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      Talented. Successful. Wealthy.

      That’s me, and I look damn good in a three-piece suit or in nothing at all.

      Nudity is my jam.

      I’m an artist and my favorite inspiration is the female figure. Curvy. Beautiful. Lush.

      My life is perfect. Fast cars. Big luxurious home.

      And we’re opening more galleries across the country.

      The only thing I don’t have is inconsequential: love.

      Then a beautiful curvy woman shows up on my gallery floor and her wise ways and sexy sway make me think differently.

      Maybe the life I have isn’t what I want after all.

      I thought I knew what living was, but after her, I’m not so sure.

      She’s challenging. Fickle. Flighty.

      She wants to travel abroad and she never saw a man like me fitting into her life. Poor thing doesn’t know what she’s missing.

      She’s mine. Period. Now I just need to be subtle, cool, collected.

      And she needs to read between the lines.
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        Well hey there! Thank you so much for grabbing one of my books. I sure hope you love it.

      

        

      
        I’d hate to part ways once you’re done though. How about we stay in touch? We have a great family of readers on my  Insiders Newsletter Group that you just can’t miss out on.

      

        

      
        We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas cards, event invites and sneak previews for this amazing group.

      

        

      
        And as a HUGE thank you for joining,

        you’ll receive a free book on me!
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        Join Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      To my favorite people in the world—the readers! Man, I love a good book. I hope this cheeky series was all I planned it to be. Happy New Year to you! I know we’re all looking forward to 2021. May this be your best year yet and may you have TONS of love and laughter!

      

      <3  Ali

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I’d missed the cherry blossom trees that lined the narrow and somewhat precarious street I lived on while I was gone. The asphalt was cracked and patched over countless times with slick black tar that invited cars to hydroplane on wet days. In the spring, there were many of those. Parked cars lined both sides of the street. It was supposed to have two lanes, but due to the dense amount of housing, there wasn’t enough room to park. One side of the street, my side, was comprised of three-story townhomes in terracotta brick. One stairwell went up half a flight to the front door while another plunged down from the sidewalk to suites below street level. Most of them were rental units.

      Hence all the cars.

      The other side of the street offered modern row homes that had been built roughly four years ago when this area of Manhattan underwent a facelift. That side of the street had Range Rovers, Audis, Beamers, and Mercedes, while my side of the street had Civics, Corollas, and Mazdas with chipped paint.

      The class difference didn’t matter here. The street, despite how crowded and busy it was, had always been beautiful, and the bright pink blossoms soaking up the vitamin D on this summer morning were a showstopper.

      My cab driver came to a slow stop to go over the first set of speed bumps down the lane.

      I leaned forward and gripped the back of his headrest before pointing up ahead out the windshield. “I’m the sixth one on the right,” I said. “I don’t think there will be a spot to park, so I’ll just hop out.”

      His eyes flicked to his rearview mirror to make sure nobody was behind us. “Alright, miss.”

      I sat back, fished my wallet out of the front zipper of my hiking backpack, and pulled out thirty-five dollars in cash. I handed it over the front seat to him so I wouldn’t hold him up when he dropped me off.

      Up ahead, just past the second set of speed bumps, I got out of the yellow cab. My backpack was filled to max capacity and it was a struggle to hoist it over my shoulder, but I managed. After the cabbie drove away, I turned to the sidewalk and looked up at the home I’d been away from for three hundred and sixty-five days.

      I’d spent the past year traveling abroad. After feeling smothered by the expectations my family had for me here, I’d booked a one-way ticket to London, hopped on a plane three days later, and gone wherever my heart desired.

      My parents, both dentists working at my mother’s practice, hadn’t done a good job of hiding their disappointment and frustration over my decision. I’d been in dental school for almost a year at that point and it was expected that I’d be transitioning over to their clinic once my studies were complete and I was ready to work in the field.

      But that had never been my dream. It had been theirs.

      I had what I considered a healthy dislike of the public. I believed in the good of people, sure, but I also knew there were a good number of people out there who deserved to have dental floss dragged deep into their gums, and if provoked, I might just become that bitter old dentist who tortured patients in her chair.

      After breaking down before tests and realizing how anxious I’d become over being forced into a career I didn’t want, I finally did something for myself.

      And it had been worth every second of my parents’ disapproval.

      I never would have come home but my funds ran out. I hadn’t made it to even half the countries I wanted to but I’d resigned myself to the fact that I needed to come home, make more money, and travel again when my bank account permitted.

      One year, I told myself as I climbed the concrete steps to my black front door. All it would take was one more year and I’d be back on a plane heading wherever it was my little heart desired.

