty stomach. Already, I felt comforted by the sugar and carbonation. “What are you doing here?”


  
    
  


  “Kendra called. I got here as soon as I could. It’s a good thing too. You left your keys in the front door,” she smoothed on hand over my head, pushing the stray hairs out of my face. Then she felt my forehead with the back of her hand. “You must’ve been really sick.”


  
    
  


  I nodded, struck dumb by the lack of judgment from my harshest critic.


  
    
  


  “Well then, let’s get you healthy again.” Mom left the glass on the coffee table, next to a stack of magazines she’d brought me, and crossed the room to close the curtains on the darkening sky. I must’ve slept the rest of the day away, but I did feel better.


  
    
  


  As my mother banged around in the kitchen, I marveled at her. It had been a long time since she’d taken care of me and I couldn’t believe how naturally she fell into her old role. When it really mattered, when I really needed her… she appeared, just like when I scraped my knee or caught a cold as a child. Within moments, a mug of steaming soup and a tray of plain crackers showed up in front of me.


  
    
  


  “Do you think you can eat?” she asked, setting me up with napkins and a trash barrel—just in case. “You need some calories in you if you’re gonna be back on your feet for this big presentation.”


  
    
  


  I did as I was told, letting the warm soup fill me up one sip at a time. She sat next to me on the couch and flipped on the TV. I couldn’t remember the last time we sat completely idle like that, just being together. Having my mother close by, scanning the guide for something to watch, I felt even more warmth than from the soup.


  
    
  


  “Hey Mom?” She turned to me and smiled. “Thanks. I’m really glad you came.”


  
    
  


  She patted my knee. “Of course, honey. I’m your mother.”


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  
    
  


  I survived my twelve-hour stomach virus, thanks to my mother’s care, but the illness was only a temporary escape from my other problems. Somehow, though, being sick seemed to carve out new space in my brain for more important details and memories.


  
    
  


  It started when I slept that night, dreaming a mixed bag of thoughts about my mother and uncomfortable work scenarios. In one dream, Mom was taking on Mary head-to-head, trying to write me a sick note for a missed afternoon of meetings. In another, she packed the break-room fridge with chicken soup and turkey sandwiches so I would never vomit up a cheese stick again. As my subconscious rambled on and on, a tiny bit of my conscious brain recognized that my strained relationship with my mother had left a bigger hole in my heart than I’d realized. Despite the bizarre dreams, it felt really peaceful to see her as a positive force again.


  
    
  


  Somewhere in the middle of a dream where Christian and Savannah were hogging all the toys in my childhood sandbox, I shot up in bed. A white hot panic took hold of me, my heart pounding.


  
    
  


  Finn!


  
    
  


  I hadn’t fed him in—God, I didn’t know when I’d last fed him. I sprung from my bed toward the front hallway, where I’d specifically placed his bowl so I wouldn’t forget about him. Yet, every day I walked by his bowl on my way to work, too preoccupied to notice him. By the time I got home every night, I usually had tunnel vision for a quick dinner and my own bed.


  
    
  


  Poor Finn. I hadn’t so much as looked at him in days, so consumed was I by this stupid, stupid presentation. I couldn’t even remember to feed a fish and people expected me to have kids someday?


  
    
  


  “He’s only a fish, only a fish,” I repeated as I entered the hallway. Still, as I flipped on the light, I prayed that I wouldn’t find him floating upside-down. I was afraid to look. If I’d killed him, Lucy would kill me for sure. More importantly, I’d have a hard time forgiving myself.


  
    
  


  Finn was still alive, apparently impervious to my chronic neglect. Half of the water in his bowl had evaporated, leaving him a shallow two inches to swim in. he hovered in one place, his mouth opening and closing in a calmingly rhythmic pattern. I let the relief I felt translate into actions and carried the bowl to the kitchen. I ran the tap until the water reached room temperature and filled his bowl again. Instantly, he darted around, exploring each restored inch of his fishy territory. As soon as I sprinkled the food into the water, he gobbled it up. His increased activity reassured me, so I gave him an extra flake or two.


  
    
  


  “I wish I could give you cheesecake or something,” I said, pressing my nose to the glass to watch him. “Maybe fish food tastes like cheesecake to you. Is it good?” I sighed, watching his fins curl and swirl in the water. “I’m sorry I almost killed you. Again. I just have to live through this and get that promotion. Things will get easier from here, I promise. Thanks for sticking with me.”


  
    
  


  I relocated Finn to someplace where he’d be harder to overlook—my bedroom. Once I was satisfied he was alive and well, I dozed off again for a few last hours of sleep before another busy day. The key was not to think too much about my cruelty to animals or my all-consuming selfishness.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Another Coffee Wednesday disaster was brewing, no pun intended. While my mother’s nursing skills had cured me, I still entered Tosca’s with a raging migraine and some residual nausea. I suspected only some of it was due to my violent stomach bug. Somehow in the last few weeks, seeing Christian had begun to have a different effect on me. One I could not explain, but one that did not bring me any comfort. Since my nighttime encounter with Marcy back in April, everything felt strained on his end, and now since Savannah, I felt the strain on both sides of our relationship.


  
    
  


  I sometimes felt like the bond between us was starting to fray, but I couldn’t explain it. He greeted me with the same smile, hug and kiss on the cheek, but it was all different. He was edgier, more reserved. We didn’t joke around anymore, we didn’t confide in each other. I felt like I had to be someone else, posing as Tessa Monroe—in her body, with her friends, at her job. Invasion of the body snatchers and what have you.


  
    
  


  “Christian,” I said his name stiffly, not sure what tone to use anymore. “We should… talk.”


  
    
  


  “Okay, shoot.” He sounded relaxed, but I could see his eyes locked on mine, his jaw set in anticipation.


  
    
  


  “Have you noticed that things are a bit weird between us lately?” Oh God, that’s how you say it, Tessa? Way to be blunt and direct. Marty Bensen, why don’t you just take over my entire life? “I’m trying to figure out where we went wrong.”


  
    
  


  I took a deep breath, watching for his reaction. He did such a good job covering up his initial shock, I almost missed it. In a second, it was replaced by the calm, cool demeanor that had been my companion every Coffee Wednesday since Savannah arrived on the scene. I would have almost preferred to face the raging anger I received for trying to careen down the staircase at Kendra’s. Even if it was unpleasant, at least it was real.


  
    
  


  “It got weird…” I added lamely.


  
    
  


  “Well,” he crossed his arms over his pinstriped shirt, his eyes narrowed, zeroing in. “You set the tone here. I’ve been tip-toeing around you since I started seeing Savannah. I thought you supported us—hell, you set us up! And then the second we start dating, you want nothing to do with us.”


  
    
  


  “What are you talking about?” I heard the words, felt the truth in them, but certainly wasn’t going to fess up to something so cataclysmically not good-friend behavior. I liked them both, I liked them together, so there shouldn’t be a problem.


  
    
  


  And yet there was a problem. In the pit of my stomach, I felt a nameless twinge at the very thought of them together. I wanted something like what they had for myself. Was this jealousy? Regret? Either way, I couldn’t easily tackle them with Christian already in self-defense mode.


  
    
  


  “Well, let’s see. You rarely return my phone calls,” he held out his hand, ticking off the counts against me one finger at a time. “You keep coming up with excuses to back out of our plans.”


  
    
  


  “I told you, I have—”


  
    
  


  “Work. I know, Tessie. I know. But what about Friday dinner last week? We waited for you but you never turned up. I ordered an entire Hawaiian pizza just for you and where were you?”


  
    
  


  “The office.”


  
    
  


  “Exactly. Work, work, work. Tessie, this isn’t healthy. Let Savannah share some of the burden. She can take on some of the little stuff, give you more time to concentrate on—”


  
    
  


  “And let her take my job away from me too?” The voice sounded like mine, the buzzing of my vocal chords told me the voice was mine, but my brain and my mouth had not conferred before the words broke free. When my tear ducts jumped on board, it was all over. A Tessa Monroe waterfall.


  
    
  


  At the first sign of tears, he dropped the act, his shoulders sinking back down to their usual resting spot, his jaw relaxing. Christian dug into the pocket of his jeans and extracted a linty tissue, which he used to dab at the tears on my cheeks. “You’re my best friend. I need to know what’s going on.”


  
    
  


  I looked through his lenses into those blue eyes, my vision blurred by the tears, and thought about all the ways I could organize my jumbled thoughts. Something was eating away at my insides, something I couldn’t explain. It wasn’t just about work, or my friends, or perfect Savannah, or even Marty Bensen. It was all of it and it was none.


  
    
  


  “I just—I can’t—Oh, Christian, I—” But the tears gripped my vocal chords and I couldn’t get anything else out. I sobbed uncontrollably, afraid to look at him. I crumpled onto the table, soaking up the tears in the sleeves of my shirt and took shelter in the darkness I found there. Metal chair legs scraped across the tile just before Christian’s arms were around me. He lifted my head up from the table and onto his shoulder. I pressed my face against his shirt, no doubt leaving tear and mascara stains behind, and cried it out. He held me there until it passed, gently rubbing my back, his chin resting on the top of my head. I felt warm, safe, loved.


  
    
  


  And amid all those tears of pain and anger, I felt one thing above all else: happiness.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Marty Bensen, on the other hand, was not the cuddling type.


  
    
  


  “Monroe,” he said, once our entrees arrived. “I’m impressed with your dedication. I didn’t know you had it in you.”


  
    
  


  “Thank you, Mr. Bensen.”


  
    
  


  “Call me Marty, please. Can I call you Tessa?”


  
    
  


  “Sure, Marty.” I spooned a large amount of mashed potatoes into my mouth so I would be excused from talking for a bit. My business dinner with Marty was not going very well, and I would have preferred many things to this. Taking Lucy’s cats to the vet or changing Riley’s diaper when he had explosive diarrhea.


  
    
  


  “I must say, Tess, that I always find women who assert themselves to be very attractive.”


  
    
  


  A tea party with Hitler. Jet-skiing in molten lava. The dentist.


  
    
  


  “You have a rare gift for commanding attention.” He was still talking, his voice thick from the alfredo sauce he was inhaling. I decided in that instant that I much preferred it when he called me Monroe, given that his breathy pronunciation of my first name made me quite ill. I let him go on.


  
    
  


  “I just couldn’t help noticing, now that we’re working so closely together, that you and I seem to have made a special connection. Am I imagining it? I think there’s something powerful between us.”


  
    
  


  Your beer gut? At least, that was my initial response, which I later regretted not speaking aloud. In the interest of being diplomatic, and keeping my job, I decided to brush it off casually. “I think we have a great working relationship.” I stressed the key word in that sentence, hoping that noticing subtleties was among Marty’s talents.


  
    
  


  “I thought so,” he grinned, alfredo sauce dripping down his chin. It was true; this man had the social skills of Tarzan, without all that jungle charm. “I’m glad you agree.”


  
    
  


  “Listen, Marty, could we focus on the presentation for now? I’m eager to talk about my plans and see what you think. I’d really like to go over it together to ensure everything goes smoothly.” If subtle cues wouldn’t do the trick, at least I could distract him.


  
    
  


  “Sure, sure,” he said, a key of annoyance in his voice. Before coming to the restaurant, I’d psyched myself up by deciding I’d read too much into his invitation. Of course it would be professional, I thought, even Marty’s not that inappropriate. I launched into my description of Prime of Your Life’s first issue, noted his split attention, and concluded that yes, in fact, Marty was that inappropriate.


  
    
  


  “So we’re working to assemble content for future issues that will hit a full spectrum of expertise. This demographic is diverse in its understanding of financial investing, so we need to capture readers who have no experience as well as those who are already active traders,” I was saying, trying to ignore Marty’s open-mouth chewing. I reached for my giant handbag and extracted a manila folder. “I brought a list of the topics I’m suggesting for the next five issues.”


  
    
  


  “That’s nice,” Marty said rudely, glaring at his empty plate.


  
    
  


  “With all due respect, Marty, I was under the impression this meeting was for professional purposes only. Is there another reason you’ve asked me here tonight?” Might as well make him spit it out.


  
    
  


  “If we’re being frank with one another, as seems to be the case,” he said more forcefully, regaining some of the bullying demeanor I’d grown accustomed to these many years. “I’m curious whether this ‘special connection’ we have extends anywhere outside of the office. Particularly if you’re hoping to move up to VP anytime soon.”


  
    
  


  I ground my teeth together so my bottom jaw wouldn’t fall off. No amount of dreading can prepare you for a statement like that. I stuttered for a second, taken aback by the sheer disgustingness of the suggestion. This was my career, how dare he even suggest that I couldn’t get ahead without spreading my legs?


  
    
  


  “Mr. Bensen, I think we’re done here.”


  
    
  


  He blinked a few times. Did he really expect a different answer? Aside from the fact that this was completely inappropriate, all he had to do was look in a mirror to answer his own question. He wasn’t exactly charming, inside or out.


  
    
  


  Suddenly, he stood up, bumping into the table with his girth, and sending my water glass careening over onto the table. The contents of the glass exploded in my direction, drenching me, my brand new leather purse, and every business document I had with me. I jumped back, and bringing several tabletop items with me. “One wrong move, Monroe—”


  
    
  


  “I don’t think so.” I stood up, my sleeves sprinkling water drops in all directions. “You make one wrong move and I’ll report your ass to those Powers That Be you’re so afraid of.”


  
    
  


  “Good luck with that presentation tomorrow, Monroe. I certainly won’t be cheering for you.” His mouth snapped shut and he stormed from the restaurant, leaving me to cover the bill and apologize to nearby diners for the disturbance. As my mascara ran down my face for the second time that day, it was difficult to see where the positives of my life remained.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  
    
  


  I needed a win and I needed one bad. It had been a rough forty-eight hours, one that this “new Tessa Monroe” should’ve been ashamed of. I’d vomited, cried all over Christian, pissed off my boss—although, granted, that was more his fault than mine—and now I was a nervous wreck. Kendra couldn’t help me, although she promised to salvage what she could of my new power suit when I dropped by after dinner.


  
    
  


  “Do I look like a dry cleaner?” She raised an eyebrow at me, turning over the damp fabric in her hands.


  
    
  


  “I need to wear it tomorrow for the presentation. There’s no time to get it properly dry-cleaned,” I sighed, sinking into her couch. The sweatpants Kendra lent me were too comfortable; I wanted to take a nice nap right there.


  
    
  


  “Just wear something else.” She plucked a mushroom from the front pocket and held it up between her thumb and index finger. “Chicken marsala, Tess?”


  
    
  


  I groaned, trying to bury my face in a pillow. “There’s nothing else to wear. I bought that suit for tomorrow’s presentation. I’ve been wearing it all week for good luck.”


  
    
  


  “Eww! Did you barf in this?”


  
    
  


  “Can you help me or not?”


  
    
  


  “Maybe,” she chewed on her lip, examining the stains on my lapel. “You know, this is an all-time high for you.”


  
    
  


  I looked up from the throw pillow. “It could’ve happened to anyone.”


  
    
  


  “Oh, but it happened to you.” She shook her head at me, half amused and half intimidated by the mess of wine sauce, mushrooms, melted ice cubes, and possibly candle wax. Basically anything that had sat on top of that dinner table now decorated my gorgeous pinstripe suit. “It’s going to take a few days to get this cleaned, unless you want to smell like a candlelit Italian meal tomorrow. Are you positive you don’t have another suit? After eight years working in that fashion magazine you call an office, you must have something you can wear.”


  
    
  


  I thought of my “big-time” outfit right away. In fact, that suit had always brought me good luck, unlike the new pinstriped hotness Kendra was wringing out over the kitchen sink. I’d been wearing that to manufacture some good vibes for myself, but all it had done for me was contract a stomach flu, inspire a nervous breakdown over coffee, and prompt a sexual harassment lawsuit against my boss. That suit was a sham. The real good luck suit was the one I should be wearing. The one I would go home right that instant and lint-roll for—


  
    
  


  Crap. I left the jacket at Christian’s.


  
    
  


  When I turned up on his doorstep, wearing Kendra’s maternity sweatpants and a baggy Red Sox t-shirt Grant had worn far too many times, Christian was surprised. I’m not sure if it was surprise to see me standing there, or surprise at my attire. Either way, he wasn’t alone and I was clearly interrupting something.


  
    
  


  He stood in the doorway, not inviting me in, and I caught of glimpse of Savannah pacing the room behind him. Christian’s frown and crossed arms were enough of a message for me to make it quick and clear out. He didn’t even say hello.


  
    
  


  “You haven’t seen my big-time suit jacket lying around, have you?”


  
    
  


  “Why would it be here?” he snapped. Yup, definitely interrupted something.


  
    
  


  “I came by the night that—um—the night that—” I didn’t know if Savannah could hear me, or how much she knew about Christian’s ex, but I couldn’t just say her name. I needed a different approach. “The night after we had lunch together, the three of us. I came over to tell you my big news about the presentation but um—you weren’t here. And so I left. In a hurry.”


  
    
  


  I watched realization dawn on him, shifting his pinched expression to something closer to surprise. He really didn’t know that I’d come by that night at all… what happened between him and Marcy anyway?


  
    
  


  “Well, it’s not here,” he shrugged, leaning closer to me. “She picked up some of her things and left that night. She might have it, Tess. I’m sorry but it’s not here.”


  
    
  


  Savannah slammed a door somewhere inside his apartment, and Christian shot me a pleading look. “Okay, okay. I’ll go. Sorry to have interrupted.”


  
    
  


  I hurried out of there, a little embarrassed but mostly steamed. Marcy had my jacket, Savannah was interfering in my friendship, and I’d just walked in on something that I—well—I just preferred to ignore any thoughts of Christian and Savannah… like that.


  
    
  


  So on Thursday morning, I tore apart my closet in the hunt for something that screamed “Promote me, board guys!” There was no time to clean anything, track down thieving ex-girlfriends, or go shopping. I could either make do with what I had or go naked. I settled on a hybrid-look of the big-time skirt, a plain white shirt, and a colorful blazer from Ann Taylor that called just the right amount of attention to me. It was teal, the new business blue of the next generation. Although I missed my brand new power suit, the outfit made me feel like the old Tess again. The one who knew what she was doing.


  
    
  


  Moderately concerned about my early signs of split-personality disorder, I marched into work, past Marty’s office, and straight into my own. Nobody was going to mess with me today. I’d had my fill at dinner the night before.


  
    
  


  Savannah bustled around my office for most of the morning, setting up the layout boards and checking and re-checking that all the font colors were correct. I let her set the tone and she seemed happy pretending that I hadn’t turned up on her boyfriend’s doorstep twelve hours before. She looked a little sleep-deprived and puffy-eyed, but otherwise fine. I was relieved not to have to deal with an apology on top of everything else.


  
    
  


  Jake Tisdale made an appearance, tail between his legs, to wish me luck. The article he turned in was fantastic, so the screaming paid off. Marty’s tactics weren’t my style, but with results like these, I could see why he’d stuck with his approach for so long. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it, right?


  
    
  


  When it was finally time for the big presentation, I gave myself a pep talk in the bathroom mirror, straightened my collar, and marched into the conference room like I owned it. I am Tessa Monroe, future vice president and possible editor of this damn publication. A publication which has sucked all the life force out of me and dammit, I wanted it back.


  
    
  


  Savannah was on hand as my materials assistant, but the actual presenting was up to me. I stared at my audience, a group of stuffy board members, all male and all over the age of fifty. Only about half of them still had hair and exactly all of them were wearing a black suit with a white shirt and small-patterned tie in either blue or red. I had to convince these men that a fun, edgy publication was the choice of tomorrow’s investors with only a projector screen, some poster boards, and my charming wit.


  
    
  


  God help me.


  
    
  


  “Good afternoon, gentleman,” I smiled that pearly white presentation smile with my entire face. “My name is Tessa Monroe, Assistant Vice President of Marketing here at Prime. I’ve been charged with the task of designing and bringing to life an idea. An idea in the making for nearly three years, finally given a look and a name by my dedicated team. I really believe this is the future of investments, the way to reach the up-and-coming investors of tomorrow.” I hit the button on the pointer to flip to the first slide of my PowerPoint presentation, the cover of the first issue. A couple smiled, holding hands in front of their new home, a “Sold” sign blurred in the distance. The teal title bar framed the classic scene, a bold contrast that popped off the page. Each featured headline had been perfected after many painstaking hours of brainstorms and edits—and re-edits.


  
    
  


  “I’d like to present our newest publication, The Prime of Your Life, geared specifically toward the young twenty- and thirty-somethings who are just learning about investments, building their first portfolio, and saving for their own retirement. The theme of our first issue, as you’ll glean from the featured article titles, is ‘making smart choices with your finances.’ We’ve included real stories about first-time homebuyers using Prime’s services, as well as a test column by one of our top financial writers, which will give quick tips for new investors. We’ve also included articles about commodities versus stock investments and the benefits of bonds.” I gestured for Savannah to pass around the hard copies. “This is the final prototype of the first issue for your perusal.”


  
    
  


  So far, so good. I let myself breathe, watching their faces as they flipped through the colorful glossy pages that contained so much of myself. I should’ve been overjoyed to see my work getting smiles and nods, even a few excited whispers from the stuffy board members. Even Marty, sitting in the corner with a critical eyebrow raised at me, seemed impressed.