      I stopped on the front mat that said “I hope you brought wine” and smiled. I’d shared this three-bedroom townhome with my cousin and best friend, Grace, for almost five years before I went on my solo travels. We’d kept in touch on an almost weekly basis while I was gone but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t missed her terribly. 

      She was the sunshine to my cherry blossoms.

      Instead of walking right in, I knocked. After being gone so long, it didn’t seem right to just let myself in.

      On the other side of the door, I heard a delighted and enthusiastic cry of excitement. A grin stretched my cheeks as I heard my cousin racing to the front door. 

      Grace threw the door open and met me with a radiant white smile. “Nora!” She flung herself out onto the front step and threw her arms around me in an awkward but tight embrace. My giant backpack made it hard for her to get her arms all the way around me. “Oh my gosh! I’ve missed you! How was your flight? Are you hungry? I thought you might be hungry, so I made perogies.” She stepped back and cupped my face in her hands. Her eyes, bluer than the sky, roamed over my face and down the length of my body. “You look so different.”

      I struck a model pose and put one hand on my hip and the other behind my head. “Better or worse?”

      “Neither, just different.” Grace reached out and grabbed my upper arm. She squeezed. “Where did these muscles come from?”

      I adjusted my pack on my shoulder. “Probably from hauling this thing with me all over the world, among other things.” My travels hadn’t been light and luxurious. They’d been quite the opposite actually. In order to make my finances stretch, I’d stayed in mediocre lodgings that almost always had more stairs than any building had a right to. I’d also done a lot of hiking and walking tours, as well as hands-on physical things like learning how to weave carpets in Turkey or blow glass in Italy.

      Grace stepped back to let me in and helped me out of my pack. We left it by the shoe rack at the front door to be dealt with later. After two back-to-back eight-hour flights, a six-hour layover, and being away from home for so long, I was keen on digging into those perogies Grace had mentioned. 

      I also just wanted to sit down and relax.

      I stepped out of my boots, grungy old hiking things that were in need of replacing, and shrugged out of my cargo jacket. I draped it over my pack to be cleaned and put away tomorrow.

      “Did you want to shower first?” Grace offered. “We still have fifteen or so minutes before food is ready. There’s a freshly cleaned towel waiting for you up there and some new soaps and shampoos. I thought you might want to scrub the travel away.”

      “Has anyone told you how amazing you are lately?” I asked as I made for the bottom of the stairs and put my hand on the railing.

      Grace flashed me a charming smile that pressed tiny dimples into her cheeks. “No, probably because you’ve been gone for so long.”

      “Well get used to it. Because you are. I’ll be down in ten.”

      “Take your time.”

      My shower was heavenly. I massaged tea tree scented shampoo into my scalp and conditioned with thick, silky conditioner that smelled like cucumber. My body wash, lime scented, chased away the remnants of travel, and I emerged from the steamy bathroom feeling like I was on cloud nine.

      My bedroom was exactly as I’d left it. Grace had obviously vacuumed my plush white carpets this afternoon to prepare for my homecoming. She’d washed my bedding, too. My closet doors were open and on one of them she’d hung a new lounge set. It was a deep forest green color and it was soft against my skin when I put it on. I stepped into the pair of matching slippers on the floor and wiggled my toes in the fleece lining.

      My cousin was an angel. Plain and simple.

      I left my thick brown hair down to air-dry, slapped on a buttload of face moisturizer, and hurried back downstairs to stuff my belly with fried perogies.

      When I hit the first level, the whole bottom floor smelled like frying onions and bacon. Grace met me with an already poured glass of Malbec and we toasted to being united after so many days apart.

      “Thank you for the goodies,” I said, tugging at the hem of my shirt. “These are so comfy. And cute.”

      “I thought you might enjoy some simple luxuries after I saw that last hostel you were staying at.”

      I chuckled. “It was a bad one, wasn’t it?”

      The last place I’d visited was Prague, which had been very high on my list, and I’d squeezed it in when my money was more than a little tight. I’d stayed in a rough but safe hostel in order to afford to do all the things I wanted.

      “I feel like royalty now,” I told Grace as we moved into the living room to sit for a few minutes with our wine before dinner. I curled up in my usual corner of our powder gray sectional sofa and looked around. Everything was the same. Our white brick fireplace stood out against navy blue accent walls. The rest of the walls were such a light shade of gray they almost seemed white. Fixtures, lighting, and accents were done in brass or black. The townhouse, despite its age, felt modern inside thanks to Grace’s keen eye for design. 

      It was as I was admiring how beautiful our home was that I noticed a third place setting on the dining room table. “Is someone joining us for dinner?”