  
    
  


  Instead of reveling in triumph, I absorbed it like any other meeting on any other day at the office. I glided through the last few slides—ideas for future issues and focus group reactions—and then fielded some questions. As I concluded the presentation, relief washed over me in a wave strong enough to weaken my knees.


  
    
  


  I shook each board member’s hand as they filed out. “Excellent work, Ms. Monroe. We’d love to see your kind of talent moving up to the higher ranks,” said one, a husky man in a blue tie.


  
    
  


  “Agreed,” said his friend, a leaner man wearing glasses and a red tie. “Well done.”


  
    
  


  Marty stood by, absorbing the steady stream of compliments, each one further pinching his face. He was jealous, the sniveling jerk.


  
    
  


  Jealous of me: Tessa Monroe, future Vice President of Marketing at Prime Investing, Boston.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  On Friday, I did something bold, daring, and completely unprecedented: I called in sick to work just because I could. Because it was a gorgeous day in May and I wanted to enjoy the sunshine. Because I knew a certain little boy who needed to go to the playground with his godmother. Because Kendra deserved a break. Because I deserved a break.


  
    
  


  As I walked through the park, pushing a snoozing Riley in his stroller, I let my mind wander onto all the things I hadn’t made time for lately. The gym: I should take up running again now that summer is here. My friends: maybe I could “cook” a reconciliation dinner and beg forgiveness. My family: maybe a vacation was in order, just the four of us. And my life.


  
    
  


  Once upon a time, I had one of those.


  
    
  


  I let Friday pass me by, a calm and peaceful day. I took a bubble bath, read some of the novel on my nightstand—after I blew the dust off the cover—and tried to cook a steak for myself. It was tough and over-seasoned, but did not catch fire. For once, I just enjoyed being, not ‘being in a hurry’ or ‘being busy.’ Just being Tessa.


  
    
  


  I slept in on Saturday until some unnatural hour adults aren’t supposed to sleep until, only to be jarred awake by my cell phone. I hadn’t slept so late since I graduated high school.


  
    
  


  Groggy, I answered the call without reading the screen.


  
    
  


  “Tess! Oh my God!” It was Savannah. I shot straight up in bed, preparing for horrible news. “I need your help!”


  
    
  


  “What?! What is it?” Instantly alert, I bolted from my bed to find clothes. After several seconds of hopping around, I wiggled my way into a pair of sweatpants, then located one of my sneakers. I slid it onto my left foot, discovered it was a right-foot shoe, and switched. Then I jumped up and flew around the room, searching for its mate.


  
    
  


  Savannah was talking at great length, but I only caught the important bits. “The wedding, I can’t make it.”


  
    
  


  I stopped, my head in the closet, my arms elbow-deep in my tote of shoes.


  
    
  


  “I’m so sorry, but I don’t think I can even get out of bed. I think I caught that stomach thing. I’ve been throwing up since Thursday night,” she added a retching noise that brought back memories. “Didn’t you get my message at the office?”


  
    
  


  “I wasn’t in yesterday.” I extracted myself from the closet and sat back on my heels.


  
    
  


  “Oh, well I’m glad I called!”


  
    
  


  “Does Christian know? Why are you calling me?”


  
    
  


  “He doesn’t know yet,” she said slowly. “I wanted to see if you could sub in for me. I hate to abandon him, not without a competent assistant by his side. I’d feel so much better if you were there with him.”


  
    
  


  Competent, but not threatening. That was the subtext I heard.


  
    
  


  “This always happens to me when I’m stressed. My immune system takes a vacation and I wind up with some weird illness. I really hate it.” She made another heaving sound, this one for real, and I heard the phone clatter to the floor. “Sorry, I dropped you. I think that was my seventh or eighth vomit. Can you run out of vomit?”


  
    
  


  Now I was just concerned for her. “Have you seen a doctor? Are you going to be all right? Can I bring you some soup?” How lame, to offer soup. But that’s what you do when someone is sick, isn’t it?


  
    
  


  “I don’t want you to get this from me. What if it’s something different? Or its mutated into something stronger?” How noble of her, I thought darkly. “I’ll call the doctor now, I promise. But if this keeps up, I’ll probably be out Monday too.”


  
    
  


  “Don’t worry about that at all. I’ll take care of paying out your sick time. Just rest, okay? Call me if you need anything at all.”


  
    
  


  When I shut my cell phone, I wandered numbly into my walk-in closet. I riffled through my rack of dresses, collected for just this sort of occasion, and tossed them in all directions until I found the right one. Christian needed an assistant in about one hour. There was no time to waste.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  
    
  


  “Well, well, well,” I said when I found Christian standing outside the church, camera at the ready. “Don’t you clean up nice, Mr. Photographer.”


  
    
  


  Christian was one of those classy wedding photographers who showed up in a tuxedo, neatly pressed and impeccably professional. I had yet to meet a man who didn’t look smoking hot in a tuxedo. Well, maybe Marty Bensen. Him aside, tuxedoes are an instant hot factor for any man. Christian’s good looking already, so the tux just… Wow.


  
    
  


  He turned toward my voice, took a moment to register that it was me, and took my picture.


  
    
  


  “What was that for?” I said, a bit taken aback. He’d never done that to me before.


  
    
  


  “Consider it a photographer’s greatest compliment, Tessie.” Christian greeted me with a hug and a kiss on the cheek, then stood back to admire me. I’d chosen my favorite, a strapless black cocktail dress with an empire waist—it gave me actual cleavage. “That dress is amazing. Are you my gorgeous assistant for the evening?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah. Didn’t Savannah call you?”


  
    
  


  “She did, but I didn’t know if I was getting you or Kendra. Or Grant,” he chuckled. Because to Savannah, the three of us are interchangeable? Super. Anyway, I was thankful to him for jumping right back into our easy breezy conversation like the last two Coffee Wednesdays never happened. “Do you remember how to do this? I know it’s been a while.”


  
    
  


  “Of course I remember. It’s just like riding a bike. Carry the stuff and dish out the goods.” For the first few years that Christian was in business on his own, Kendra and I rotated duty as his assistant. I might’ve been rusty, but what’s so hard about lugging a bag around and handing him fancy camera parts when he asks? “Just do me a favor, big shot.”


  
    
  


  “What’s that?”


  
    
  


  “Get it? Big. Shot.”


  
    
  


  He rolled his eyes at me.


  
    
  


  “Fine, don’t enjoy my stunning wit.”


  
    
  


  “Don’t worry. I won’t. Did you want something or not?”


  
    
  


  I chose to ignore the dig. It just felt good to be myself again. The Old Tess, new and improved. “When we’re out there on the battlefield…” Christian’s eyes grew big at this metaphor, which he might have thought was excessive but I felt was more than apt. “Don’t use those fancy pants names for these pieces, okay? You want a really big lens, you say, ‘Tessie, darling, hand me that really big lens.’ Not, ‘Hey, you, give me a 12-3000’ or something because I have no frigging clue what that means. Deal?”


  
    
  


  “Deal, but I think you mean 17-300,” he said, chuckling. I stuck my tongue out at him. “You know, most of them are labeled, right?”


  
    
  


  “You know damn well when that Kodak moment happens, you’re not going to be patient enough for me to read labels, Christian. All right, enough out of you. We’ve got memories to capture.” I slung his camera bag over one shoulder and braced myself under its impressive weight. These things were heavier than they appeared. I made sure to pull up the front of my dress so the camera wouldn’t accidentally cause me to flash the guests, then wrapped my arm through his. Back at his side again after all these years. “Where to, boss?”


  
    
  


  We spent a fair amount of time in the back of the church, Christian snapping shots of guests, me serving as a human golf cart. I loved to watch him work. He knew just how to turn the camera to find that perfect angle, spin the flash bulb around for the perfect lighting, and wait for the exact perfect moment to snap the photo.


  
    
  


  Thanks to Christian, Kendra and Grant decorated their home with some of the most beautiful baby portraits ever taken. My daisy prints were pretty breathtaking too, as a matter of fact.


  
    
  


  After a while, just when I was starting to get bored, Kendra showed up in a gorgeous plum purple dress with a black trench coat slung over her arm. Grant, also stunning in a tuxedo, held her hand tightly in his. I’d forgotten they would be here today, as friends of the groom. They spotted Kendra’s friend Jay from college, whom I’d only met a few times and once had a mad crush on. I mean the guy was god-like, and I’m not usually one to ogle men.


  
    
  


  I tried to wave to Kendra and Grant, forgetting that about one thousand pounds of equipment was attached to my neck, and nearly toppled over. The clatter caught Christian’s attention as well as that of several nearby guests.


  
    
  


  “You doing okay there, Tessie?”


  
    
  


  “I’m fine. Really,” I smiled to prove it, then pointed toward our friends. “Just wanted to flag Kendra down.”


  
    
  


  Christian snapped a quick picture of them just as Grant leaned over to kiss his wife’s cheek, another intimate moment captured for eternity by my talented friend.


  
    
  


  “How do you know when to do that?”


  
    
  


  “Do what?” he asked, snapping a few more pictures as other guests meandered in.


  
    
  


  “Know when to take the picture.” I watched over his shoulder as he lined up the adorable toddler-aged flower girl in his lens, waited for a moment, and hit the button just when she handed a delicate petal to the equally tiny ring bearer. Five seconds after Christian snapped the photo, the ring bearer tried to kick the flower girl, who ran screaming for her mommy, and the moment was gone. And yet, it would never be gone, thanks to Christian. “Like that. It’s uncanny.”


  
    
  


  “Well,” he shrugged, making some adjustments in the final moments before the ceremony started. He checked his battery life, rotated a few things, and then looked me in the eye. “How do you know just when to place an ad to give it the most impact? Or what words will sound the best in a commercial? Or look the best on a billboard? We all have our skills. You, Kendra and I are all blessed that we’ve found ways to use our skills to make a living.”


  
    
  


  I wanted to tell Christian he was wrong about me. I wasn’t the marketing genius he and Kendra thought I was. Even if I was, it was hardly that impressive. They both worked at a practical craft that impacted lives in some meaningful way, Christian with his memory preservation and Kendra with her delicious creations. At the end of the day, my talent was for swindling people to give more of their hard-earned money to a giant investment firm, yell at a bunch of underlings that had done nothing wrong, and allow my ass to be not-so-discreetly admired by Jabba the Hut. If only I could break free from Prime and find the joy in my work again, as Kendra and Christian had both done. I longed for the kind of self-fulfillment they found in their work, but now wasn’t the time to start a heart-to-heart conversation. Let the man work, Tessa.


  
    
  


  When Pachelbel’s Canon in D began, the ceremony attendees fell silent, turning to the back of the church in one collective groan of wooden pews. The tiny flower girl toddled down the aisle, eating more petals than she sprinkled on the aisle runner, while Christian caught every moment. The ring bearer followed, then the bridesmaids, resplendent in a golden yellow that was perfect for a May wedding. The dresses were cocktail length, strapless, and finished off with a sheer band of field green around the waist and a peak of tulle beneath the skirt.


  
    
  


  The bride followed, her face framed by a halo of curly blonde hair and a delicate veil. She looked like an angel, dressed in a white, Grecian style dress, pleated like the creases of a marble column. A dipped neckline, fitted strapless bodice, and soft satiny skirt flattered her petite figure from head to toe. Her enormous smile lit up the entire church. Such beauty at weddings, in a lot of ways, made Christian’s job a cakewalk.


  
    
  


  As the procession glided past us, I spotted their hand-tied bouquets of daisies. The bride’s bouquet was a bit larger, with white and yellow roses spread throughout, and lots of greenery surrounding them. The arrangements, placed on either side of the altar on small marble columns, also brimmed with daisies, encompassed in baby’s breath and lush ivy leaves.


  
    
  


  “Hey,” Christian whispered into my ear, his breath disturbing the tiny wisps of hair at my temple and sending a chill across my skin. “It’s our flower.”


  
    
  


  Christian let me sit down during the ceremony while he danced around to take about a thousand shots. From my pew in the back, I admired the skillful subtlety of his movements. The way he crouched down out of the way so guests could take their own pictures, how he made himself invisible but still fully present, how he knew where to stand for all the best viewpoints. Meanwhile, the guests watched the couple exchange vows undisturbed, thanks to his stealth. I tuned in and out, fixated on Christian’s inherent covertness.


  
    
  


  When it was all over, I found Kendra and Grant in the crowd. She was trying to wipe away a tear without getting caught, so I slipped a tissue into her hand and started a conversation. Kendra hated when people saw her cry, even one tear, so it was my friendly duty to step in. Plus, her emotions were probably running fairly high at the moment, and no one could know that yet. When she recovered, she whispered a thank you.


  
    
  


  “So you’re helping Christian today?”


  
    
  


  “What gave it away?” I asked, pointing to the giant camera bag slung onto my shoulder. “Not this?”


  
    
  


  “I thought that was just your purse, Tess,” said Grant, who apparently thought he was funny.


  
    
  


  “No, this is my purse,” I gestured toward the bag on my other shoulder, a stylish bargain in a deep burgundy that contained basically my entire life. Grant took it in, raising his eyebrows incredulously.


  
    
  


  “Oh be quiet, Grant. A woman is entitled to carry as big a purse as she likes. You’re just jealous because it’s not socially acceptable for you to carry a purse.” I stuck my tongue out at him.


  
    
  


  “You do carry huge purses, Tess,” Kendra said. “Remember when we had that talk about the difference between a clutch and a duffel bag?”


  
    
  


  “Whatever, guys. I’m working now.”


  
    
  


  I promised to catch up with them later and rushed down the aisle to a beckoning photographer in need of something I couldn’t pronounce. I made him point to it before I handed it over.


  
    
  


  “This is what I get for hiring a novice,” he shook his head, twisting and turning some other camera parts that had no clear purpose to me. Then he took off his jacket, handed it to me, and rolled up his sleeves. “One day, I’m going to teach you all I know, young grasshopper. For today, sit over there and get cozy, I’ve got quite a few shots of the wedding party before we get any hors d’oeuvres.”


  
    
  


  I sighed, as I slinked into an empty pew and propped my elbows on the back of the bench in front of me. If I remembered correctly, waiting for portraits was the dullest part of the day for a photographer’s assistant. It would’ve been nice of Kendra to keep me company, under the circumstances.


  
    
  


  “Tess? Tessa Monroe?”


  
    
  


  I looked up to see a vaguely familiar face, her red hair in a sleek bob. Paired with her yellow and green bridesmaid dress she kind of resembled a woodland fairy, minus the wings. “Mackenzie Burke,” she smiled, shaking my hand. “We went to junior high together.”


  
    
  


  “Oh, right! It’s nice to see you again! What are you doing here?”


  
    
  


  She gestured up and down the length of her dress, waving the bouquet. “Bridesmaid.”


  
    
  


  “Ah, I see.”


  
    
  


  “Kimmy—that’s the bride—was my college roommate. We’ve been friends ever since. How about you? Do you know Patrick?”


  
    
  


  “Patrick?”


  
    
  


  “The groom.” She frowned. “I’ll take that as a no.”


  
    
  


  “Oh, no,” I smiled weakly. “I’m standing in as the photographer’s assistant for the day.”


  
    
  


  “That photographer? Isn’t that Christian Douglas?”


  
    
  


  “Um… yes.”


  
    
  


  “The little nerd with the big-rimmed glasses from school? Wasn’t he always quoting Star Wars or Star Trek or something?”


  
    
  


  “Trek,” I said pointedly. All these years spent with Christian made me just as sensitive to how easily people interchanged the two. There’s a big difference, people. “And yes, that’s him.”


  
    
  


  “I can’t believe it! And you work with him, you lucky bitch.” She was staring after him in that voracious, man-eating way so many women did. “My God... That must be distracting.”


  
    
  


  I wrinkled my eyebrows. Christian? Distracting? I looked at him, taking command of the bride’s family, posing a grandmother here and a brother there, like the masterful conductor of an orchestra. It was distracting how talented he was, sure, but I didn’t think I quite understood her point.


  
    
  


  “Why do you say that?”


  
    
  


  “He’s painfully fucking hot,” Mackenzie whispered, obviously aware this was not church-appropriate language. “I was having a pretty hard time concentrating on the vows with him prancing around.”


  
    
  


  I looked again, trying to see Christian the way other women did. This wasn’t the first time someone commented to me about his looks, but when you grow up knowing someone, it’s so easy to see only their good heart and the things inside that make them special. Not to sound like a cheesy after-school special, but I loved my friends for who they were, not what they looked like. With a different pair of eyes, I inspected him from head to toe.


  
    
  


  A new version of Christian started to emerge, where familiar details took on new scrutiny. The tousled hair that was both tidy but deliciously unkempt, his rolled shirt sleeves exposing a toned pair of forearms that flexed as he maneuvered the camera, the way his suit pants hugged his waistline before dropping to the floor. When he bent over to talk to the flower girl, I truly saw his ass for the first time in my entire life.


  
    
  


  Wow, Christian. Nice work.


  
    
  


  “Huh.” The constant flock of women suddenly made sense. “I guess I just never noticed before.”


  
    
  


  Mackenzie scoffed, condemning me insane. When Christian turned towards us, looking for the missing bridesmaid to complete the shot, my back straightened. The movement, though small, was enough to catch his eye and we smiled at each other across the church. I suddenly felt very funny. Funny in a way I hadn’t felt in a very long time.


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  I got drunk at the wedding. Not the kind of drunk where you’re lying on the floor unconscious and you die from choking on your own vomit. More like the kind of drunk where you say things you shouldn’t, do things you shouldn’t, and sometimes dance on tables.


  
    
  


  It wasn’t like me to drink on the job, but since Christian was the one bringing me the drinks, it seemed okay. Kendra and Grant helped too, as though the general consensus was that I needed to be drunk enough to forget my name, address, and place of employment. I suspect they just wanted me to really relax and leave work behind me for one night. I could’ve told them I was already doing that. To be honest, a night without Savannah kept me focused on things outside Prime quite easily.


  
    
  


  At some point, I made friends with the bride and groom, who I deemed the cutest couple in the universe. I wanted to pinch their cheeks, which I think I might have actually confessed to them. As far as I know, I did not pinch anything. They were college sweethearts who met in French class one day, thanks to a mutual friend, and they regaled me with the tale over a drink.


  
    
  


  “You see,” I was saying, poking the bride in the shoulder. “You see. These are the love stories that no one hears anymore. You guys are just, wow. You. Guys. I think you’re necklace matches your eyes, Kimmy. Did you know that?”


  
    
  


  “Um, thanks,” she replied, her eyes darting behind me. “Do you know where Christian is?”


  
    
  


  “Why would I know that?” I demanded. “I’m not his girlfriend or anything.”


  
    
  


  “But you are his assistant,” said the groom. Peter? Paul?


  
    
  


  “Hahaha! You need a Mary!”


  
    
  


  The happy couple lost interest as my blood alcohol level increased, and eventually wandered off to greet other guests. Christian was on the dance floor taking candid shots, surrounded by a flock of dateless girls. They danced around him, pretending to just—oops!—accidentally bump into him, but I saw what was really going on.


  
    
  


  “All right, move it,” I plowed through them. One girl’s gigantic stiletto heel slid out from under her and she toppled over, bringing down the rest of them like dominos. Only the photographer survived, but I noticed, for once, that he wasn’t taking any pictures of the events unfolding before his lens. I reached out for him. “Christian! I got you. Come on!”


  
    
  


  He didn’t look happy to be rescued. “What are you doing?”


  
    
  


  “I’m saving you. From the skanks!” As I said this, a pair of hands wrapped around my arm and whisked me away. It was Kendra, who was always on drunk Tess patrol at such events. Normally, she herded me into the ladies’ room anytime I said or did anything inappropriate and poured water, coffee, or whatever else was handy down my throat. On this particular occasion, she locked me in a stall before I had time to protest. A bottle of Poland Spring flew over the door and whacked me in the head.


  
    
  


  “Let me out of here! I’m supposed to have a break dancing contest with the bride’s grandma!” I banged on the wall of my isolation chamber. “I didn’t do anything wrong. This isn’t fair!”


  
    
  


  “She had her hip replaced six months ago!”


  
    
  


  “But she promised me!”


  
    
  


  The door clicked open and Kendra’s scowl came into view. She wasn’t letting me out any time soon. “Drink that!” she pointed to the water in my hand. “Anyway, that’s not why you’re in here. I think you have something to tell me. Now talk.”


  
    
  


  “Huh?” I plopped onto the toilet seat, careful to keep my dress out of the water. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  
    
  


  “Yes, you do,” Kendra crossed her arms, leaning against the frame of the stall. If I’d been sober, I probably could’ve pushed past her and made it to safety. I wasn’t sober, so this pair of heels stayed put. Instead, I gave in and drank some water. “What was that back there? With Christian?”


  
    
  


  “They were molesting him. Like a pack of wild monkeys.”


  
    
  


  She fought a smile, forced seriousness back into her features, and looked at me sternly. It was the same look she gave Riley when he put crayons in the DVD player. “Tess, this is his job. He always gets felt up on the dance floor, while also shooting awesome pictures, then we laugh about it while he swears up and down that the drunken sluts are his least favorite part of the job. We’ve done this a hundred times!”