      Grace’s eyes flicked to the table before she averted them to her wine glass. “Um, sort of.”

      “Sort of?”

      She pulled her full bottom lip into her mouth. “I probably should have told you during one of our calls that I, um, I had to get a third roommate in order to cover the rent while you were gone.”

      “Oh.”

      “Are you upset?”

      “No,” I said hurriedly.

      Was I? I had no right to be. I’d been the one to up and leave with three day’s notice. I’d paid two months worth of rent before Grace told me I didn’t have to since I wasn’t coming home anytime soon. I supposed it had been kind of naïve of me to assume she could afford to pay the full rent, which wasn’t cheap by any means in Manhattan, without any support.

      “I should have told you,” Grace said again.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said earnestly. 

      “You don’t like strangers and you’ve been surrounded by them while you were traveling. I shouldn’t have sprung this on you.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Grace licked her lips. “She’s really nice, if that makes a difference. And professional. She cooks, cleans, and has respect for the home.”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting her,” I lied. “Seriously, Grace, I’m not upset. I understand completely why someone moved in. Just… you know it takes me a bit to warm up to new people.”

      “I know.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Juliette. She’s a marriage counselor.”

      “A professional,” I mused. In other words, my opposite.

      “Yes. You two will get along I think.”

      I sipped my wine. One could hope. I was done sharing rooms and hostels with strangers. Now that I was home, I wanted to pull into my little antisocial shell and focus on making money so I could hop on a plane and begin anew.

      I eyed my friend. “That’s why you bought the slippers and the cute outfit, isn’t it? You were buttering me up.”

      “Maybe,” Grace admitted, trying to hide her smile.

      “You sly fox.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Walker

        

      

    

    
      My model, Aayla Rose, sat posed the same way I’d instructed her to for our previous two live painting sessions. She was angled toward me and sitting atop a chaise lounge. Correction, she wasn’t sitting per se but rather draped over it like she’d been poured onto the chair out of a pitcher. One long leg stretched out to the end of the chaise while the other was drawn up, knee bent, to create interesting angles. Her right arm dangled off the edge, the tips of her fingers nearly grazing the floor, and she held the other up and over her head. 

      At present, it was that hand I was painting.

      Aayla Rose was a beautiful young woman from Jamaica. She’d responded to the invitation on my website to send headshots and photos to be paid for live modeling sessions and serve as my inspiration. As soon as I’d clicked on the headshot she emailed me, I knew I wanted to work with her. She had a unique look that invited a person to stare a little longer than might be considered appropriate. I, for one, had admired the picture for over six minutes before I managed to take my eyes from the screen.

      Her smooth, even skin was a deep dark brown that seemed to glow and glisten under the intentional lighting of my studio. Her hair was buzzed short, hardly a shadow of black over her scalp, making it impossible to miss the sharp rise of her cheekbones, the edge of her jaw, and the dramatic arch of her brows. Her eyelids were heavy and her gaze sultry as she pouted out her bottom lip and cast her gaze my direction so I could capture the sharp hazel of her irises. 

      I swept my brush over the canvas. It was a decent-sized piece coming in at ten feet long and five feet tall. My best pieces were always life sized and after measuring all her dimensions and pressing points to the canvas to measure out where the tip of each finger would be, where her hip would be, the tips of her toes, the top of her head, the swell of her breast, I’d begun painting.

      She met me every Monday morning at five o’clock. It was early, disgustingly early for some of the models I worked with, but I was most inspired in the morning. The paint flowed easier over the canvas. The image in my mind sprang to life with less effort. What I could do in a three-and-a-half-hour morning sitting would take me six hours in the evening, and it wouldn’t turn out as well.

      “Five more minutes, Aayla,” I told her as I narrowed my focus to the detail of her ring finger.

      Aayla, a true model of professionalism and class, didn’t move when she spoke. “I am so looking forward to a cup of coffee.” She had a Jamaican accent but the last ten years living in New York City had stolen some of it away from her. 

      A smile tugged at my lips as I glanced up over the top of the canvas at her. “What’s your poison?”

      “As in flavor?”

      “Yes.”

      “Caffeine.”

      I chuckled. “Likewise. Sit tight. You’ll be on your way soon.”

      Aayla drew a deep breath. Her breasts rose and fell, her dark nipples facing the ceiling for a brief moment. All of the models I painted were in the nude. My work, all of which had afforded me a more luxurious lifestyle than I ever could have imagined due to how highly sought after they’d become, were all of naked women. The female form was, in my humble opinion, the most beautiful shape on this planet, and the best part was how different each woman was. My models offered endless inspiration for me to create unique renderings of their likeness. Some turned out like portraits where it was easy to recognize the woman on the canvas as the woman in the flesh. Others were more obscure when I played with shadows and textures.