  
    
  


  “Oh God,” I suddenly straightened up as a horrific thought struck me. I almost dropped the water bottle. “I’m a drunken slut.”


  
    
  


  Kendra groaned. “What’s gotten into you lately?”


  
    
  


  “Work is—”


  
    
  


  “No,” she grabbed my arm. I dropped the water this time, but the cap was on. It rolled underneath the stall partition and into the far wall, three or four stalls away. “Work is nothing. I need you to look me in the eyes right now and answer a question for me.”


  
    
  


  “Come on,” I wriggled free of her grasp. “I’m tired and drunk and I don’t want to talk right now.”


  
    
  


  “Quit whining,” she gave me another look usually reserved for a cranky Riley. “Remember how I told you not-in-so-many-words that I’m having a baby?” I nodded, thrilled to hear her say the words aloud. Now was not the time for the new-baby dance. “It’s because I trust you, I care about you. I love you. I knew you’d understand all the crazies in my head. Now I think you’ve got the crazies in your head and I want to help you. You’re my best friend, but I’m yours too.”


  
    
  


  I nodded again, this time biting back tears. She hugged me tightly, which seemed awkward in the ladies’ room, but I went with it. Then she stepped back, holding my hands in hers, and looked right into my eyes.


  
    
  


  “So answer a question for me. Yes or no is fine.”


  
    
  


  “Okay.” I held my breath, not sure what was happening here. I had no reason to suspect it was bad, but I couldn’t fight the feeling of dread rising up from my stomach.


  
    
  


  “Are you in love with Christian?”


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  
    
  


  I suddenly needed that water bottle. My throat dried, my voice evaporated, my pulse quickened. Dehydration. Yeah, good excuse.


  
    
  


  “Well?” Kendra persisted. “Yes or no?”


  
    
  


  “I—I—You—He—” At least I’d found my voice. Finding the words was an altogether different problem.


  
    
  


  “Those are pronouns, not answers. Spill it, Tess. I kinda need to know, okay? As your official monkey-in-the-middle for twenty years, I deserve some answers.”


  
    
  


  “Huh?”


  
    
  


  “You are so dense sometimes, it’s unreal.”


  
    
  


  I crossed my arms, fighting the shivers of the over-air-conditioned hotel bathroom. I pushed passed her to search the amenity basket—provided, with love, from the bride and groom, according to the ribbon—for some mouthwash or some gum. Anything.


  
    
  


  “Are you not aware that you’ve been in love with him for your entire life?”


  
    
  


  I found some gum, which I popped from the tin foil pod and crushed between my teeth. Yuck. Spearmint. I spit it out in the trash. “Can we do this somewhere else? Like, not in a bathroom?”


  
    
  


  “I think now works.” She placed a hand on my shoulder and our eyes connected. “I’ve wanted to do this for a long time. If you can’t see it, someone needs to beat you until you do.”


  
    
  


  “Let me guess. You called a meeting with yourself, voted, and eked out a victory as ‘chosen interrogator?’”


  
    
  


  She crossed her arms at me this time, lowered her eyebrows, and leaned into the wall. “I am pregnant, wearing heels, and getting hungrier by the nanosecond. So you listen here, Tessa Monroe,” she sounded angry, so I listened. “I watched you pine for him in high school, convince yourself that he wasn’t your type. Then I watched you pine for him in college, hundreds of miles away from each other, flinging yourself at every guy you could find and regretting that every one of them wasn’t Christian. And then after college, I thought ‘Oh good, they’ll get together now that they’re adults and mature and back in the same state.’ But no! Tessa Monroe needs a career, ladies and gentlemen, so she can’t see the obvious, right in front of her face.”


  
    
  


  The palm she held inches from my face was pretty clear.


  
    
  


  “That’s not fair, you know. It’s not just me. Christian’s not interested in me. Maybe he was, once upon a time, but he’s been parading girlfriends in front of me for years.”


  
    
  


  “How is that any different from your own behavior in college? Have you ever asked him how he feels?” I shook my head, my eyes scrutinizing the mauve floor tiles. “Maybe you should.”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Of course, after a conversation like that, how does one go about ‘acting normal’ around the person in question? When I met up with Christian again, I let him fuel me with more alcohol and stuttered an apology for my attempted rescue. He took it in stride, but made himself busy in other locations with candid shots until it was time to go home. Despite my rules about not drinking out of loneliness, sadness, or boredom, I must confess to having one martini for each problem. Between drinks, I tried to pass time on the dance floor and chatting with a few guests, some of them old friends from high school.


  
    
  


  Then it was over. The music stopped, the lights came up, and everyone dashed for the exit. I packed up the equipment, slung it over my shoulder, stumbled for a few paces, and then started my rounds. I said goodbye to the happy couple, who looked all star-struck and romantic, then gave hugs to Grant and Kendra, who just looked exhausted. Ah, the path of love was a weary one, indeed, I marveled in my half-drunken brain. I crossed the empty dance floor to find Christian, packing up the last of his camera parts—whatever they were called.


  
    
  


  “Nice work, boss,” I decided to pretend nothing happened in the bathroom and my world had not been rocked by the most aggressive Cupid on earth. Bathroom? What bathroom?


  
    
  


  “Thanks for your help, Tessie,” he smiled at me, that same familiar smile I’d delighted in for over two decades. It still brought me warmth after all that time.


  
    
  


  We were the last to leave the hall, except for the catering staff, and I regretted not having the time for a dance together during the reception. Just one dance, for old time’s sake. Who knew where it would go?


  
    
  


  Except for one tiny problem, which hit me acutely in the stomach like a right hook: Savannah. Because of my uncanny match-making skills, Christian would never ever be interested in me ever. Ever. I didn’t even know if I was ready to start thinking about telling Christian how I felt—if I felt what I thought I felt—and already I was road blocked. By myself.


  
    
  


  Shakespeare would’ve been proud.


  
    
  


  As all of these thoughts warred with one another inside my aching head, I followed Christian wordlessly across the foyer and to the elevator. I wanted to grab his arm to stay steady, but I suddenly felt self-conscious about everything I did around him. He hit the button and stood staring at me for a minute, then looked relieved when the bell dinged the elevator car’s arrival.


  
    
  


  I followed him inside, or rather, tripped into the elevator. He caught me—and his equipment—and chuckled quietly. If all else fails, I could always lighten the mood with my clumsiness.


  
    
  


  “I got you something,” Christian said as he hit the button for the ground floor.


  
    
  


  We settled against the back wall of the elevator after the doors closed and he slid his arm around my shoulders. My heart beat violently against my ribcage as I replayed my conversation with Kendra in my head. Oh God, I’d been so obvious all this time! Obvious to everyone but myself. Being close to him, close enough to inhale his cologne, to look up and see his jaw and chin, the side of his face, the curl of sandy brown hair at his temple—it was too much for my nervous system to process. I’d never known before how perfectly I fit here, how my head just reached his shoulder and my waist curved at his wrist.


  
    
  


  Because I wasn’t supposed to be standing there at all. This was Savannah’s spot. I was usurping Savannah, after all the pains I’d gone just to get them together! What an idiot I’d been.


  
    
  


  “Here. For you, Tessie.” He presented me with one single daisy with a broken stem, no doubt plucked from a centerpiece or bouquet. My heart stopped beating and leapt into my throat.


  
    
  


  “For me?” Awed, I took the daisy from him and lifted it to my nose. I inhaled the gentle fragrance, letting it fill me with emotions I never expected to feel in an elevator with my oldest friend. What was happening to my life? “Oh, I love that smell.”


  
    
  


  He lowered his head to the flower, breathing in deeply, closing his eyes to enjoy the fleeting scent of the delicate blossom. It must’ve been something about the daisy, or watching his complete reverence for something I loved so much, or possibly just that his eyes were closed. Or maybe it was the martinis. But who cares?


  
    
  


  I kissed him, in one perfect moment of stupidity.


  
    
  


  The very instant our lips connected, everything changed. The daisy was forgotten, Christian’s hands were in my hair, I was pressed up against the wall of the elevator as my own hands desperately found their way up into his tuxedo jacket. A willful force, driven by a thousand missed chances from the past, took over my body. I’d forgotten how soft Christian’s lips were, how firmly his hands caressed my skin that night in the pool. All the emotions I’d experienced in the ten years since seemed to erupt, a dormant volcano waiting for precisely this moment. I gave in to him, his hands, and his lips. All of it familiar and new at the same time.


  
    
  


  When the elevator bell announced our arrival on the ground floor, we froze. Christian broke away from me, leaving me slumped against the wall and unsure how well my knees would support my body weight. He pounded a thumb into the Stop button before the doors opened.


  
    
  


  “Tessie,” he said breathlessly, still plastered against the opposite wall of the elevator. “I’m sorry, I don’t know—I just—Wow. Tess, we can just—”


  
    
  


  Oh God, what had I just done? “Christian, I—” We were stuttering together, neither of us making any sense. Things were going downhill quickly and I needed to get out of the elevator before I died of embarrassment. I hit the Open button and the doors sprung apart, which stopped Christian mid-stutter.


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened,” I stood with one foot on either side of the door frame, half-in and half-out. I searched his face for the answer and found a man torn apart. I could read the grief there, the confusion, the pain. If I’d kept my lips to myself, we would have gone about our lives the way we always had. Now, I was doing to him what all those past women had done—breaking his heart. I saw it reflected in those perfect, blue eyes.


  
    
  


  What a shitty friend I turned out to be.


  
    
  


  “I shouldn’t—” A lot of words wanted to come out, but got clogged together in my throat. I turned on one heel, eyes glued to the floor, and walked through the lobby to the front door. He yelled after me a couple of times and while my heart leapt at the sound of it, my head told my feet to move on.


  
    
  


  Whatever I could’ve been to Christian romantically, I was his best friend first. Best friends don’t rip each other’s hearts in half like I’d just done.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  The chilled night air—because even May is cold in New England sometimes—evaporated any remaining alcohol in my system. Along with the cold, my body crumpled with crushing guilt. How could I have done this to a man I cared so much for? Who cares how I felt? It wasn’t fair of me to try to change things. I’d missed my chance a long time ago. And there Christian was, ready to start a new life with the perfect woman, and I throw a wrench into his plan.


  
    
  


  I was so angry at myself, I could scream.


  
    
  


  Instead, I caught a cab home. I walked into my apartment, switched on the light, and stood absorbing the silence with my eyes closed. It was particularly oppressive after all I’d been through. To chase away the demons, I locked up my liquor cabinet and headed to the bathroom for a long, hot bath in my cranberry-scented bubble bath. I tried painting my toenails hot pink to cheer myself up, a trick I used since high school, but that didn’t work. The memory of Christian once helping me pick out a new shade of hot pink in the drugstore when we were eighteen was a real killjoy.


  
    
  


  So I tried eating instead, digging out the very last slice of my Cheer Up Cheesecake from Kendra. I’d been saving it for something truly catastrophic, something of this magnitude. Even though it was dry from sitting in the fridge too long, I ate the whole piece and pretended it was the most damn delicious thing I’d ever consumed.


  
    
  


  Eventually, there was nothing left to do to keep my thoughts at bay. As usual, I was too late, the last one to know what was going on. I’d sworn off a family to avoid my mother’s mistakes, sworn off Christian because we wanted such different things. Instead, I tried to fill the empty space with a job. Look at me—I said to my reflection in the full-length mirror on my closet door—my mother wasn’t great, but I turned out okay. I had great friends, a good career, and a good ‘head on my shoulders’ as my grandmother would’ve said before she passed away. She’d been a good mother, so it was there, that maternal gene, somewhere in my DNA.


  
    
  


  I thought about all those boyfriends that hadn’t fit what I was looking for. I’d been comparing them to Christian all the time, without even noticing. He’d been my standard, one no man could meet, an apple in a basket of oranges. None of them were right for me because they weren’t him. The realization sat like lead in my stomach—or maybe that was the cheesecake—and I suddenly wanted to go to the gym and run for three days straight. At least no one would look for me there.


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  
    
  


  When Marty called me into his office on Monday, it was the ideal way to start my week A good screaming fit would be the icing on my crappy weekend cake, so I went in without reservation. Let him do his worst; it couldn’t make me feel any angrier, guiltier, or whatever, than I did already. At least if he was a total asshole to me, I could turn around and report him for all that sexual harassment. That would be kinda fun.


  
    
  


  “Monroe, have a seat,” Marty said, pacing back and forth. It was his angry dance, reserved for special occasions because of all the calories it burned. “I’ve received some rather disturbing news that concerns you. News I’m not happy to report.”


  
    
  


  Who knew declining a sexual advance in the workplace could incur so much hostility? I wanted to ask him to just spit it out already, but there was no reason to make him talk any faster. I didn’t have anywhere to be…ever.


  
    
  


  “Stan Liske, Prime’s CEO, called about your little presentation,” he stopped pacing. I looked up at him, and the hatred in his eyes. “Stan’s offering you a Vice President position. If you accept, you’ll be running the magazine, which will be produced quarterly, and heading up your own team at the main office.”


  
    
  


  Main office? But the main office was in…


  
    
  


  “Of course, you’ll have to move to Chicago,” he smiled, as we’d finally reached the one piece of news he enjoyed. He was getting rid of me. Touché, Marty Bensen. Touché.


  
    
  


  But, Chicago? What did I know about Chicago?


  
    
  


  “I need to know if you’re taking the job or not by the end of the day.”


  
    
  


  I nearly fell out of my chair. “Today?”


  
    
  


  He nodded smugly. How was I going to make a life altering decision in three hours? I stopped then and thought about it. I’d miss everyone, but this was my big chance. A real opportunity for a new start, a new life. A life away from the love I couldn’t have.


  
    
  


  I straightened in my chair, my mind made up, and stood up to face Marty eye to eye.


  
    
  


  “I’ll take it.” My answer startled him, and he had to readjust one of his suspenders.


  
    
  


  “Okay, then, Monroe.” He shook my hand. “It’s been a pleasure working with you.”


  
    
  


  I forced a polite smile and then turned to make my hasty exit. Just as I stepped outside the door, he called my name again.


  
    
  


  “Yes?” I turned, gritting my teeth against my impatience.


  
    
  


  “You’ll want to be in Chicago as soon as possible, so get packing. There’s an executive level meeting on the Friday after next and if you’re not there, you might as well forfeit the position.” I stiffened at his words and his grin grew broader at my discomfort.


  
    
  


  Two weeks to settle all the tumult in my life, alert my landlord, pack my things. Two weeks to move my entire life—whatever was left of it—to Chicago. Super.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  One of the first things I had to do before moving to Chicago was also one of the most unpleasant. If I was going to meet with CEO Stan Liske on my first day of my new job, I was going to need that “big-time outfit” intact. Marcy wouldn’t answer or return my phone calls so I decided to drive to her apartment that night and get the jacket by any means necessary.


  
    
  


  The lights were on when I pulled into the driveway of her little condo and I was immediately relieved that breaking and entering wouldn’t be on the evening’s agenda. I firmly affixed my polite, professional attitude and got out of the car.


  
    
  


  Marcy opened the door when I rang the bell, stepping back immediately. She was dressed rather conservatively for herself and without that ugly belt. I wondered if it had all been an act, not really her.


  
    
  


  “Please don’t slam the door in my face,” I said. “I just want my jacket.”


  
    
  


  She crossed her arms and considered me. “What jacket?”


  
    
  


  “Don’t play with me, Marcy. I know you have it. I don’t care if you took it on purpose or by accident, I just need it back. Can I have it please?”


  
    
  


  She opened the door wider and let me into the living room. “Stay here and don’t touch anything. I’ll see if I can find your dumb jacket.” Marcy disappeared into her bedroom, leaving me alone. The television blared with some obnoxious commercial about maxi pads and I tried to tune it out. My eyes wandered around the room, taking in the hospital-like cleanliness and white-on-white décor. Only people without pets and children could get away with homes like this… unless they were as prone to spilling spaghetti sauce as I was. She had a white Ikea-like desk in one corner, her mail neatly organized onto of it. Her laptop was open but turned off, a single envelope tucked underneath one corner of it. Instantly, I knew it shouldn’t be there, I knew it didn’t belong to her.


  
    
  


  I crossed the room in three steps and snatched it up, ignoring Marcy’s request not to touch anything. This letter wasn’t hers anyway, not with the name Tessie scrolled across it in Christian’s handwriting. The letter I’d found on my desk over a month ago. I’d forgotten all about it.


  
    
  


  “Here’s the jacket,” she said, stepping into the living room. I raised my eyes from the letter and they connected with hers. She dropped my jacket onto her white carpet. “Oh.”


  
    
  


  I stared at her, mouth open, for a full thirty seconds before I remembered to breathe again. She’d read my letter. I’d forgotten the letter. She’s read my letter that I hadn’t even read yet. Whatever was in that letter, it made Marcy jealous enough to keep it from me.


  
    
  


  “It’s open,” I said. “Not by me.”


  
    
  


  “I can explain…”


  
    
  


  “Why do you have this?”


  
    
  


  “I was going through the pockets of your jacket, trying to figure out who it belonged to, when I found it.” She picked up the jacket and dusted it off before stretching it out at arm’s length. Marcy looked too scared to get any closer to me, and for good reason. I snatched it from her, not satisfied with her answer.


  
    
  


  “And it didn’t occur to you that it might be private? Or that I might like to read my unopened mail?” I was getting ready to throw punches any minute, squeezing my hand into a fist.


  
    
  


  “Do you know what it says?” Her voice softened. “If you read it, you’ll understand why I couldn’t bring myself to give it to you. It was wrong for me to keep it, but I was so crazy with jealousy over what you and Christian have. I just—Tess—read it.”


  
    
  


  Part of me didn’t want to read the letter with a recap like that. It couldn’t possible make me feel any better about things. I felt the tears sting my eyes and I bit my tongue to keep them lodged there. I would not cry in front of Marcy, sincere or not, so I walked out. I didn’t say anything—what would I say? Instead, I just turned on my heel and bee-lined it straight to my car.


  
    
  


  I drove all the way home and walked all the way into my own apartment. I changed into my pajamas, curled up on the couch with a box of anticipatory tissues, and opened the envelope. When I couldn’t stall anymore, I made myself pull the paper from the envelope. The note was written on a single piece of white printer paper, scrawled in large cursive letters. A ticket fell out onto my lap. A ticket to a Red Sox game back in April, dated for the week after Marcy and Christian called off their engagement. Hands shaking, I unfolded the letter and read.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Tessie –


  
    
  


  I’ve let so much time go by without telling you this that the words seemed to strange to say aloud. I’m hoping you’ll understand, as I try to collect my thoughts on paper.


  
    
  


  Marcy was a big mistake. I thought I knew what I wanted for my life, but every time I tried to go after it, something held me back. Now that Marcy is in my past, I realize more clearly how I feel about you, about us. I think we might’ve been onto something back in college, that night in the pool. I’ve never felt anything like that since and I can’t ignore it anymore.


  
    
  


  I’ve enclosed a ticket to tonight’s game. I’ll be in the seat next to it. I think you may have feelings for me too, feelings you haven’t been able to express either. If this is true, please use this ticket and meet me in the grandstand tonight. Who knows? Maybe there’s something here to explore.


  
    
  


  On the other hand, if I’ve romanticized things in my mind, then I’m extremely embarrassed. If you don’t share my feelings, just disregard this letter and rip up the ticket. Please don’t let this change anything between us. I love you no matter what and I don’t want anything to come between us or our friendship.


  
    
  


  I just have to know for sure, one way or the other, before I can move on for good.


  
    
  


  With all my love,


  
    
  


  Your Christian


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  I wept for a very, very long time that night.


  
    
  


  In fact, I cried myself to sleep three nights in a row. I tried to talk it out to Finn, but the tears kept gripping my vocal chords and I just sputtered high-pitched nonsense. Eventually I did fall asleep, but it was restless and agitated. I dreamt about horrible things like car accidents and dead puppies, burning churches and the Salem witch trials—because that’s where my brain goes. Once some of the crazy gets unleashed, it’s anyone’s guess what my brain will do next.


  
    
  


  I lived and worked like a hermit for the next couple of days, skittering to and from the office without making eye contact or engaging in conversations. I successfully skirted Savannah, who returned to work from her illness on Tuesday. Thankfully, she seemed only too happy to avoid me as well—did she know what I’d done?


  
    
  


  I’d sent a few text responses to Christian here and there, but only so he wouldn’t get worried and knock down my door looking for me. Honestly, if he showed up on my doorstep, I couldn’t be trusted not to do many depraved things to him. Or possibly emigrate to Moscow. He was probably afraid to show up, given what had happened last time, when I’d tried to rip off his clothes in an elevator. For this reason, I was forced to cancel Coffee Wednesday, feigning a relapse of my stomach virus.


  
    
  


  I talked to Kendra, but only in one-word responses, and promised to visit her on Friday night. I knew it would be good for me to vent and also to share my exciting news about my promotion. But the thought of saying all this stuff out loud wasn’t as reassuring as a normal Kendra consult. I prayed she’d be in a good mood on Friday and not yell at me about screwing things up with Christian. Or running away to Chicago.


  
    
  


  The days lurched by, their endless monotony creating the perfect excuse not to enjoy anything at all. Not even Gordon Ramsey or Anthony Bourdain could break my zombie-like trance. I watched their shows, but took no joy in them. Chef shows were dead to me too, it seemed. My world was crumbling, piece by piece.


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  
    
  


  All my rationale about new beginnings sounded like bullshit when I explained it to Kendra. I braved the torrential rains to drop by and made two mugs of hot chocolate—the only thing I was allowed to make in her kitchen. We sat at the table together, leaving Grant to put Riley to bed, and I told her the whole story.


  
    
  


  She steadied her voice with one deep breath. “Tess, I’ve supported you every step of the way in your career, you know that.” Another deep breath. “But I can’t let you throw everything else in your life away for this one job. There will be other jobs, other openings. Maybe even here at home. Can’t you just wait and see?”


  
    
  


  “It’s not that simple.” I set down my hot chocolate. “This job is a direct response to my presentation. I’m getting the chance to run the publication that I started. I can’t let someone else take over. Besides that, who says Prime will offer me something else if I refuse this job? You take what you can get.”


  
    
  


  “Why do you have to stay there? You’ve built one hell of a resume at Prime. You could walk into a VP spot at any other firm. Or even go into business for yourself…”


  
    
  


  I didn’t have an answer ready for her, so I thought a moment. Leave Prime… passing up the opportunity to stick it to Marty Bensen and all those sexist corporate jerks? I earned this job based on merit alone and I wanted to shatter that glass ceiling for myself and all the other women at Prime who deserved more recognition. “I need to do this. You just don’t understand, Kendra. No one treats you badly because you’re a woman.”


  
    
  


  “Ha! How about Baby Daddy Raoul and his constant commentary on how women should wash dishes, not run restaurants? Or maybe the entire kitchen staff, who thinks I can’t understand Portuguese and talks about my ass? Don’t even get me started on the number of male customers that call me ‘Sweetheart.’ Sexism is everywhere, Tess. But fighting it in one place, sacrificing yourself in the process… is that really worth it? Why not make a clean break and do the work for yourself, just because you love it, not because you need to prove something?”


  
    
  


  I sat in silence, swirling the last bit of hot chocolate sludge around in my mug, pointedly not looking at Kendra. I heard her sniffle before she started talking again.


  
    
  


  “You can’t do this to me.” Her eyes filled with tears as she gripped my wrist. The whipped cream melted in her hot chocolate, untouched.


  
    
  


  “I’ll come back and visit all the time. Chicago’s not that far.” I stared at her hand, unblinking, as her fingers loosened their hold one by one.


  
    
  


  “Not that far? We said college ‘wasn’t that far’ and look how hard that was on all of us!” Her voice echoed shrilly in the half-lit kitchen, not as homey when it wasn’t filled with food and friends.


  
    
  


  “You won’t be alone this time. You’ll have Grant and Riley,” I forced a smile, rubbing a soothing hand over her shoulder. “And Christian, too.” I couldn’t eke out a smile on his name, but my facial muscles made a worthy attempt. “You get all our guys. You’ll be okay.”


  
    
  


  “For the record, while you were up to your eyeballs in youth investment markets, I had all the boys. And let me tell you what,” she leaned toward me. “You can’t leave me with them.”


  
    
  


  “Why not?”


  
    
  


  “Are you serious? Grant is my husband, so him I can handle. But Riley will be devastated if Anntess isn’t here to read him stories or play with the ducks.” Tears rolled silently down her cheeks now, and my eyes welled up in response. “And don’t even get me started on Christian.”


  
    
  


  Her tone changed when she said his name and my head snapped up. Kendra blew her nose and blotted tears from her chin, while I connected the dots.


  
    
  


  “You knew. You’ve known, all this time,” I watched her expression change in confirmation. I couldn’t bear to talk about the letter, but whether she knew about it or not did me little good now. Christian was with Savannah. I was too late. “Why didn’t you tell me he was in love with me?”


  
    
  


  “I couldn’t, Tess.” She sniffled again. “Imagine if you were stuck between Christian and me with a secret, what would you do? He didn’t want me to say anything, said he needed to ‘see how it panned out.’ He didn’t want to pressure you or add stress onto everything you were dealing with at work. Anyway, how could you learn what your own feelings were if you were constantly worried about protecting his feelings?”


  
    
  


  “But—”


  
    
  


  She shook her head, stopping my protest before it even formed in my mind. “You always put yourself last. You would have told Christian you loved him even if you didn’t, just to make him happy.”


  
    
  


  My eyes widened. “That’s a bit extreme, don’t you think?”


  
    
  


  “Not for you. You’re a good person and you deserve love in your life. I know how you feel about him now, but you have to tell him. You can’t run away to Chicago and leave him here like this.”


  
    
  


  “I’m sure Savannah can take care of him,” I started pacing again, slower this time. I could feel Kendra’s eyes on me with every lap across the farmhouse kitchen.


  
    
  


  “She’s just a bandage. He’s trying to get over you, you idiot,” she was near to yelling with frustration. If she hadn’t been pregnant, she probably would have leapt up and shook me. “Why don’t you just talk to Christian? You’re both adults. You both like each other, love each other even. I’m sure you can work it out.”


  
    
  


  “I don’t even know how I feel. Going to Chicago could help me get some perspective on things, figure out my feelings. Christian’s still reeling from Marcy anyway. We both need some time, some space. And then, once I do my time in Chicago, maybe I can get transferred back here and take Marty’s job or something higher up. Who knows?”


  
    
  


  “Don’t bullshit me, Tessa Monroe. You do know how you feel. You’ve known for years but you’ve been too chicken to go for it.” She sighed, dropping her shoulders. “Ever since that night you kissed him in the pool.”


  
    
  


  “Oh, no no no. He kissed me…” I stopped pacing. My mouth dropped open. “You saw us?”


  
    
  


  She nodded smugly, crossing her arms atop her growing belly.


  
    
  


  “You never said.”


  
    
  


  “It wasn’t any of my business, was it?”


  
    
  


  “So if it wasn’t your business then, why is it your business now?”


  
    
  


  “You’re making it my business by running off to Chicago. After ten years of this unspoken love nonsense, I can’t function under these conditions anymore. You’re running away to a job you don’t really want because there’s no guy in the world that you’ll ever love as much as Christian. Meanwhile, he’s dating every girl but you to cure himself of what is obviously—at least to Grant and me—an incurable case of the wild thing.”


  
    
  


  “How eloquent.”


  
    
  


  “Thanks,” she smiled, pulling her tangled curls into a pony tail. “Frankly, I can’t let my son grow up in a world full of people who don’t back up their feelings with actions. You love each other. Say it. Do it—I mean, do something about it. Just please don’t leave him, or me.”


  
    
  


  Kendra walked to me, standing frozen in front of her sink, and placed one hand on each shoulder. I swallowed hard against the lump in my throat. “It’s just a lot to take in.”


  
    
  


  “I know, honey,” she pulled me into in a hug. “If taking this job is how you think you’ll really be happy, I’m all for it. But if there’s any tiny part of you in doubt about it, all I ask is that you take the time to really think. Really think, Tess.”


  
    
  


  I walked out to my car undecided, leaving Kendra struggling with brave tears. At least she had Grant to comfort her, so she’d be all right. My tears, streaming down my face in a mix of raindrops, would go uncomforted. I made my bed, now I had to lie in it.


  
    
  


  I drove home with the radio switched off, listening to the thoughts buzzing in my head: new Tess, old Tess, Christian, Kendra, little Riley, Vice President. I’d already committed to Prime and accepted the job. If I went, I had two weeks left in Boston before heading west, away from my family and friends and everything I’d known since birth. If I stayed, I risked any future vertical movement at Prime… All for a relationship twenty years in the making that might’ve ended before it even began. I wanted to turn my brain into one of those arcade games with the claw. Put in your quarter, move the claw around and hit a button. You get what you get. If I could rig my thoughts up to a claw and just pick one, then stick with it, my life would be so much easier.


  
    
  


  I pulled into my driveway and sat still for a moment, just listening to the raindrops pelt against the hood of my car. Rain was beautiful and cleansing, like tears. I wanted it to wash it all away, me away, and take this gut-wrenching choice from me. A sudden shiver propelled me toward an indoor shelter, so I stepped out into the hurricane-like conditions. I skipped across the parking lot toward my building, shielding my head in vain. When I looked up, I saw him.


  
    
  


  He was drenched, standing in the rain with a perplexed expression on his face. He held no umbrella, wore no coat, and made no effort to protect himself from the icy raindrops.


  
    
  


  “Christian! What are you doing here?” I approached him, suddenly unaware of the cold rain dripping down the back of my shirt. He smiled at me, his face lit by a street lamp, and I felt warm again, like I always did.


  
    
  


  “Waiting for you. I have to tell you something.”


  
    
  


  “Come inside. I have to tell you something too.” I tried to pull him toward the door, but he held me still.


  
    
  


  “I love you, Tessie. I know the letter was a bad idea and I shouldn’t have put you in that position, but I had to try something. Then it got weird and I was so angry at myself. I wanted to tell you in person how I felt.”


  
    
  


  “I didn’t—” He placed one finger over my lips and continued.


  
    
  


  “Please let me get this out, okay? I know the letter pissed you off. I dealt with it the only way I could. I tried to move on with Savannah, really tried, hoping it would make things easier on us both. But at the wedding, it all came back. I think you felt it too. When I kissed you—”


  
    
  


  “Wait, what?”


  
    
  


  “When I kissed you, it wasn’t fair. I’m sorry I lost control like that.”


  
    
  


  “When you kissed me?”


  
    
  


  “It was wrong, okay? I love you, Tessie, and I didn’t mean to hurt you. I promised to drop it if you weren’t interested and I broke that promise. I just wanted to say that I meant what I said in the letter. I won’t let your feelings or mine ruin our friendship. So… have a good night.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his soaked jeans and started walking. He crossed the parking lot and the street, and nearly made it around the block before a loud roll of thunder shook me from my daze.


  
    
  


  Kendra’s words echoed in my head. I had to do something before it was too late. Again. He had to know, whatever the cost, wherever we went from here.


  
    
  


  Thankful I’d changed out of my work clothes before going to Kendra’s, I took off across the street at full speed. I had to catch up to him. I ran and ran, my eyes locked on his shape in the darkness, getting larger as I approached.


  
    
  


  “Christian, wait!”


  
    
  


  He heard me the sixth or seventh time, my voice all but lost in the howling wind. I saw him turn toward me and I slowed my pace, breathing hard. All those skipped trips to the gym were coming back to bite me in the ass. When I finally reached him, I doubled over in heaving breaths.


  
    
  


  “I—kissed you—at the wedding,” I managed to say around gasps for air. I slowed my pulse, as much as I could in his presence, and evened my oxygen intake. “It was me. I kissed you because—”


  
    
  


  He opened his mouth to speak, but I kept talking.


  
    
  


  “I never got your letter, not until last weekend. It was in that damn jacket and Marcy had it all along.”


  
    
  


  “Marcy?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah… shush. I’m not done,” I pushed his hair out of his eyes and looked up into them, darkened by the rolling clouds around us. “I didn’t know for all this time, but I know now. And you’re right. I have feelings for you too.”


  
    
  


  His face pinched together in scrutiny. As he regarded me, his expression shifted with a dozen emotions, each thought traveling across his features. Then his arms were around me and he kissed me. Of this, there was no confusion.


  
    
  


  “Tessie, I want to—”


  
    
  


  “Shut up, Christian.” What he wanted was written all over his face. For once in my life, I shut out the voice of reason, let my heart take control. When I kissed him again, I felt his relief escape him. How long had he wanted this? How long had I wanted this?


  
    
  


  Within seconds we were tangled in each other, hands everywhere. If we hadn’t been on a street corner at ten p.m. on a Friday night, in the pouring rain… well. As this thought tore through my mind, filling my body with heat and lust, I succumbed to my temptation.


  
    
  


  “Come on,” I said, pulling my lips from his and taking his hand. “We’re going to catch pneumonia and die.”


  
    
  


  “So what?” he answered playfully, matching my pace back to the parking lot. I fumbled with the key to the door—in my defense, anyone’s hands would be unsteady if someone was kissing their neck like that—and let us into the entranceway. I dragged him up one flight of stairs and faced another locked-door obstacle—and another bout of inappropriate kissing—to get inside my actual apartment. We burst through the door and Christian kicked it shut behind him. I let him pull me down the hall, around the corner, and into my bedroom, repressing school girl giggles all the way.


  
    
  


  “There, much better.” As the words left my mouth, Christian found my lips again. Now, safely inside my bedroom and out of view of passing traffic, his hands were less restricted. Clumsy with desire, he fought against my wet shirt and managed to find the dampened skin beneath my clothing. Christian’s hands were hot against my stomach and back, chasing the last of the chill from my body.


  
    
  


  As I quickly learned, men’s clothing is even harder to negotiate when it’s soaking wet and adhered to its wearer’s skin. I unbuttoned his collared shirt and tugged the hem up from the waistband of his jeans without issue, but then I struggled to roll the wet sleeve from his arms. I got the left one out with a swift tug, then tripped and collapsed onto the bed in my attempt to free the right arm. His arm came lose, but everything came to a sudden standstill.


  
    
  


  I righted myself, sitting on the edge of my bed, his shirt clutched between my hands. My own clothing was still on, in various states of disarray. Slumped over, I sat still for a moment and just stared at his shirt in my hands.


  
    
  


  “What are we doing?” My voice was almost too low to hear.


  
    
  


  “Don’t do it, Tessie,” he warned. “Don’t analyze this to death. Can’t we just… be?”


  
    
  


  I blinked up at him, twisting his shirt in my hands.


  
    
  


  “Five seconds ago, you were tearing off my clothes. Stop letting your head get in your way. Don’t worry like you always do.” He knelt on the floor, at my eye level, and tucked a strand of wet hair behind my ear. Then he kissed me sweetly, tempting me all over again. “I think it’s safe to say we’ve both been waiting a long time to do this, and I won’t let you ruin it for yourself.”


  
    
  


  I broke away from the next kiss aimed at my lips. “That’s awfully conceited of you, don’t you think?”


  
    
  


  He laughed deep in his chest. “Fine, then don’t ruin it for me.”


  
    
  


  “But we can’t do this,” I said again. “What about Savannah? You have a girlfriend. A girlfriend that I found for you. I never thought you had any feelings for me and I blew it. If I’d just pulled my head out of my ass for five minutes—you know, to think about something other than my stupid job. I can’t let you cheat on your girlfriend, Christian. Not with me.”


  
    
  


  I stood up, breaking his embrace, and strode across my room to the closet in search of a dry pair of jeans. This would all be much easier if we weren’t so wet and needy. Maybe changing clothes would do the trick. As soon as I located a clean pair, Christian took the jeans from my hand and tossed them aside.


  
    
  


  “It’s over,” he said, his arms around me again. “I ended it this morning.”


  
    
  


  “You what? How could you throw away something so perfect?”


  
    
  


  “Are you actually mad that I broke up with someone for you?” He was trying not to laugh, and mostly failing. “I broke up with her, Tessie. It’s over. I didn’t want to be with her. I don’t think I ever really did.”


  
    
  


  “Why not?”


  
    
  


  “Are we really going to have this conversation right now?” He took one look at my face and sighed. “Did you ever notice how perfect Savannah is?” I nodded. “And that didn’t annoy you?”


  
    
  


  I thought about it for a moment, considering Savannah from this new perspective. Her fault was her perfection, an interesting predicament. I, on the other hand, had plenty of imperfections. I’d just never exactly thought of that as a strong selling point before.


  
    
  


  He swept me into his arms, catching me too off my guard to protest. Instead I just experienced what it was to be in Christian’s arms. Properly, for once. He skirted the miscellaneous items on the floor in my room, headed for the bed. He laid me there delicately, as though I was a hand-plucked daisy. Then he leaned above me, kissing a path across my cheeks and nose.


  
    
  


  “Are you kissing my freckles?” I groaned. “Not sexy.”


  
    
  


  “What are you talking about? Your freckles are my very favorite part of you.”


  
    
  


  “They are?” I pushed up on my elbows to see him better. “Why didn’t you ever tell me that?”


  
    
  


  “I did.” He kissed my nose again. “That day I broke your compact. I told you they were too pretty to cover up before I left.”


  
    
  


  All the fervor of the street corner came back to me, coursing through my veins like pure adrenaline. We resumed the battle against wet clothing, this time with total commitment. Before long, we slid into the sheets to cuddle in the dryness and warmth. Playfully, I kissed him on the shoulders, neck, chin—delighted to touch each part of my best friend’s unclothed body—and then I pulled him onto me.


  
    
  


  He responded with his lips on mine, sending a rush of exhilaration through me. Joy mixed with impatience, my pulse raced–-he wanted me. Me. I’d never thought this was possible; I even dismissed it long ago. I taught myself to look at him differently, think of him differently. Despite all of that, I guess I never learned how to love him any differently.


  
    
  


  Christian’s urgency slowed, shifting from hurried lust to something deeply passionate. There together, nothing separating his skin from mine, he relaxed, took his time. His kisses slowed, deepened. His hands explored more carefully, taking in every inch of my body as undiscovered territory, leaving goose bumps wherever they traveled. He said my name, a low moan between nibbles on my earlobe. My body responded, my back arched toward him. As my breath quickened, his lips burned a fiery trail down my neck and shoulders, and between my breasts all the way to my belly button. I let out a quiet sigh, equal parts contentment and frustration.


  
    
  


  He stopped, moving face to face with me. “What? Are you okay?”


  
    
  


  I nodded, biting my lip against the threatening tears. “I’m so—I’m just—Everything is—” I looked into his eyes, still visible by the glowing street lights outside my window. Crystal blue as always, but full of something new. “I’m just… really happy right now.”


  
    
  


  “Me too,” he said, kissing me again. I felt the corners of his mouth pull up into a mischievous grin. “But I know a way to make you even happier.”


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  
    
  


  Heaven, I learned, is marathon sex for twenty-four hours with a steady stream of take-out deliveries as fuel. I would’ve thought spending all that time naked with Christian might have gotten awkward after a while. You know, when you’re around someone so long and you’re always clothed, then one day you aren’t anymore—well, it could get weird if you’re not careful.


  
    
  


  On the contrary, lying next to him, all warm and snuggly, felt as natural as breathing. Having the ability to jump him whenever the mood struck me was an added bonus. Thank God he was such a good sport about it, because the mood struck me often.


  
    
  


  Hey, it had been a while for me. A good, long while. I can honestly say, it had never been so good either.


  
    
  


  “You know, if Kendra hadn’t been cooking for us all these years, we’d each weigh about four hundred pounds by now,” Christian said, twisting his fork around a large mass of take-out spaghetti.


  
    
  


  “Easily,” I agreed. “But with garlic bread like this at our disposal, could you really blame us?” He leaned over and stole a bite. It really was delicious.


  
    
  


  “We’re probably doomed, a household without a cook. Unless one of us takes a cooking class.”


  
    
  


  I laughed, hoping he couldn’t detect my nervousness. That wasn’t the first time in our post-coital hours together he’d brought up the future. Naturally, Christian was operating under the assumption that getting together in the ‘biblical’ sense, at least for us, meant officially getting together. Like forever. Marriage and kids and a little farmhouse and dogs and… well…


  
    
  


  The idea of it all scared me to death. I followed my heart to Christian, but once I reached my destination, I was a bit unclear about what would happen next. What could happen next, under the circumstances?


  
    
  


  Sunday afternoon, we took showers—or rather, a shower, of the sexy variety—and got dressed. He kissed me goodbye with the comfort of a long-time lover, grabbed his jacket and headed for the door.


  
    
  


  “Don’t forget,” he said over his shoulder. “Birch’s at six tonight. We’ll tell Kendra together.”


  
    
  


  I nodded, that familiar lump wedged in my throat, silencing my voice box. I knew Kendra would figure it out on her own if we didn’t tell her ourselves, and then she’d be pissed we were keeping secrets. Still, something held me back from spreading the good news. I didn’t even know what to call us anymore. Despite my desire to wait on making any announcements, Christian was dead-set on letting our friends and family in on our new-found happiness.


  
    
  


  I got back into the shower—to actually use it for its intended purpose—and let the hot water run over me in the hopes of quelling the screaming voice in my head. What are you doing? What are you doing? What are you doing to Christian? It wasn’t working.


  
    
  


  I dressed, careful to avoid anything too sexy or revealing, since we seemed to have enough trouble keeping our hands off one another. Then I checked email, retrieved the mail from my mailbox downstairs, and started making some preparations to pack for Chicago. I thought I’d been addressing the issue fairly logically until I opened up that suitcase. A fresh wave of guilt punched me in the stomach, nearly knocking the wind out of me.


  
    
  


  Tonight. I had to tell him about the new job tonight. “Christian,” I practiced in front of the mirror. “I have something important to tell you. I’m moving to…” No, I couldn’t do it like that. “Christian, I’m sorry. This weekend was a mistake because I’m…” No, that’s not right either. “Christian, I’m an idiot.” Much better.


  
    
  


  Maybe I should just leave and not say anything…


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  Christian picked me up and drove to Birch’s—the first odd thing about an otherwise routine meet-up. He held my hand in the car—weird thing number two—and beamed from ear-to-ear, clearly bursting with the excitement.


  
    
  


  Claudia, the usual week-night hostess at Birch’s, sat us at our usual table and put in our usual drink order, tapped Robert to be our usual server, and left us alone while she alerted Kendra of our arrival. I slid into the booth first and Christian slipped in next to me, wrapping one arm around my shoulders. Claimed territory, gentlemen.


  
    
  


  “Oh. My. God.” Kendra’s voice made it to the table before she did. I straightened up, resisting the urge to shake off Christian’s arm. When she finally came into view, still wearing her chef’s coat, she had a mischievous smile slapped onto her face. “You two did it! I’m calling Grant, right now.”


  
    
  


  Aside from the breaking news story, dinner with the four of us seemed perfectly…normal. We sat in the same seats, ate the same food, laughed all the same. The only real change was in the chemistry happening on my side of the booth, and the madness reeling in my brain. Weird, weird, weird. Everything was weird.


  
    
  


  I saw all our regular activities through new lenses. Christian offered me a forkful of his pot roast and it was like some strange kind of foreplay. His elbow brushed against mine and I wanted to tear off his clothes. Every time our eyes connected, I felt a jolt of electricity. Kendra just sat on her side of the booth, a knowing smile screwed tightly onto her face.


  
    
  


  She followed me into the bathroom after the dinner plates had been cleared from the table, and slapped me on the arm.


  
    
  


  “You listened to me! I can’t believe this,” Kendra was beaming when she tackled me in a hug. “You never follow my advice. I’m so proud of you.”


  
    
  


  I struggled against her crushing grasp. “Thanks.”


  
    
  


  She let me go and I filled my lungs with fresh air, just in case there would be a secondary attack. “So… I guess I’m supposed to ask you those girlfriend questions now, right?”


  
    
  


  I frowned at her. “You really want to know the gory details?”


  
    
  


  She paused for a minute, chewing on her lip. “I guess you’re right. It’s kind of weird for me, talking about Christian like that. He’s like my brother, so… I’ll pass.” She washed her hands in the sink and I reached for a paper towel to dry my own. A moment later, she twisted the tap off and sprinkled water in my face. “You’re killing me, Tess. At least tell me how he was.”


  
    
  


  I grinned, concentrating on drying my hands.


  
    
  


  “Shut up!” she hit me again. “I’m so glad you’re not moving to Chicago!” The second hug came just as powerfully as the first, just as I opened my mouth to tell her. As we stood there, Kendra happier than she’d been in months, I just couldn’t do it. I let the moment pass and we rejoined the guys for dessert.


  
    
  


  “Well, it’s finally time to make it official,” she said, shifting topics away from me and my new boyfriend—oh weird—onto herself. “We’re expecting! I’m due the sixteenth of November.”


  
    
  


  Even though we both knew, Christian and I made a big fuss over the announcement. Underneath the table, he squeezed my hand and I knew what it meant before I looked into his eyes. He wanted that, what Kendra and Grant had. Marriage. Family. Vacations. Everything I’d sworn I never ever wanted from my life—except vacations, sexy vacations. Although his life goals weren’t a surprise to me, the previous seventy-hours was the first time I’d been factored into his picture of the future…well, at least to my knowledge. Christian wanted a family and he wanted it with me.


  
    
  


  Crap.


  
    
  


  I babysat all the time in high school, enough to put away some money for my college textbooks and some of the tuition. It was not a favorite past-time of mine, but I did it because that’s what teenage girls did for work back then. I would sit on the couch after the kids went to bed, exhausted and harried, often chatting on the phone with Kendra or Christian to pass the remaining time.


  
    
  


  “I could never do this,” I often said to Christian. “These kids are crazy.”


  
    
  


  He always laughed. “Come on, it’s not so bad. My dad always says that when the kids are yours, it’s more fun than it is work.”


  
    
  


  “Maybe… But I don’t think I’m cut out for this stuff.”


  
    
  


  As I lay in bed that night, remembering the earliest of my vows for a child-free future, Christian stirred slightly in his sleep. Although he hadn’t mentioned children at all that night after dinner, I couldn’t help thinking it was on his mind as he ripped of my clothes and had his way with me. I mean, after the first few minutes, I forgot about that completely and just enjoyed the action—but at first, I wondered if it turned him on. I knew what he wanted from his life. By the same token, he knew what I wanted from mine. How could this end without one of us getting hurt?


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  By Tuesday afternoon, I couldn’t hide from Savannah anymore. I’d made a point to avoid her in the kitchenette, at lunch time, and during meetings. Her eyes were puffy and red two days running and I knew I was in for a long, tearful conversation when she finally caught up to me. Unfortunately, she finally decided to track me down in the one place I was sure to be a captive audience: my office.


  
    
  


  I was busily working on a to-do list to get my head straight for Chicago when my office door flew open and slammed into the wall. The reverberations knocked one of Christian’s prints free of its nail. It crashed to the floor, sending shards of glass in every direction, tearing through the photo of the daisies.


  
    
  


  “Oh my God, I’m so sorry! I just had to see you!” Savannah, a sobbing mess, wrung her hands. Pain consumed her face, reminding me of those sad-faced clowns at the circus. Granted, the running mascara pooling beneath her eyes might have played a factor. “It’s Christian! He dumped me!”


  
    
  


  “I know,” I said coldly, so not in the mood for any additional drama atop the huge conflict battling in my brain. Besides, did she honestly think Christian didn’t tell me everything? It was bad enough that she thought he’d never be interested in me, but to insult the depth of our friendship like that…


  
    
  


  “You knew? Did you know he was going to do it? You could have warned me! I don’t know what I did wrong! I was a perfect girlfriend! I wanted to have his babies, Tess. I’m still in love with him! What am I supposed to now?” She was manic, pounding her fist on the back of the wingback chair so hard it came up off the front legs every time. I bolted up from my desk and closed the door.


  
    
  


  “Keep it down,” I scolded, handing her my dust pan and hand-broom to clean up the broken glass. “This is really inappropriate.”


  
    
  


  “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I don’t have anyone else to talk to.”


  
    
  


  What the hell was she talking about? She had about eighty-five friends in the office. I ignored her and just decided that the fastest way to get her out of here was to just let her cry it out. I gingerly removed the print from the mangled frame, careful to keep the torn sides in line with each other, and brought it back to my desk. While Savannah rambled about making babies, I taped the tear back together to the best of my ability. When I flipped it back right-side up, it was back together but it didn’t look quite right.


  
    
  


  Savannah was still gabbing away. “I didn’t even see this coming. He just said there was someone else, but I have no idea how that happened. He never mentioned any—Did he say something to you? I need to get him back, Tess. Please help me.”


  
    
  


  At that, I put my hand in the air, a very Marty-like gesture to stop her talking. It worked, as it had on Jake and other interns many times over—myself included. “Savannah, please. I have a raging headache, I’ve got a lot on my mind right now and I’m sorry, but I can’t do anything to help you. Could you leave me out of this? I’m not the person you should be talking to about it anyway.”


  
    
  


  “What do you mean?”


  
    
  


  That competitive gene in me wanted a small victory against her. It was petty and stupid, especially because it turned Christian into a pawn, made what we had seem like a game. I just wanted her to see how she’d underestimated me. And my charm? Good looks? Whatever it was that made Christian love me over her.


  
    
  


  My stomach clenched. I needed her to get out. “He did tell me something, you know. Christian did. He said you tried too hard at being perfect. It annoyed him.”


  
    
  


  “Then I’ll try trying less hard.” The irony of her own words was lost on her.


  
    
  


  “I don’t think that’s going to work,” I replied stiffly. “If there’s someone else, don’t you think it’s better for you to move on?”


  
    
  


  Savannah hung her head, the wind officially knocked from her sails. “Okay. Good luck, Tess. And congratulations on the promotion. I’m going to miss you.”


  
    
  


  “Thank you.” I forced a smile. “I’ll… miss you too.”


  
    
  


  “Keep in touch?” she looked at me hopefully. I understood then that without her social time, Savannah was lost. She valued the human connection above most other things, except the gift of her own voice box. She needed this interaction, these relationships, to survive. It wasn’t that deplorable, I just found it grating. Maybe from Chicago it wouldn’t be so bad.


  
    
  


  “Sure. Email’s best.”


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  
    
  


  For over a week I lived a double life. At Prime, the universe was buzzing with the announcement of my promotion and pending transfer to Chicago. At home, Christian and I were playing house and enjoying the bliss of being a new couple. I liked both feelings so much that my good mood carried through my deceit. Out one side of my mouth, I talked big about the move, and out the other, I told Christian how much I cared about him.


  
    
  


  It wasn’t until nighttime came, when the silence invited my deepest, darkest thoughts to come out and play, that I really thought about what I was doing. I spent several nights tossing and turning, alone with my insomnia and the dull ache in my heart. Almost worse than cheating on him, I was keeping the truth from Christian. He needed to know what was happening. Eventually, I had to get on a plane.


  
    
  


  Running away wasn’t my style, but it seemed an appealing option in light of breaking Christian’s heart and facing death by Kendra’s cooking tools. Still, after a second weekend spent in bed with him, I had to tell Christian the truth.


  
    
  


  Of course, I didn’t expect to find him in my apartment that Monday night, so I wasn’t ready with my speech yet. Christian greeted me in an apron—seriously—with a spatula in his hand. The wafting fragrance of food met me in the doorway. He hugged and kissed me in the way our new status dictated, and I plucked a piece of shredded cheese from his hair.


  
    
  


  “Did you cook?” I was baffled, impressed, and slightly jealous.


  
    
  


  “Well, we’ll have to see,” he shrugged. “I decided to give lasagna a try. I hope it’s not totally disgusting.”


  
    
  


  As we made plates and sat down at the table, adorned with a table cloth and candles for a more romantic feeling, I learned that Christian had spent some time studying Kendra in her kitchen. She gave him the easiest recipe in her book, some helpful hints—which he made her write down, he showed me the paper—and a shopping list. He raided the closest grocery store, let himself into my apartment, and spent the afternoon cooking.


  
    
  


  I took my seat at the table and noticed the filled wine glass. White, just as I liked it. There was garlic bread with cheese, the way I liked it. And a salad, with the tomatoes and olives on a plate on the side, the way I liked it. I supposed that’s how it would be if I dated Christian—very little to learn about each other, many years of knowledge to go on.


  
    
  


  Date. I was on a date with Christian. Starting to panic, I shoveled some hot lasagna into my mouth. It was too hot, so I burned my tongue, yelled out, and tried to douse it with ice water. Most guys would’ve been worried, but Christian already knew what I’d done. “Sorry, it’s red hot. You okay?” he asked calmly. “More ice water?”


  
    
  


  It wasn’t really like a date. It was just like hanging out with a friend. My stomach twisted into a knot. Sure, Tessa, if you called what you’ve been doing in that bedroom a typical, friend-like activity. I’m pretty sure it was much, much more than that.


  
    
  


  Oh God, oh God, oh God. He was looking at me with those eyes. Those damn eyes. Looking right through me, like he could read my mind. Could he read my mind? Did he know about the job? Did Kendra tell him? I’ll kill her.


  
    
  


  “I’m really glad this happened, Tessie,” Christian said, taking my hand across the table. He pinched his brown eyebrows together in sincerity, but I scoffed at him. I should’ve played it cool. Why can’t I ever play it cool?


  
    
  


  “Please. You’re embarrassing me.”


  
    
  


  “Why?” He squeezed my hand. My palm was sweaty, nearly on fire there inside of his. When did this physiological stuff start happening to me, anyway? All of a sudden my body just decided, Wow, we’re going to get majorly turned on every time we see, hear, smell, touch, or think about Christian.


  
    
  


  “Because it’s not what I want,” I said, careful to keep my tone level but firm. I pulled my hand from his and used it to chug some more of my iced water, hoping to drown the butterflies dancing inside my stomach. “You didn’t have to do all of this. I don’t want this, Christian.”


  
    
  


  “All of what? You don’t want me?”


  
    
  


  “No, that’s not it. That’s not what I mean at all. I just—where is this going to go? Where can it go? We’ve been friends for so long and now we’re—I don’t know what we are. But I’m afraid one of us will get hurt.”


  
    
  


  “Well, at least one of us has been getting hurt for the better part of a decade.” Did he mean me or him? One look at my face, distorted in pain and confusion, and he added, “Possibly both of us.”


  
    
  


  He reached for me again, this time around the corner of the table, and held my hand on top of my own knee. “It’s been utter madness not being able to do this, Tessie. It took a long time to see it, but it’s always been you. Imagine if you felt the same and you couldn’t tell me because you thought it would destroy our friendship?”


  
    
  


  I froze, ignoring the tingling feeling that spread from where he touched my skin all the way up my arm, to the back of my neck. Give me a client to pitch a new ad campaign to, and I’m your girl. Give me a man that claims he’s in love with me, and well… I don’t know. I’d never been in that situation before.


  
    
  


  “Christian,” I tried to sound serious, not like my body was yearning for more of his touch. “I just think we should—”


  
    
  


  He patted my knee under the table and smiled at me. “I know exactly what you’re going to say and I totally agree."


  
    
  


  “You do?”


  
    
  


  “Yes,” he leaned over and kissed me sweetly on the lips. “And I think it’s a great idea.”


  
    
  


  I loosened my grip on my napkin, smoothing it out on my lap. I let myself breathe. “Oh good,” I sighed. I hadn’t thought it would be so easy to start this difficult conversation, but Christian’s mind-reading powers had triumphed again.


  
    
  


  “In fact, I want to show you something. Come on,” he stood up, pulling me with him. “Close your eyes.”


  
    
  


  He led me down the hallway, stopping in front of my bedroom door. “Okay, open them.”


  
    
  


  My bedroom looked the same as always: the bed was made, a row of pillows propped in front of the headboard, a dusty book rested on my night stand. One slight change, however, made all the difference in the room. Christian’s suitcase sat open on the bed, filled with neatly folded shirts and boxers, rolled socks, and other essentials. I walked into the room, inhaling sharply, and looked around for other additions. Flinging open the closet door, I discovered that he’d spent some time reorganizing my clothing and shoes to make room for his own.


  
    
  


  “You’re…” I was speechless, overwhelmed by the sight of our belongings mingling together in the closet like we were really—we were a—we were together. My stomach lurched, protesting the waltz of the butterflies. “You’re moving in?”


  
    
  


  He stood behind me, grinning proudly. “Surprise! I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t wait for you to ask. I found the moving boxes you had stashed in the hall closet with the note that said ‘Tell Christian’ and I thought I’d turn your surprise around on you.”


  
    
  


  “Oh!” I manufactured my own smile, reaching up to kiss him. “Um…that’s great!”


  
    
  


  His face fell at the flatness of my voice. “I should’ve waited, I’m sorry.”


  
    
  


  “No, no,” I answered quickly. I couldn’t tell him now. Not now. “I’m glad you didn’t wait for me to tell you… This is… great. But what about the rest of your stuff? That’s not everything.”


  
    
  


  “I’ll leave the rest in my apartment until the lease ends in August, then figure out what to do with it,” he shrugged. “Unless you want some of my furniture. Maybe the Playstation?”


  
    
  


  I shook my head. “This is fine for now. I’m sure we’ll find room for everything when the time comes.”


  
    
  


  Christian leaned toward me, smiling mischievously. “Who knows? Maybe we can find a bigger place together by then.” He wrapped his arms around me, kissing a path from my ear to my shirt. The initial shock faded away, the spark of anger was extinguished. I relaxed into his arms like Jell-o. He kicked his suitcase off the bed and threw me onto it instead. I let Christian make love to me, secretly thrilled at the idea of having him around day-in and day-out, but torn right down the center with the piece of unspoken news I should’ve shared.


  
    
  


  Telling him was going to be anything but a cakewalk.


  
    
  


  So instead I let the hours tick by day and night, waiting for an opportunity to break his heart. The thrill of that double life evaporated with every morning that I didn’t tell Christian over our coffee together. It was my favorite time of the day and I never wanted to leave him there, sitting in my kitchen the way I’d always fantasized about on our Coffee Wednesday dates. The way he poured the milk into my cup, fed me a bite of his blueberry muffin, kissed me goodbye and told me to “Have a great day.” It was all so weird but so perfect.


  
    
  


  Then, at work, the magic seemed to fade and I sobered up. This job meant everything to me and I couldn’t fit Christian’s romance and dream life around my calculated career path. There wasn’t enough room. I couldn’t let him keep living his fantasy out in my apartment each day. Also, I really needed to start packing.


  
    
  


  With only one day left, my office was already empty, all my stuff packed up into big moving boxes. Prime was picking up the tab for my relocation, so my office supplies and personal items would be overnighted to the Chicago office. When I left in the morning, I just needed the essentials with me. Everything else would be shipped to the brand new furnished apartment waiting for me in the Windy City. It was a big penthouse apartment downtown with a gorgeous view and a whirlpool tub, a dream come true.


  
    
  


  Seriously, I peeked at the details on the apartment complex’s website and I didn’t need to buy anything. It even had an iPod docking station and a surround sound system hooked up to the Blu-Ray player and plasma screen TV. Wall mounted, no less. Even the shades on the windows were remote-control operated. This place was swanky.


  
    
  


  And swanky was not a word I tossed around lightly.


  
    
  


  I was relieved to have something positive to look forward to—you know, after I crushed my best friend/boyfriend’s heart and abandoned him. I’d been so busy worrying about the ripple effect in my personal life that I hadn’t stopped to think about all the positives that awaited me in Chicago. A new city to explore, a ‘swanky’ apartment to call home, a high-profile job that was mine, all mine.


  
    
  


  Kendra called me at work Wednesday afternoon, breathing heavy. “You’ll be here at seven tonight, right?”


  
    
  


  “What?”


  
    
  


  “Christian’s birthday party…” she said impatiently. “Come on, you didn’t forget about your boyfriend’s birthday, did you?”


  
    
  


  I forced a tight laugh, feeling the panic wash over me. Christian’s thirtieth… today. Suddenly, our weird morning conversation made a lot more sense. He’d said something like, “I couldn’t imagine starting this day off any better way.” I just thought he liked the outfit I was wearing, but now I felt like a giant idiot. How could I forget my best friend’s thirtieth freaking birthday?


  
    
  


  “I called a few people and we’re going to have a small party here tonight. I remember you said something about that a while back, so I just took the liberty to plan it. I figured you’d be too busy basking in all of that afterglow,” she chuckled. “So, is seven okay?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah, yeah,” I stumbled. “Sure thing. I’ll be there. Does Christian know about it?”


  
    
  


  “I told him, yeah. No more surprises for a little while, if that’s okay with you. I didn’t want another no-show.” I agreed that it was for the best. We worked out a few details and I promised to bring some balloons. She hung up quickly to get back to cooking the food for the buffet. I went back to staring at the blank wall where the daisy photo used to be, wasting the last hours of my work day.


  
    
  


  I stopped at home to change my clothes before the party and took a quick mental inventory of what absolutely needed to be packed. I wouldn’t have much time, so I could only grab the bare minimum. Underwear, suits, deodorant, a few movies, my laptop—just what I’d need to get through the first few days until Lucy packed and sent the rest. On the company’s dime, I was sure she wouldn’t mind. I could’ve asked Kendra, but I didn’t know if we’d be speaking once I announced my decision to go to Chicago. Lucy, if anything, would say she was going to miss me and ask to have my apartment. As far as I was concerned, she could have it.


  
    
  


  Flinging open the closet, I made a conscious effort to ignore Christian’s shirts and ties as they stared at me from the hangers. I picked out a light, summery dress to wear and threw it over my head. Just as I was headed for the door, one shoe off and one in my hand, I remembered Finn. Where would he go? Who would take care of him after I left?


  
    
  


  “Hey, Finn,” I said, looking toward my nightstand for my little companion. “Are you still scared of cats? Can Lucy take you back, do you think?” From across the expanse of my king size bed, I couldn’t make out any movement, so I got closer. I leaned over to see Finn at eye level and found him, turned upside-down and bloated with decay.


  
    
  


  “Oh God! Finn!” I’d killed him. I’d killed my small charge, my confidant when things had gotten so bleak, my only responsibility outside of myself. I killed poor, defenseless, innocent Finn.


  
    
  


  What kind of person was I turning into? I knew my limitations, that I couldn’t care for other creatures. Why had I taken him from Lucy, knowing he’d be dead in a matter of weeks with me as his sole caretaker? Stupid, stupid. Despite myself, I found tears on my cheeks as I performed a make-shift burial ceremony and flushed him down the toilet.


  
    
  


  “Enjoy the Quabbin Reservoir, little Finn,” I said somberly, somewhat surprised at my intense reaction to his passing. My guilt continued to build as I located my shoes and climbed back into my car, headed for Birch’s. It was the right decision to go to Chicago, a more fitting choice for me and my ineptness as a nurturer. What if I forgot to feed my kids too?


  
    
  


  I shouldn’t be living this lie with Christian at all. Birthday party or no, I had to tell him the truth and get it over with.


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  
    
  


  Once parked in the Birch’s lot, I unloaded the balloons from my car, trying to hide the despair and regret weighing on my heart. I pushed open the big wooden door and walked into the echoing foyer. I was really going to miss this place, the scene of so many memories—both good and bad. Of course, all that good food would be tragically distant from my new home in Chicago as well. Probably too far to order take out.


  
    
  


  Although most of the guests were the same, this low-key birthday party was a far cry from the blowout surprise engagement we’d planned all those weeks before. There were no fairy lights, no expertly decorated tables with ivy, no congratulations banner. In fact, Birch’s looked much like it usually did, just with a special buffet table and a few streamers. Kendra had made a birthday cake for him, a big number thirty resting on the top tier. I tied the balloons in bunches on either side of the buffet table and started to meander through the crowd.


  
    
  


  Kendra stood by the bar grinning sheepishly at me. “It’s not much. We didn’t have a lot of time to set up,” she shrugged. “But I got the cake made in time.”


  
    
  


  “Thanks for pulling this together so last minute. I guess I just lost track of the days with so much on my mind.” I hugged her, suddenly wanting to confess my murder by neglect. She would dismiss Finn’s death as a fluke, remind me that human children don’t let you forget to feed them, and tell me I was crazy, so I decided against breaching the topic.


  
    
  


  “What’s to think about? Work must be calming down, right? Now that you’re not heading to Chicago.”


  
    
  


  I breathed in sharply, pursing my lips. Lying was pointless.


  
    
  


  “You told them, didn’t you?” She stared me down and I—lame duck that I am—just shrugged. “Tess! Are you going to Chicago?”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know what to do…” Lame, lame. Anything I said would sound lame and I knew it.


  
    
  


  “You said you weren’t going! What about Christian? Tess!” She grew frantic with every moment I remained unresponsive. “You can’t get on a plane tomorrow without telling him! What are you thinking?”


  
    
  


  “Hey, great party, ladies,” Christian slid over to us, a drink in hand and a party hat on his head. He greeted me with a quick kiss, Kendra with a hug. “Thanks again.”


  
    
  


  Kendra might’ve been silenced by his presence, but she didn’t let that stop her from kicking me in the shin. I grimaced at her, sending her a look that said, I’ll take care of it. The crushing guilt was nearly as debilitating as the sharp pain seizing my leg.


  
    
  


  “I’ll leave you two alone,” she said pointedly, jabbing an elbow into my rib cage. “Enjoy the party.” I watched her shuffle off to greet some newcomers then took Christian by the hand. We walked to a quiet corner of the restaurant, away from the laughter and chattering.


  
    
  


  “I have to come clean about something,” I started to say. Christian stroked my cheek softly, resting finally at my chin, and I had a moment of doubt. Our eyes locked. “And I think I’ve waited too long to tell you.”


  
    
  


  Before I could go on, he leaned down and kissed me. My knees buckled and I fought to stay upright. My voice came out as a whisper. “Christian, I—”


  
    
  


  “It’s funny to think about how special we were to each other, even way back when,” he said, holding my face in his hands.


  
    
  


  “We were just kids,” I laughed it off, hoping for a segue into the speech I practiced in the office bathroom earlier that day.


  
    
  


  “Smart kids, I might add,” he smiled devilishly. “And twenty years later, my feelings haven’t changed. Do you remember what I said to you back in third grade?”


  
    
  


  I did remember. It wasn’t the segue I was looking for, that was for sure.


  
    
  


  “If no one else comes along, Tessie Monroe, I want you to be my wife one day. That’s what I said to you, do you remember?” The sound of the words, which had been echoing in my brain since I first heard them, made my stomach drop out of my body like I was on some gravity-defying amusement park ride. “I love you, Tessie. I know it’s early to say it, or late, depending on how you’re counting. But I love you, much more than the way we always say we love each other.”


  
    
  


  “I love you, too,” I surprised myself with the words but I meant them. I wrapped my arms around his neck and stood on tip-toes to hug him. When I settled back onto my heels, I used my most serious face to convey the least lovey-dovey sentiments I could muster. “I do love you but that’s not what I was—”


  
    
  


  “Christian!” Grant called to him from the bar, a microphone in his hand. “You ready?”


  
    
  


  “What’s that for?” I broke away from him, ready to beat Grant to a bloody pulp for interrupting me. The words were on my lips, seconds from finally coming out. I was only moments from tackling the conversation I’d dreaded for two weeks and now, it would continue to haunt me until this microphone business was over.


  
    
  


  “You’ll see,” Christian said, mischief glinting in his eye. He sat up on the bar, inviting me to sit next to him, and accepted the mic from Grant. “Thanks, man.”


  
    
  


  Grant and Christian exchanged a knowing smile and I felt the color drain from my face. Even though my instincts told me to run like hell, I hopped up onto the bar next to Christian and tried to look anywhere but at Kendra. She was too busy anyway, demanding answers from Grant, who put his hands up in surrender and told her to wait and see for herself.


  
    
  


  “Hey everybody!” Christian said to the room. A few people clapped but most just turned to see where the sound was coming from. “Thanks for coming to my thirtieth birthday party, even though some of you probably had doubts I’d show up!” He paused for a quiet chuckle from a few people before continuing. “You guys all remember Tess, right?”


  
    
  


  This joke earned even bigger laughs. Of course they knew the woman attached at his hip for twenty-plus years. Did that make me seem desperate? I played along, waving to a few people I hadn’t said hello to yet, and then nudged him to keep talking. Instead, he dipped me back over the bar with a deep kiss, earning us several cheers from the crowd.


  
    
  


  “Surprise,” he said to the crowd, letting me back up for air. Christian reveled in the applause for a few minutes and waved off the cat-calls. “So,” he began again. “I know you all know how much Tess means to me…”


  
    
  


  Panicking, my instincts spurred me to find Kendra, who was shaking her head at me in a silent reprimand. Dread rolled in my stomach. Now that we’d made a public announcement, Christian would be heartbroken and embarrassed when I told him about Chicago.


  
    
  


  He picked up his speech again, just as I planned my escape route. “And how long I’ve waited to ask her this question.” He jumped down from the bar, pulling me with him, and knelt on one knee in front of me. “Tessie, will you marry me?”


  
    
  


  Screaming applause erupted from everyone but Kendra, whose eyes were locked on mine. She knew what I was about to do before I even knew it.


  
    
  


  “Uhhhh…” I stared down at him and saw the love in his eyes. It terrified me. “I’m sorry… I—I can’t.” Before reality could sink in and I had time to regret what I’d just done, I pulled my hand from his and escaped through the kitchen and out the back door. I ran across the parking lot, ignoring the male footsteps closing in on me.


  
    
  


  “Tessie, wait!”


  
    
  


  I was always faster than Christian, but my strappy sandals and sundress weren’t doing me any favors. He caught up easily, spinning me around by the wrist. “Let go!” I yelled it out, a reflex to being grabbed. But Christian held on until I stopped flailing.


  
    
  


  “What happened in there?” His eyes searched my face for answers, a logical explanation for my behavior. I already knew there was no logical anything to explain my behavior lately—or to excuse it.


  
    
  


  “It’s been two weeks, Christian!”


  
    
  


  “I know, but I thought—”


  
    
  


  “What? That I’d just shack up with you permanently because ‘nobody better came along?’” I yanked my arm from his grasp.


  
    
  


  “Is that what this is about?” His face fell. “I didn’t bring that up to upset you. I thought it was fun to reminisce, but no, that’s not what I meant at all.”


  
    
  


  “Well, you make it sound like I’m your last resort. And here we are, on your thirtieth birthday, that magic deadline you’ve always had in your head and you just happen to propose to me in front of all your friends. How did you think I would respond?” I started to walk back to my car but he stayed on my heels.


  
    
  


  “Just listen to me, okay?”


  
    
  


  I spun on him again. “You’ve spent the last ten years parading pretty girls in front of me like it’s freaking Fashion Week in Paris. None of them were good enough for you, so how can I compete?” Christian’s mouth hung open; his arms lay helpless at his sides. Met with the uncomfortable silence, I kept talking. “Well, I’m sorry, Mr. Lonely, but I’ve got better things to do than pop out your kids for you because you couldn’t find a better uterus!”


  
    
  


  As Christian’s eyes narrowed, I gathered I’d finally crossed the line. “And what are you going to do? Go back to working eighty plus hours a week at a job that’s slowly bleeding you dry and watching the Food Network in your pajamas? You can’t even cook, Tess, what’s that about?”


  
    
  


  It was only the third time I’d seen Christian get angry; I wasn’t sure what to do. The only way to survive this was to switch gears into Professional Tess. Biting back tears, I straightened up and looked right into his eyes.


  
    
  


  “It’s better than being your consolation prize,” I said coolly. “Thank you for the company and the thrilling conversation, but I’ve got to get going.” I turned on my heel and strode swiftly to the door of my car. He placed one hand over mine as I gripped the handle.


  
    
  


  “Don’t do this,” he pleaded, every bit of the anger dissolved. “You’re throwing this away over something stupid. That’s not what I meant at all and you know it.”


  
    
  


  “It’s not stupid to me,” said an icy voice that sounded like mine. “If we ever had a chance, it’s gone now, Christian. We missed it a long time ago.”


  
    
  


  He put himself between me and the car door, a new energy suddenly possessing him. “What’s this really about?”


  
    
  


  I bit my lip and looked down at the pavement, where the most recent rainfall still collected in the dips and divots. “I told you.” My tiny voice sounded fragile, timid, at odds with the strong emotions churning inside me.


  
    
  


  “No, you didn’t. I know you too well to buy that. You’re upset about what I said, sure. Just not this upset. That wasn’t enough of a reason to put an end to a good thing, not for you. What’s really going on?”


  
    
  


  I looked up at him and saw the worry clearly in his eyes, knowing I’d be changing it all to pain in seconds. There are some things in life you need to do quickly to minimize the pain. I could take moments or a lifetime to break his heart and it wouldn’t change the amount of his pain one ounce. I took a deep breath.


  
    
  


  “I’m moving to Chicago, Christian,” I looked away again, this time staring at the toes of my boots. “I’ve finally been offered the VP job, but it’s in Chicago. I’m leaving tomorrow morning.”


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  
    
  


  The fallout was worse than I expected. As I sat in the bathtub that night, back in my apartment, I tried to block out Christian’s pleading, shouting, and mostly, the pained expression that overtook his handsome face at my news. It was almost too much to bear just thinking about it.


  
    
  


  He wanted me to stay, obviously. I don’t know what I expected him to do or say, but when he told me not to go it made me want to go even more.


  
    
  


  “Tessie, you can’t,” he said.


  
    
  


  “I’ve already accepted the job.”


  
    
  


  “Then un-accept it. You can’t leave now. After all this time? Please.” He hadn’t begged, just firmly requested I stay. Somehow, I stayed strong. I’d already made a choice and I adamantly stuck to it.


  
    
  


  “You’re being stubborn now,” he said accusingly. “You’d choose a job over us?”


  
    
  


  “What if we don’t work out and I pass this job up for nothing?”


  
    
  


  “I’m not some random stranger, Tessie,” he snorted. “I always thought once we got together, we’d be together forever. Don’t you feel that way too?”


  
    
  


  I had, once, when I was much younger and thought I wanted different things from life.


  
    
  


  “If it’s not me you want, who is it?”


  
    
  


  “Then why don’t you come with me, if you’re so committed to us?” I asked the question with only the slimmest ray of hope in my heart. He had a successful studio here in Boston, not exactly something you can pick up and move. Not overnight.


  
    
  


  “Because I love my job and you hate yours. How can you still be there after the last couple of months?” I could hear the edge returning to his voice.


  
    
  


  “Why not move the studio? I don’t have a choice where I work, but you do.”


  
    
  


  “But you do have a choice,” he began, taking my hands in his. “What about that consulting business you always said you wanted to start one day? You’ve done great work advertising both my business and Birch’s for Kendra. I get compliments all the time. I’ve got a list of people who would hire you right away. In fact,” he squeezed my hands, bringing them up to his lips. “I want you to put your office in my studio for now, just until you can find your own space.”


  
    
  


  My own consulting business? No more Marty or corporate crap or people like always-perky Savannah. Working for the clients I chose on the projects I chose… the idea was tempting but I couldn’t let it seduce me. It was a risky move, one that could black-list me in the world of marketing, making it difficult to get a new job if my business failed. I couldn’t let myself commit career suicide. “You expect me to work my ass off for two months, produce a fantastic end result, and then scoff at the reward? How can you ask me to sacrifice this?”


  
    
  


  The next words out of his mouth were still haunting me, hours later: “One way or another, you’re sacrificing something, Tess.”


  
    
  


  There was nothing mean or aggressive in those words, and yet they still stung. They cut more deeply than anything else, shouting including. As I heard him repeat those words over and over in my head, I sunk deeper into my bath bubbles.


  
    
  


  With Kendra not answering my calls, I knew I was in the dog house with her as well. I’d done a real bang up job on both of my friendships in one stupid night. I left her a message anyway, hoping to at least keep one bridge intact.


  
    
  


  I called my parents before it got too late, asking for a ride to Logan. I couldn’t admit that I’d sat on the information for two whole weeks, feigning indecision, so I lied and said it was a last-minute move. They were a bit surprised but went along with it despite any suspicions they might’ve had.


  
    
  


  Lucy was next on my long list, saved for later in the evening since I knew she’d still be awake.


  
    
  


  “I’m so excited for you, Tess,” she said sincerely. “You must be psyched right now. Just promise I can come out to visit you. I’ve never been to Chicago before and I’d love to see the Sears Tower and Wrigley Field and that stuff.”


  
    
  


  “Anytime.”


  
    
  


  “Maybe I’ll get the gang together to take a road trip out there. Kendra and Grant, me and Brenna, Christian and his girlfriend… I’m sorry, I can’t remember her name. What was it again?”


  
    
  


  “He’s… single again,” I said simply. “But who’s Brenna?”


  
    
  


  “The vet! We’ve been seeing each other for almost a month now, can you believe that? She’s awesome and even helped me clean all the cats’ ears last night. I want you to meet her sometime. I think you’d really like her.”


  
    
  


  “I’d love to meet her,” I smiled, genuinely happy. So my sister could do relationships better than I could, so what? “I hope you can come out to visit. It’d be nice to see my only sister while I’m away.”


  
    
  


  While I’m away. I kept using that phrase, like I was headed on vacation instead of moving away indefinitely. In my heart, I suppose, I knew I didn’t want to live there for the rest of my life, so maybe that’s where it came from. But this wasn’t college, where you have an expiration date and then you move home again when it’s over. As the Vice President of a major company—in its headquarters, no less—you didn’t just leave in three, four, five years because your time is up.


  
    
  


  No. You stay as long as they want you, with your hand waving above your head for that next rung on the ladder. Because, once you’ve left everyone else behind in your dust, that’s all that’s left. It is the kind of change that could last a lifetime.


  
    
  


  Before I hung up with Lucy, we worked out the details for her to ship me the boxes on the company’s dime. She was more than happy to help. Being with someone special was a good look for my typically troubled younger sister.


  
    
  


  That night, I couldn’t sleep so I stayed up to pack my life into moving boxes. I lined up all the boxes of my shoes, clothes, DVDs, and books on one wall and clearly marked the pile ‘To Ship.’ I left everything that was too big to ship behind, including my television and DVD player, since the new place was fully furnished. I decided to leave the furniture for my landlord to sell and recoup any rent he lost in my sudden evacuation. He wasn’t thrilled, but said it would serve as a good consolation prize. I cringed at the expression, a tiny jab into my open wound from my fight with Christian.


  
    
  


  Once I gathered all the essentials to bring on the plane, I climbed into my storage space and pulled out my suitcase—big enough to fit everything, small enough to carry on. I’d spent many a journey with this bag in tow, back and forth to college every summer, spring, and winter break. I couldn’t remember the last time I opened it up, since Prime’s busy schedule hadn’t afforded me much time for a long vacation. Most of my trips were weekend getaways and required one large duffel bag for the duration. It could be a few days before my stuff arrived in Chicago, so I had to pack enough suits and underwear and hair care products to survive. This was a job for the big guns.


  
    
  


  I left Christian’s things exactly where he’d first put them. I couldn’t quite bring myself to remove that last sign that he’d been here, that we’d really had our brief time together, here within these walls. Thinking about him, I tossed clothes aimlessly into the suitcase and zipped it up.


  
    
  


  I collapsed into my bed around three in the morning, squeezed in a handful of hours’ sleep, and then began the arduous task of dragging my tired butt in and out of the shower. I kept my mind on positive things, forced myself to sing “There’s No Business Like Show Business” in the shower, and even spritzed myself with my happiest-smelling perfume.


  
    
  


  In the mirror now, staring at myself, I faltered for a moment. I thought about another pep talk, a ‘Get over him and get your butt to Chicago’ talk, but it didn’t feel right.


  
    
  


  Instead, I took a deep breath, promised myself a good cry in my brand new whirlpool bathroom in that ‘swanky’ apartment, and turned my back on the mirror. The pain was still an open wound, which I knew would heal in time. It had to. In the meantime, I just had to get through one day at a time.


  
    
  


  But more importantly, I had to get myself to the airport.


  
    
  


  I drove to my parents’ house to leave my car and get a lift to the airport. They were going to arrange the sale of my car and send me the money in time, so I parked it in the garage. I transferred my two suitcases to the back of my dad’s mini-SUV. My mother stood on the porch steps, discreetly wiping away the occasional tear.


  
    
  


  When she finally spoke, she did not do as much to placate my rising doubts, however. She attacked my reluctance with her usual grace and style not unlike a battering ram. “This is what you’ve always wanted. Buck up and go get it.”


  
    
  


  I managed a half-grin, then confirmed that yes, I was going to go out there and take what I wanted from this job, from this company, and from Chicago.


  
    
  


  “You know, I thought I could do it all, once,” my mother said in a rare moment of honesty. “Family, marriage, career. All of it. They tell you that you can in this country. But I admire you for making the choice that I never could.”


  
    
  


  “What are you saying, Mom?”


  
    
  


  “I don’t regret you girls, if that’s what you’re after,” she laughed. “Of course not. I mean, if I had it all to do over again…” She trailed off in that infuriating way of hers, just before saying the most important thing. Just like the day my college acceptance letter had arrived in the mail and she’d called me at school: “Your letter came today, I opened it, and…” I’d begged her for the rest. That was about half as frustrating as this current moment.


  
    
  


  “What, Mom? What would you have done if you could do it over?” Sometimes asking was the only way to get those final words.


  
    
  


  “I would have stayed home and raised you,” mom said, looking me right in the eyes. My mother regretted trying to be two people at once. “I suppose I still did raise you girls. But if I could do it again, I’d want it to be my only job.”


  
    
  


  “Does dad know about this?”


  
    
  


  “What difference does it make? I had to work to put clothes on your back, in the early days. I had to keep the job whether I wanted to or not. I just felt lucky that I had a career I actually enjoyed.”


  
    
  


  I’d heard that before. “Well, I guess at least I’m good at what I do at Prime, right?”


  
    
  


  She nodded. “The best, my Tessa. The very best. Just do me one favor, all right?” She waited for my reaction, then went ahead. “Promise me you’ll do what I couldn’t do. Go out there and follow your heart. You deserve this happiness. Enjoy it.”


  
    
  


  Stunned, not quite sure how to respond, I simply nodded and smiled. Halfway back to the car, I stopped. “Mom?” I turned back to her with another tight hug. “Am I doing the right thing?”


  
    
  


  She looked me in the eye. “What does your heart say?” I hesitated. No answer felt right on my lips. “There’s no right or wrong choice, honey. The only thing that matters is that it’s yours.”


  
    
  


  “Ready to go?” my dad asked from the driver’s seat. I nodded to him, left my mother with one more hug, and slipped into my seat. In a way, it was probably a blessing that Kendra or Christian wouldn’t have to see me march off toward the departure gate, leaving them behind. Still, leaving with my parents almost made me feel like I was sneaking off.


  
    
  


  We got there much quicker than I expected, since traffic headed into town wasn’t bad at that particular early morning hour. Dad dropped me off, getting out of the car to help me with the bags and then giving me a hug and kiss.


  
    
  


  “I’ll be back, Dad,” I placed my hand on his shoulder. “It’s just a job. The rest of my life is still here.”


  
    
  


  I’d meant the words as comfort but they sounded empty, forced. My father covered with a smile. “Of course, Tessa. Of course.”


  
    
  


  I smiled against the tears in my eyes, knowing they would pass with time. “I’ll miss you. Thanks for the ride.”


  
    
  


  Just as I reached the door, Dad called after me and I turned. He was sitting in the car with the window rolled down, shouting to me.


  
    
  


  “Should I drive away?”


  
    
  


  I hesitated. What was this all about?


  
    
  


  “Just want to be sure.” He waited for my answer, leaning way across the passenger seat to see me more clearly through the open window. “Well?”


  
    
  


  “Bye, Dad.” I waved, committed to my decision. But, since change is a very scary thing and pain makes it seem that much scarier, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted to jump back in that car.


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  
    
  


  Operating on Tess Time, I cushioned extra time into my day so I wouldn’t miss my flight—maybe too much time. I picked up my boarding pass then headed to Dunkin Donuts for coffee and a bagel. I ate my breakfast at one of the little tables there, thumbing through the latest issue of People to kill the extra time. I checked my email on my BlackBerry: a company-wide announcement from Marty about my promotion and relocation; a wave of emails from my colleagues wishing me good luck; one from Savannah apologizing for the previous day’s outburst, with no less than seven smiley faces; and two spam emails for Viagra. I deleted those, since I felt my penis needed no enhancing at the present moment.


  
    
  


  Dunkin Donuts was busy at that time of the morning, with employees and passengers passing through the coffee line before scurrying off. A few people with spare time—like me—took the time to get some work done or relax with a cup of coffee. A family of five sat down together, all packed for a vacation in their initialed LL Bean luggage. Two girls and a boy—just like us growing up. Their mother and father sat together, talking and laughing over cups of coffee. Every so often, he tucked her hair behind her ear or she squeezed his arm affectionately. Their children—a range of ages around four to ten—shared crayons and colored together.


  
    
  


  An older couple sat at the table behind them, finishing the crossword from the Boston Globe. She controlled the pen, but he adamantly defended his answers, pointing at the empty squares. His wife smiled at him with the kind of amusement that comes from a long, happy life with the man you love.


  
    
  


  A troop of eager business men and women paced back and forth across the food court with their black rolling suitcases, gabbing on high-tech phones the size of laptops. One man shouted into the receiver, another whispered frantically behind his hand, and a third buttered someone up, laughing a little too loudly. A woman nearby clung to her coffee cup, weathering a screaming fit that crackled through the receiver loud enough for me to hear several seats away. That could’ve been me, a slave to Marty Bensen and pals.


  
    
  


  That would be me, I corrected myself. If not now, one day soon. I checked my phone automatically to make sure I got reception out here—just in case someone was trying to locate me.


  
    
  


  I looked from the family to the woman, now pacing the tiled walkway between our gate and the next. I’d made my choice, now I had to live with it. I was now stuck with time on my hands to think about that choice.


  
    
  


  I needed to walk it off, I decided, so I killed my last half hour in the duty-free shops, tugging my rolling suitcase behind me. “I love Boston” t-shirts, plush lobsters, stacks of the book Make Way for Ducklings, coffee mugs with text written in a Boston accent. If these items were found in an archaeological dig one day, future generations might think us pointless in our existence, or highly obsessed with material goods. Still, these were the pieces of my hometown. I bought myself a plush lobster keychain to always remind me of that, no matter how long I spent in Chicago.


  
    
  


  On the way to security, I took a trip to the ladies’ room—a precautionary measure so I wouldn’t have to go in that tiny airplane bathroom. I strapped my laptop bag to my rolling suitcase and dragged it all behind me toward the bathroom. It was empty, so I cruised all the way to the last stall, the handicapped one, where I could easily fit my luggage and still have room to maneuver around a toilet. I honestly don’t know why they don’t make the bathroom stalls bigger in airports. If you can’t leave your luggage unattended, it has to fit in there with you. Shouldn’t they be more accommodating?


  
    
  


  If I could sacrifice half my life to follow my career, they could sacrifice one stall to make enough room for women to pee comfortably.


  
    
  


  Hadn’t I sacrificed enough to get here? Well, not to get to the bathroom of Logan Airport, but to get to this brand new stage of my life. It hadn’t all been smooth sailing from point A to point B—or point E, as was probably more accurate by now. I sacrificed things my friends would never let get away from them: love, family, romance, weekends. But here I was, passing up on the one thing I never knew I wanted for the only thing I’d ever dreamed about. Why did it feel so empty?


  
    
  


  I washed my hands in the sink, catching a glimpse of my face in the mirror. Twin trails of mascara raced down my cheeks to get to my chin. I hadn’t felt the warmth of the tears. I didn’t know I’d been crying. I cleaned myself up, straightened my spine, and yelled at myself in the mirror. Old Tess doesn’t cry over stupid things beyond her control, right? She makes decisions and she goes after them.


  
    
  


  Eventually, when I sufficiently drained enough minutes from the clock, I wandered over to security and got in line. Then, with nothing new to look at or read, I was left alone with my thoughts. I filled the space with activity the best I could. I handed over my boarding pass, took of my shoes, took out my laptop, emptied my pockets, and loaded everything on the scanner belt like a good airline passenger. I walked through the metal detector, got my requisite body scan, and then started to put myself back together.


  
    
  


  “Excuse me, miss?”


  
    
  


  I turned to see the baggage scanner staring back at me. He was a heavy set man, balanced on a stool in front of the x-ray screen. I could see my bag peeking out from under the scanner and knew he was looking for me.


  
    
  


  “We’re going to need to search your luggage. Do we have your permission to do that?” He nodded to a second security worker, who snapped on a pair of latex gloves and headed for my suitcase. The second man, a leaner version of his co-worker, moved my bag off to a side table and got to work. He unzipped every pocket and began pulling out my belongings one by one, tossing them into a bucket.


  
    
  


  “Um… sir?” He turned, a scowl on his face. “What exactly are you looking for? Is this a random search?”


  
    
  


  “Ma’am, please be patient.” He pulled out my underwear and bras, my shoes, and even my “lady accessories” without so much as a flinch. If there was an exploding tampon in my luggage, this guy would find it for sure. After a few more moments searching, he pulled out something metal. “A-ha! This must be what set it off.”


  
    
  


  He wasn’t talking to me, but conferring with the first security worker, whose nametag read Carl.


  
    
  


  “Nice work,” Carl smiled, then offered me a kind look. “We’ll just take a peek at this and you’ll be all set to go, miss. You can put your bag back together while we do that.”


  
    
  


  Oh, thank you, I wanted to say. Instead, I exacted revenge on my intimates and wardrobe separates, tossing them into the suitcase without gentleness. I slammed the bag shut and zipped it closed as loudly as possible. When I turned around, Carl offered me the item that caused all the trouble in the first place.


  
    
  


  “Here you go, Miss,” he placed it into my hand. “The metal set off the detector and we just needed to get a closer look. You’re all set. Enjoy your flight.”


  
    
  


  As he walked away, I opened my hand to look at it and my heart stopped beating for a moment. It was my opal necklace, something I thought I’d lost a long time ago. A beautiful, multi-colored opal that caught the light and sparkled like nothing I’d ever seen. It was my birth stone.


  
    
  


  A gift from Christian.


  
    
  


  The necklace was a memory from another difficult time in my life, when our trio split up to head their separate ways for college. Not one of us stayed in Boston, our college-ridden home town, instead seeking spots at schools hundreds of miles apart. Headed for New York City, I met Christian at his house amidst the great car-pack up before his trip to Baltimore for our first college semester.


  
    
  


  “I’m glad you’re here,” he smiled at me, sweat dripping down his face in the humid late-August air. The air was heavy enough to stir with a spoon and we battled through it to load that car.


  
    
  


  When we finished, he took my hand and led me into his bedroom. “I got you something,” he handed me a thin, long box with a bow stuck on top. “To remember me by.”


  
    
  


  “Oh Christian!” I put it on right away, studying the shape of it in the mirror. The opal pendant was large and oval-shaped, glowing blue or pink or green when I turned to look at it from different angles. “You really shouldn’t have. I didn’t get you anything.”


  
    
  


  He pulled me to him, transferring some of the dampness onto my t-shirt. “I love you, Tessie. And I want you to think about me whenever you wear it. I’m going to miss you a lot, you know.”


  
    
  


  In the airport terminal, I put the necklace around my neck for the first time in years. The familiar weight of it, resting just above my heart, comforted me and alarmed me all at once. What the hell was I doing?


  
    
  


  I had to find Christian.


  
    
  


  This was it, my brink of no return moment. If I exited the security gate, there was no way I’d be readmitted in time. I could leave now, risking that Christian didn’t want me now that I’d broken his heart. If I did that, I’d lose it all. I’d miss the flight and the meeting, forfeiting my new position, and find myself back in Boston, lonely and unemployed. I could manage unemployed if I was going to have good company but there was no way to know for sure if he’d take me back. I stood there, hesitating because I didn’t know how to make decisions of such magnitude. I never took risks on myself. I didn’t really know how. All I knew was that I’d always wonder how things would have turned out. I had to know.


  
    
  


  I straightened my spine and marched toward the exit. I made it through the gate without collapsing into a fit of panic and then I was off and running. Tearing through Logan Airport is an inadvisable activity for klutzes. Fortunately, before my foray in airport sprinting, I had the forethought to remove my heels. I ran past the gates, back to the security counter without running over, hitting, bumping, or dropping a single thing. I didn’t trip or fall, I didn’t slip, and I didn’t even stub a toe. It was the most well-coordinated effort my body had made since—well, since it had done something else well-coordinated. And quite a bit naughtier. But also involving Christian. Odd.


  
    
  


  I burst through the door, out of breath and overcome immediately by the low air quality outside. The heavy scent of diesel fuel, car exhaust, and trapped cigarette smoke greeted my nostrils, carried on the heavy June air. I stopped on the sidewalk, scanning up and down for an open taxi. People everywhere loaded their luggage into trunks, hugged their loved ones. The arrivals area was a much happier place than departures. The trip was over, the family reunited, the souvenirs distributed. It was also much, much busier, so cabs were getting snatched up instantly. I turned left and started walking toward the beginning of the arrivals strip, hoping to catch a cab before anyone else could see it.


  
    
  


  I strained my eyes, trying to take in every car, every detail until I located an empty cab, which I planned to jump in front of if necessary. Instead of a taxi, I saw another familiar car parked along the shoulder. With a familiar figure, resting on its hood.


  
    
  


  Christian looked at his watch and back up at me. “Cutting it a bit close, aren’t we?” For a moment, we just stared at each other. He was here for me, there was no doubt, but he still seemed kind of stiff, kind of hurt.


  
    
  


  “What are you—How did you—Are you really here right now?” Hallucinations do happen under the right circumstances; it was a valid question. He didn’t answer, just stared. Of course, I kept talking. “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t leave.” The tears were back. I could feel them this time.


  
    
  


  “I know.” One corner of his mouth lifted involuntarily, but he quashed the smile before it formed.


  
    
  


  “Get in the car before that security guy comes back to harass me again. I’ve held him off for twenty minutes but he’s out for blood now. We’ll go somewhere to talk, okay?”


  
    
  


  I tossed my suitcase into the trunk and slid into the passenger side. He was already in the driver seat, holding out a plain white travel cup with coffee in it. “Mr. Antonio said I should do whatever I could to keep you here, so he sent you this. If he asks, just tell him it’s the real reason you couldn’t go to Chicago.”


  
    
  


  Christian had his own cup to match, but we left them in the cup holders untouched, awaiting our next destination. We drove through the airport in silence, he paid the toll, and we were back on the highway in no time. I tried to pay attention to where he was going, but my thoughts were swimming in my head. One pressing question seemed to be overtaking all others.


  
    
  


  “How did you know?”


  
    
  


  “What?”


  
    
  


  “How did you know I’d come out when I did? I was supposed to be getting on a plane and then there you are and now I’m in your car.” I breathed, looking out the window as trees passed in a green blur. “Today is not going the way I thought it would.”


  
    
  


  “Would you like me to turn around?” He was offering, not threatening. “I didn’t realize I kidnapped you back there.”


  
    
  


  “You didn’t. I just want to know how you knew.”


  
    
  


  He pulled into a parking lot, stopped the car, and turned to me. “I saw it in your eyes.”


  
    
  


  “In my eyes.”


  
    
  


  “Yes, Tessie. After you’ve known someone as long as I’ve known you… It was written all over your face. Of course, I didn’t know when you’d figure it out. For all I knew, it could’ve been at O’Hare when you got off the plane. But I had to go to Logan and wait, to see if I was right.”


  
    
  


  “You were.” It came out as a whisper, aimed toward my hands folded on my lap.


  
    
  


  “Anyway, we’re here,” he said, unlocking the doors. He was already climbing out of his door as I looked around us.


  
    
  


  “The elementary school?” He waved to me to get out, so I opened my door. “What are we doing here? We’re gonna look like a couple of creeps, hanging around an elementary school at ten in the morning. Are you sure this is okay?”


  
    
  


  “Yes,” he said impatiently. “I called the principal and explained. He says hi by the way. Same guy from when we were here, says he remembers us.”


  
    
  


  “Well, I guess if Principal Vincent is okay with this, I can’t complain,” I laughed, letting him lead me around the back of the school to the playground. I hadn’t been back here in years, not since I was a student, but nothing had changed. Of course, everything seemed smaller, like the swing Christian insisted I sit on, but only because my perspective had changed.


  
    
  


  On so many things.


  
    
  


  “Tell me what changed your mind,” he jumped right back into where we’d left off, as though sitting on a pair of swings behind an elementary school was the perfect place to have a conversation of such gravity. “You were dead set on this one minute, then running from Logan like it’s on fire the next. What happened?”


  
    
  


  I paused, kicking at the worn patch of ground beneath the swing set. After a moment, I reached over and took his hand in mine. “You happened.”


  
    
  


  His reaction was not the one I expected. Instead of sweeping me into his arms and kissing me passionately as I’d imagined while sprinting through the airport, he just stared at his lap, where my hand held his. He didn’t pull it away, but he didn’t squeeze it back either.


  
    
  


  “Christian?” He looked up at me, as though coming out of a dream. A bit dazed, his eyes kind of squinty.


  
    
  


  We started to speak at the same time, stopped, waited, and started again.


  
    
  


  “You first,” he finally said.


  
    
  


  “Thanks,” I took a deep breath, wiped away a few straggling tears, and looked straight into his eyes. “Listen, I realize I’ve put you through the wringer for, oh I don’t know…”


  
    
  


  “Twenty years.”


  
    
  


  “Right.” I maintained my composure, determined to get through what I’d been longing to say for days. “For twenty years, you’ve known what you wanted and you’ve been waiting for me. Finally, just when you give up…”


  
    
  


  “I didn’t give up.”


  
    
  


  “Fine,” I continued, inhaling deeply. “Just when it looked like it would never happen, I kiss you in that elevator. Things happen, lives are changed, and still, I manage to crap all over it.”


  
    
  


  “Tessie—”


  
    
  


  “You’ll have your chance to talk when I’m done. You let me go first, remember?” He smiled and nodded for me to continue. “There is absolutely no excuse for my behavior. I’ve been an idiot, going through my whole life thinking I fit somewhere I didn’t. I pushed and pushed and tried to force myself somewhere I didn’t belong. But all this time, the place that I belonged was waiting for me, right in front of my nose.”


  
    
  


  “I’m confused. Which one am I?”


  
    
  


  “Not a good time for jokes, Mr. Smart Ass,” I warned, although I knew it was just his fall-back defense tactic. “Just say what you need to say, okay?” I pulled my hand away from him, but sought his eyes, watching for a response. That lump was back in my throat. “Going to Chicago is pointless if I’m not with you. And I know I’m taking a big risk here, especially since I just obliterated your heart into a million…”


  
    
  


  “You did no such thing.” He turned me toward him, each hand gently gripping one chain of the swing, and looked directly at me. “I attacked you with my feelings when you were vulnerable and that wasn’t fair. I’ve known for years how important a career was to you. I ignored it and laid my feelings on you. It was kinda selfish of me too. The way you reacted was pretty natural, given the circumstances. Although I couldn’t have predicted the promotion…”


  
    
  


  I stared at him blankly, letting the word hang in the air. There was so much happening that my brain hadn’t quite caught up to the conversation yet. Things were hitting me one at a time. Christian came to get me. We’re here together. He’s not upset about what I said. He’s here; I can reach out and touch him. My career at Prime was over, just like that. It should have hurt, I knew, but it didn’t. Instead, I felt like a weight had been lifted from my chest.


  
    
  


  “So what happens now? You haven’t even answered me,” I wrung my hands anxiously. This could all still be a mistake. A big, fat, giant mistake.


  
    
  


  “What didn’t I answer?”


  
    
  


  “I don’t need you to apologize to me. I just told you I quit my job to be with you. You don’t have anything to say to that?”


  
    
  


  “You never were a very patient person, were you?” He stood up, pulling me with him. With a gentle finger, he tilted my chin up and kissed me. “Tessie, I have loved you from the moment I first laid eyes on you. I don’t care how young we were; when two people meet each other and their lives become so entwined, it’s a blessing. What we have could be so much more than we’re allowing it to be. You’re my best friend, but you’re also the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known. Inside and out.”


  
    
  


  The tears were moving in a constant stream now, staining the collar of my shirt with black mascara droplets. It was amazing I still had makeup to cry off.


  
    
  


  “I told you once, in this very spot,” he continued. “That I wanted to make you my wife. In the immature words of a young boy, I tried to tell you how I felt. I tried to say that I knew no one would ever compare. I was right—you’re still the only one for me.”


  
    
  


  He reached into his pocket and bent down on one knee. He kissed the palm of my left hand and flipped it over.


  
    
  


  “Tessa Elizabeth Monroe,” he said, eyes glued on me. “Will you let me be your husband so we can stop all this nonsense and just be together?”


  
    
  


  A laugh escaped my lips as my mouth stretched into a smile. I couldn’t think of anything to say that summed up my feelings at that moment. The only word I could muster was, “Yes.”


  
    
  


  A smile crept across his face, that mischievous one that had come to affect me in unexpected ways. He slipped the ring onto my finger, stood up, and kissed me again. His lips were soft but forceful, purposeful, taking what belonged to them. My pulse raced at the thought of myself as Christian’s, and of Christian as mine. I didn’t want the kiss to end, but eventually it had to. We broke apart, breathless.


  
    
  


  “It’s really true, you know,” I looked up into his eyes.


  
    
  


  “What?”


  
    
  


  “This right here,” I stretched my arms around him, resting my cheek against his chest where I could hear his heart beating. “This is exactly where I belong.”


  
    
  


  He kissed the top of my head. “I know, Tessie.”


  
    
  


  I looked up at him again, searching his eyes to see that familiar warmth more clearly. The love there was deep, powerful. It made me want to…


  
    
  


  “Christian? We need to go somewhere. Now.”


  
    
  


  “Agreed,” he answered, dragging me back to the car. “I’ve got it covered.”


  
    
  


  “Where are we going?” I called after him, thrilled by his overwhelming impatience.


  
    
  


  “My place. But if that doesn’t work for you, I hear the building elevators are very nice.”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  EPILOGUE


  
    
  


  Christian found his wife in her office, typing furiously on her keyboard. Her eyes glued to the screen, she didn’t notice him come in. He waited for a lull in the rapid-fire clicks and tapped her on the shoulder. “Are you ready to go?”


  
    
  


  Tessa jumped when she saw the time on her computer screen. She clicked send on her last email, saved her documents, and closed out all her windows. “Let’s go. Kendra will kill us if we’re late. Did you bring Emma’s birthday present?”


  
    
  


  “It’s in the car. I grabbed it this morning.”


  
    
  


  Together they gathered their belongings, including Christian’s camera, and locked up Douglas & Monroe Creative for the night. What had once been just a photography studio was now a multi-room office. Christian had plenty of space for his photo shoots, but Tessa had room for her own office and a conference room for client meetings. The project had taken a few months to complete, but their joint business venture had so far been a success.


  
    
  


  “I booked four more clients today, honey,” she smiled up at him, walking arm in arm to the car. “One’s just for a photo package but the rest are looking for the works. I’ve got a great idea for one of them—this construction company downtown. They want a full billboard done. Can you believe that?”


  
    
  


  He kissed her forehead, hugging her to him. “Just tell me where to be and when. You’re the brains, I’m just the lens.”


  
    
  


  “Ha, ha,” she elbowed him. “This whole thing was your idea. That makes us both the brains.”


  
    
  


  When they arrived at Birch’s, Kendra greeted them with warm smiles and hugs. She was not in the grip of her usual pre-party meltdown, so things must’ve been going well.


  
    
  


  “It’s so nice to have you on-time for everything these days,” she chuckled as she squeezed Tess to her. “Now get my kids out of here before they hurt themselves. You,” Kendra grabbed Christian’s arm. “Finish the casserole.”


  
    
  


  “Aye, aye.” He jumped right into his assigned task, stirring the ingredients together in the pan. Tess admired him for a moment, envious that their joint cooking class had achieved limited success. Christian found he had a gift for casseroles and Italian dishes—a “natural” the instructor had called him. She, on the other hand, was fantastic at pastry shells, but not much more. If her recipe involved a heated appliance of any kind, Christian still needed to supervise her.


  
    
  


  She allowed herself one mournful sigh and then set to work rounding up small red-headed Peterson children. “Riley? Emma? Anntess is here! Come and play with me!”


  
    
  


  “They’re over here, Tess,” Grant called from the sink, where he was washing the last of the serving platters. He toed at his two children until they came out from underneath the counter. “Don’t mess with your Auntie, kids. I hear she means serious business these days.”


  
    
  


  Tess sat the birthday girl on her hip and held out her hand to Riley. “Come here, big guy.” At nearly four, he didn’t have to struggle to keep up with her quick pace toward the dining room. Emma could’ve walked with her as well, but it was much faster just to carry the wobbly toddler.


  
    
  


  Kendra caught up to them in the doorway and handed Tess a shopping bag. “Emma’s dress and tiara are in here and Riley’s outfit too. Can you dress them, please?”


  
    
  


  “Sure.” As Tess started walking again, Kendra grabbed her arm. When their eyes connected, Kendra’s grew wide. She squeezed Tess’s arm gently.


  
    
  


  “Come on, my sweet kiddies. Let’s get you dressed,” Tess said, shrugging her friend’s hand from her shoulder.


  
    
  


  Once his casserole was deemed worthy by Kendra, Christian quickly received his own ban from the kitchen. Kendra was all too aware of his limited talents. Still laughing, he found Tess and the children in Kendra’s makeshift playroom in the corner. Both Riley and Emma had been wrangled into their party clothes, although the birthday tiara sat on Tessa’s lap for safe keeping.


  
    
  


  “Riley tried to feed it to her,” Tess explained.


  
    
  


  They sat together on stools to watch the children, soaking in the peaceful quiet before relatives and friends descended on them. He slid his arm around her waist and pinched the ticklish spot on her side. Tess laughed lightly, resting her head on Christian’s shoulder.


  
    
  


  “Are you ready for this?” he asked her, placing a kiss on her forehead.


  
    
  


  “As I’ll ever be,” she sighed.


  
    
  


  “Enough already, you two. There’s children present,” Kendra smiled at them. “It’s cute. But really, there’s a time and a place.”


  
    
  


  Tess swatted a hand at her. “You asked for this, remember?”


  
    
  


  “Fair enough,” she sat down in an empty chair nearby, stretching out her legs in front of her. “It’s better than the alternative, I suppose.”


  
    
  


  Grant backed through the kitchen door, balancing a tray of four filled champagne glasses. “It’s party time, folks. Why wait for the guests?”


  
    
  


  “Please,” Kendra reached out for one right away. “Mommy needs the rest of the bottle.”


  
    
  


  “Finish what’s in your glass first,” her husband teased, handing one bubbling glass over. He passed out the rest and left the tray on the bar counter. Grant raised his glass, gesturing for the others to stand up for a toast. “To Emma’s first birthday, Riley’s first year as a big brother, and Kendra’s first year as the gorgeous and amazing mother of two.”


  
    
  


  “Aww, I’m blushing,” Kendra smiled, kissing his cheek. She raised her own glass. “To my best friends, who finally sorted out their crazies and now, happily, leave me out of the middle!”


  
    
  


  Christian, realizing he was next in line, cleared his throat. “To the best wife I’ve ever had and the most entrepreneurial marketing consultant in town.”


  
    
  


  It was Tess’s turn to smile, and to toast. Christian nudged her gently and as she looked around their foursome, she realized all eyes were on her, all glasses raised and waiting. Just one more toast and they could all sip their glasses.


  
    
  


  Tess raised her own glass, paused, and then handed it to Christian. “To not drinking alcohol for the next nine months or so.”
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  An excerpt from


  
    
  


  LOVE UNLISTED by Stephanie Haddad


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Mark Preston doesn’t have enough line items in the Pro column to keep dating him. It’s not that he has too many Cons—although that column is sizable—just not enough Pros. I scroll through the list in my head one more time as I wring my hands, waiting for him at Ciao Bella on Boston’s Newbury Street. There’s no need to consult my Book of Lists; I easily memorized The Pros & Cons of Mark Preston as I agonized over this decision.


  
    
  


  The simple fact that I’ve been waiting here for almost a half-hour, watching the condensation drip from our matching glasses of ice water onto the red tablecloth, is reason enough to be mad at Mark. Mad enough to dump him? Not on its own, but when considered along with that lengthy unbalanced list, it’s enough.


  
    
  


  Although I’m confident in my decision, I’m still nervous. I mean, really nervous. I’ve never let a man stick around this long before. Six months is a substantial amount of time for me. Mark’s not that bad. He’s a good guy, but there’s just not enough substance between us. I’m going to do this. I’m going to freaking do this.


  
    
  


  Mark enters the restaurant, handsome as usual, and he grins when he catches my eye. In all our time together, he’s never missed an opportunity to smile at me, one of his top Pros. It’s flattering, and kind of sweet, but I can’t let it deter me from my objective.


  
    
  


  He’s also well-dressed, another Pro, in a vibrant burgundy tie and a sharp black suit, my favorite of his extensive wardrobe. It’s been nice to date a guy with keen fashion sense for once, but sometimes Mark is almost too dapper. That’s a big Con. No man should be better dressed than his girlfriend; I’m supposed to be the arm candy here.


  
    
  


  I force a smile onto my face as Mark leans down to give me one of those awkward half-bent-over hugs and a peck on the lips. I accidentally stiffen at his touch. Oops. Mark is very perceptive, something that’s both a Pro and a Con. It’s nice to know he cares, but the only thing more annoying than being annoyed with Mark is hearing him say—


  
    
  


  “What’s wrong, Grace?”


  
    
  


  Every five minutes.


  
    
  


  “Nothing,” I mutter through gritted teeth. Let him ask me a dozen times, but I’m not giving in. I’ll drop the news when I’m good and ready. Mark sits. He stares. He gives up—thank goodness.


  
    
  


  “I got stuck at work. Sorry to keep you waiting,” Mark sighs, glancing at the menu. He plans children’s birthday parties at our shared work place, Creative Celebrations. I’m glad business is booming for him, but there’s only so much time Mark can spend booking balloons, pony rides, and clowns—a huge Con, for the record. Since he’s a bit of a work-a-holic, another Con, it’s tough to pull his focus from his work desk some days.


  
    
  


  By now, I know his innocuous comment is an invitation for meaningless, work-related dialogue. I consider taking the bait while I scrape absentmindedly at a scratch in my seat’s leather padding, and decide to let the comment linger unanswered. Talking about work is overrated. And boring. Also, clowns terrify me.


  
    
  


  “Have you been here before?” He asks the air, still buried in the menu. I shake my head silently, but it doesn’t seem to matter that he can’t hear or see me. He excels at conducting a one-sided conversation, which is useful because I often have trouble thinking of something to say to him. “How did you find it?”


  
    
  


  “Phantom Gourmet said it has a comfortable ambiance,” I answer, staring at the back of Mark’s menu. Ciao Bella’s “contemporary, artistic décor” is just as advertised, but sitting near the window makes me feel a bit exposed to the pedestrians trudging through the snow on Newbury Street. Granted, the street is mostly devoid of foot traffic in January, so it’s not so bad.


  
    
  


  Ciao Bella, on the other hand, is warm, friendly, and busy. The perfect place to conduct an abrupt—and possibly awkward—breakup conversation. The server takes our order uneventfully, as though we are any regular couple out to dinner. Mark asks for the Veal Parmigiano and a glass of wine. I request the Chicken Marsala and a Diet Coke, then pass on the salad, as usual.


  
    
  


  “Are you ever going to try something new?” Mark asks. Picking on my eating habits is another of his Cons, but I try to shrug it off this time. Stick to the plan, Grace, and you’ll make it out alive.


  
    
  


  “Why? I like Chicken Marsala.”


  
    
  


  “Right, I know.” Mark takes my hand across the table. “But you always order it.”


  
    
  


  And what’s the problem with that? I want to say. “So?” I say instead, the epitome of eloquence. Bernsie and I have this argument all the time. Keeping with tradition, I use my standard defense against Mark. “At least I know I’ll enjoy my meal.”


  
    
  


  “All right.” I hate when he uses that patronizing tone, a prominent feature of the Con list—emboldened and underlined, obviously. It’s enough to push me over the edge tonight.


  
    
  


  “Mark, we have to talk,” I blurt out with completely inappropriate timing. I planned to wait for dessert, because bad news pairs best with tiramisu, but he’s getting on my nerves. It’s time to end this before it gets messy.


  
    
  


  “I know,” he grins devilishly. He—what now? “I have a surprise for you.” Con.


  
    
  


  Son of a bitch. My own sudden outbursts are surprising enough for one evening. Maybe for one week. This is not the plan. This is not the freaking plan!


  
    
  


  Mark’s surprises are never a success. Last week, he showed up unexpectedly on my doorstep with flowers. Of course, since I couldn’t see him behind the gigantic bouquet, I panicked. Swinging my arms about in my best Jackie Chan-inspired moves, I karate chopped him, obliterating the bouquet into a million tiny, colorful petals. A month or so before that tragic episode, Mark brought me to see a movie without letting me read the review first. It turned out to be pretty gory, which grossed me out, and I vomited into our popcorn. Sure, I appreciate all of Mark’s romantic gestures and sweet surprises; I just don’t handle them well.


  
    
  


  Before I can tell Mark to save it for his next girlfriend, my whole life flashes before my eyes in a series of Dewey-decimalized library shelves, color-coded file cabinets and alphanumerical binders. He settles on one knee, offering me a square velvet box. He’s talking, but I can’t hear him because my brain is swimming in a hot tub, complete with bubbling jets and whirlpool. As he opens the box, my vision blurs. Mark grins, waiting for me to say something, and gives me the sappy I-love-you face he saves for important moments.


  
    
  


  “Um, well…Uh…” I only realize I haven’t said any real words when I see Mark hasn’t moved. Nothing is going as planned, which disturbs me on a level normal people do not understand. “Mark.” I say his name with reproach, sending a slight twitch through his left eyebrow.


  
    
  


  “What do you say, Grace?” He holds the open box up a little higher, as though my eyes will like its contents from a closer angle. The overhead lights reflect off the gold. I turn away.


  
    
  


  “No,” I whisper in stunned disbelief. To my horror, he doesn’t get up or even look upset. Instead, Mark still grins broadly, flashing those beautifully-aligned, pearly Pro-column white teeth at me. He really is a good-looking guy, with that square jaw and the playful glint in his eye. His dark hair, his golden eyes, and that damned sexy smile. I once thought I could love him. It never happened.


  
    
  


  Good looks aren’t enough for me. I need personality and passion; someone who’ll take risks without being too risky; someone who’s confident without being cocky; someone who won’t try to “fix” me. Not only is Mark lacking several of these imperatives, but he also has a number of inexcusable Cons, not the least of which is his poor performance in the bedroom. Suffice it to say I only like my surprises in one arena.


  
    
  


  I swallow hard and look him in the eye. “I can’t marry you.”


  
    
  


  “What?” Mark asks through his smiling teeth, frozen under the glares of several restaurant patrons. “What did you say? That’s not what I—”


  
    
  


  “I said I can’t marry you,” I string the words together with great difficulty, motivated only by the desire to cease the unwarranted stares. “I don’t love you, Mark.”


  
    
  


  Now, now he gets what I’m saying, rising to his feet and snapping the velvet box closed in one fluid movement. “You also don’t listen very well.”


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry, Mark. I wanted to tell you.” I pull off a stray thread stuck to my cloth napkin, keeping my eyes averted. The table shakes as Mark sits in his chair, slamming the ring box down and drumming his fingers loudly against the table. “It’s not going to work out between us.”


  
    
  


  When I look up at him, Mark’s face is distorted in an unsettling grimace. I feel bad, I do, but I can’t think of anything to say. Speechless, par for the course when the situation doesn’t go my way, I gawk at him.


  
    
  


  “So what finally did it?” he says abruptly, locking his eyes with mine. Oh, he’s angry. “What does your list say? What’s my inexcusable con, Grace?”


  
    
  


  I squeeze my feet tighter around my handbag on the floor. My trusty Book of Lists hides within it, the Mark Preston list safely concealed in its pages. No one reads my lists. No one. The thought is enough to lower my defenses for a moment. “How did you know about that?”


  
    
  


  “Bernsie told me,” Mark says, narrowing his gaze. I’ll make a list of Reasons to Kill My Best Friend when I leave the restaurant. If I leave the restaurant. “What does it say?”


  
    
  


  “Nothing. It doesn’t—”


  
    
  


  “Grace, after six months, you have to give me a reason. You can’t just dump me because the mood strikes you. Now spill.” Mark swigs the remnants of his wine glass. Then he stares right through me.


  
    
  


  Swallowing, I squeeze my eyes closed and try to find the courage to answer him. He’s got a point. All dumpees want a reason. As a frequent dumper, I should’ve thought of that. I’ll add that pointer to Things to Say During a Breakup later. For now, I’ve got to come up with something.


  
    
  


  My eyes pop open as the perfect answer settles on my tongue. Mark’s expression changes at the sudden movement. I have his full attention.


  
    
  


  “Well, Mark,” I square my shoulders. He raises one dark eyebrow in expectation. “You snore.”


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  ****


  
    
  


  

  

  


  
    
  


  An hour later, Bernsie is eating Mark’s dinner. Loudly. With her mouth open.


  
    
  


  “This is amazing,” she says blissfully. To Bernsie, everything is amazing. I’ve tried to explain that overusing a word dilutes its meaning, but she insists. Usually by telling me that my bad attitude is amazing. For the rest of the night, I’m choosing my battles wisely.


  
    
  


  “Shut it, Bernsie,” I say coldly, throwing one of Coco’s squeaky toys at her. The dog goes ballistic, leaping across the room in a white, hairy blur to fetch the purple squirrel, or whatever it is. Coco is an eight-pound something-or-other Bernsie brought home from the Animal Rescue League about a year ago. She looks more like a monkey than a dog—Con—but she’s sometimes useful for torturing Bernsie—Pro. For example, right now, as Coco returns and tries to drop the slobbery toy rodent into Bernsie’s food container.


  
    
  


  “Coco, stop,” she says sternly, maneuvering away from the yipping dog. “Go play with your hippo over there.”


  
    
  


  “That thing is a hippo?”


  
    
  


  “Whatever. Coco, no!” Bernsie struggles with her precious pet for a few moments before shoving a mangled rawhide into the dog’s mouth. Content, Coco settles into the couch and chews away. “Sorry.”


  
    
  


  “It’s all right,” I say, wringing my hands in my lap.


  
    
  


  Even with my Mark-dumping objective achieved, the chaotic circumstances still bother me. After I admitted the truth to him, he stormed from the restaurant, leaving me to awkwardly ask for our food to-go and pay the bill. I’m too bothered to eat anything, Chicken Marsala or otherwise. Instead, I’ve surrendered it all to Bernsie’s incredible bottomless pit. Honestly, I don’t understand how this girl can eat anything she pleases and stay so damn thin. The mere thought of dessert makes my butt expand to a new jean size, so living with Bernsie’s voracious appetite is sometimes an intimidating Con, but always a Pro when you’re cleaning the fridge.


  
    
  


  But I’ve been forbidden to track the Pros & Cons of Bernadette Shaw since about ten years ago. It’s a long story.


  
    
  


  “Stop doing that.” Bernsie sits up straight, waving her fork at me in an idle threat of violence. “No internal listing in my presence.”


  
    
  


  I sigh heavily. “Speaking of which, could you please stop telling all of my boyfriends about the lists? That’s three in a row now. It’s getting old.”


  
    
  


  “Well, I think they should know what they’re dealing with. You’re completely neurotic. And a borderline psychopath.”


  
    
  


  “Ouch,” I say, blinking. “That’s a little harsh.”


  
    
  


  She casually waves off my indignation. “So talk to me.” She sets aside the empty Styrofoam that once contained Mark’s dinner. Coco tries to sneak up and steal it, but Bernsie pushes her off the couch. “How did it go? What did Captain Ego say?”


  
    
  


  “I think he took it well… Better than I thought.” I tell her the important points, assuring her Mark did not overturn the table and punch the host on his way out the door. He’s not violent, and he’d never do those things, but Bernsie’s got an overactive imagination. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the velvet box, left behind in his irate rush toward the door.


  
    
  


  “That’s good,” Bernsie says, unconvinced. “Ooh! What’s that?”


  
    
  


  I toss it to her and she catches it before Coco can snap it out of the air. “He was in the process of proposing when I freaked out. I panicked, Bernsie. I didn’t expect that.” I exhale, dropping my head into my hands.


  
    
  


  She pops the box open and immediately starts giggling.


  
    
  


  “Come on,” I straighten up. She doubles over with laughter, as she closes the box and tosses it back to me. “It’s not funny. I was humiliated.”


  
    
  


  “You’re about to be even more humiliated.” Bernsie wipes away a tear from the corner of her eye, her giggles finally subsiding. “Open the box, Grace, and really look at it.”


  
    
  


  “Cubic zirconia?” I venture, staring at the blue velvet lid nervously. I don’t want to look inside and make my night seem any more real. I can’t face the diamond, or imitation bling, inside this box. But Bernsie insists, leaning over to smack my knee. “Fine, fine. Stop hitting me.”


  
    
  


  Wincing, I lift the lid and peek through one half-opened eye.


  
    
  


  “All the way,” she says. Another giggle escapes her lips.


  
    
  


  When the box top pops up, it takes a moment for my eyes to register what’s inside. Expecting commitment jewelry, my brain can’t process anything else, especially not the shape of a shiny new key.


  
    
  


  “What is this?” I breathe out the words, half to myself.


  
    
  


  “It’s a key to his apartment, you idiot. He wasn’t asking you to marry him.” She suppresses another round of chuckles, pulling down the corners of her mouth with force.


  
    
  


  “He wanted me to move in?” I stare at her for a moment, twirling the golden key between my fingers. “I am an idiot.”


  
    
  


  “Don’t beat yourself up too bad, Grace. You still needed to break it off, just maybe not as frantically as you did.” She shrugs as I drop the key back into the box, stunned to total silence. “So what now?”


  
    
  


  “Back to singlehood,” I sigh, lying back against the chenille pillows that Bernsie’s mom made. They’re soft and squishy, like little pink, puffy marshmallows. I love them. I’m staying right here. “Maybe I’ll take a break from my lists.”


  
    
  


  Bernsie snorts in disbelief. And who can blame her? I’ve said this many times before and have yet to follow through. I can’t help my need for the lists, what they signify to me, and the control they help me exert over my surroundings. I’m drawn to the bulleted, numbered, alphabetized organization of thoughts.


  
    
  


  I think more clearly with a list in hand, whether it’s picking which stock to buy or deciding what to cook for dinner. I’ve made lists comparing my top colleges, my top job prospects, my top apartment picks, my top TV shows, my top bridesmaid dresses just in case, and my top haircuts. That’s how I chose to attend Boston College, work at Creative Celebrations, live in this Brighton apartment with Bernsie, watch American Idol, keep a magazine clipping of that gorgeous Alfred Angelo gown, and request this adorable pixie cut from my list-selected hairdresser. Is it a lot of work? Sure. Is it worth it? Always.


  
    
  


  Pro and Con lists are also ideal when choosing a boyfriend/future husband/potential father of my three hypothetical children. And I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that. Apparently, Bernsie does.


  
    
  


  “What was the problem with Mark? I can’t remember.” Bernsie’s started in on my dinner now. Chew, chew, chew. I glare at her. “Oh yeah, he did that annoying thing—What was it again?”


  
    
  


  “Drumming his fingers on tables or putting the toilet paper on backwards? Both are pretty damn annoying, for the record.”


  
    
  


  “He did both? Shit, Grace!” Bernsie says, wide-eyed. “What a loser!”


  
    
  


  “I know.”


  
    
  


  “Seriously.” Chew.


  
    
  


  “Are you making fun of me?”


  
    
  


  “Me?” Bernsie says, mocking offense. “Why would I do that?”


  
    
  


  “Leave me alone,” I say, rising to me feet. She watches as I cross our tiny living room to retrieve the remote control from Coco’s toy bin.


  
    
  


  “You know, Grace,” Bernsie says reproachfully, around a mouthful of my cold dinner. “Eventually, you have to give a guy a chance, without all those lists.”


  
    
  


  I laugh at that ridiculous notion and turn on the television. Exhausted by our pointless argument, I decide to cue up this week’s American Idol on the DVR as a way to cheer myself up. It’s an effective tactic, especially since my favorite Idol hopeful, Rob Blake, is about to sing his third-round song. That black hair; those deep, soul-searching eyes; the wide-framed glasses resting delicately on the sleek bridge of his nose; those nice, tight, faded-wash jeans; that voice. I sigh, absorbing his male perfection, and wait eagerly for Simon Cowell’s ruling. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone sing “Without You” so beautifully in all my life.


  
    
  


  “Grace?”


  
    
  


  “Shush!” I wave Bernsie away, then point emphatically to the television. “Rob’s on!”


  
    
  


  “Are we going to do this all season?” she groans. “Weirdo.”


  
    
  


  “Shut it!” I hold my hand up to silence her until Simon finishes praising my imaginary boyfriend. Not only did he love the performance, oh no, he’s predicted Rob will make it all the way to the Top 12 finalists. So I’ve got a crush. So what?


  
    
  


  When the commercial break interrupts my silent reverie, I let Bernsie finish her thought. “Fantasy men aside,” she says. “You know you’re never going to meet an actual man without negatives, don’t you?”


  
    
  


  Still warmed by Rob’s flawlessness, I can’t be thwarted. I settle back into my seat, flipping open the top of my Diet Coke can. “And why not? I’ve met plenty of guys without positives.”
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