      Like Aayla’s.

      In the picture she’d emailed me in her application, she’d been wearing a shimmering gold on her eyelids and sparkly gold diamonds in her ears. Immediately, I’d liked the contrast with her skin, and when she showed up for her first appointment, my gold paint was close at hand. In our final appointment, I knew I’d be applying some gold flakes to bring it to life and make parts of it stand up off the page.

      Hopefully, she’d like it when it was done. As of now, it was still only coming together. 

      The final five minutes passed us by and I finished the delicate tip of her fingernail before telling her she could get up, dress, and stretch. I offered her a glass of water, which she drank greedily, and invited her to come see how the painting was progressing.

      She stood before me as she buttoned the top button of her white blouse and cocked her head to the side. A soft sound in the back of her throat made me worried she didn’t like it.

      “It doesn’t really look like me,” she said. “Not completely.”

      “Some of my pieces are exact renderings, and others, mostly when the model is as good of a muse as you, sort of take on a life of their own. Besides, I might be a little cocky, but I’d never be so brazen to assume I could capture you completely. A painting could never be as beautiful as the real thing.”

      Aayla gave me a showstopping white smile. “Do you always try to butter up your models?”

      “Chalk it up to sleep deprivation.”

      She laughed and shook her head at me. By our third appointment, we’d spent enough time together to share some easy laughs and the occasional joke. During our first appointment, I’d cracked some one liners that had either gone right over her head or she’d been too uncomfortable to laugh at—due to her nudity and my lack thereof. 

      I saw Aayla to my studio door and let her out. She passed through my adjoining gallery, where behind the marble slab desk my assistant Briar was setting down her purse. 

      Briar looked up and smiled at Aayla. “Have a good rest of your day, Miss Rose. We’ll see you next Monday.”

      Aayla smiled over her shoulder and thanked my assistant. Her gaze slid back to where I lingered in the doorway to my studio. “See you soon, Walker.” She pushed through the front door and stopped at the crosswalk outside to wait for her chance to cross over to the café across the street.

      Briar, not only my assistant but my best friend’s girl, leaned one hip on the counter and crossed her arms. Her dark red hair hung in front of her eyes and she shook the strands away from her face. “How’d it go?”

      “Quite well,” I said. “I have a couple of things I want to add. Give me half an hour and I’ll be out front with you.”

      She waved me off. “Half an hour? Please. See you at lunch.”

      I grinned like the shit-eating liar I was. She and I both knew that when I had the itch to paint, chances were high I’d be in my own little world for more than thirty minutes. I slipped back into my studio, cranked my music (rock or nothing), and set to work adding flourishes and details to the canvas. There were things I could do to the piece without the model present like working on her eyelashes, darkening the shadows in the background, adding more contrast, and focusing on the luster of her skin by playing and highlighting certain points of the body like the shoulders, breasts, nose, forehead, chin, hip, and shins.

      Hours passed.

      I didn’t emerge from my painting studio until close to noon, as Briar estimated, and when I did, it was with an empty stomach and a mild headache.

      Briar must have seen it written on my face because she picked up the studio phone with an expectant arched eyebrow. “Shall I order us sushi or burritos?”

      “Those are my two options?”

      “Those are what I feel for, so yes, those are your only options.”

      “Sushi, it is.”

      “Yam rolls? California rolls? Tempura?”

      “Why do you ask when I don’t have a say in the matter?”

      Briar smiled. “I don’t know.”

      I rested my elbows on the marble top of the desk while she placed our sushi order.

      After she’d placed the order and given the restaurant our address here at the gallery, she hung up and nodded out at the street where Aayla had crossed to the other side and into the café. “She seemed interested in you.”

      “What? No she doesn’t.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says me.”

      “And what do you know about the female gaze?”

      “The female gaze?” I asked skeptically. “There’s no such thing. There’s the male gaze, and that’s problematic as hell, but—”

      “She was checking you out when she looked back at you before she left.” Briar’s tone was matter-of-fact. She had an uncanny knack for making me feel like I was out of my depth whenever we had these kinds of conversations. “You didn’t notice the way her eyes went up and down your body? Head to toe and then back up? Classic.”

      “I suppose I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “You should ask her out.”

      I laughed and straightened up from the desk. “I know where that road leads. I’m not interested in dating a model.”

      “She’s not a model,” Briar insisted. “She’s studying to get her realty license. You know that. She just happened to hear that a prestigious artist paid young women well who were willing to pose nude for him and jumped at the chance to pay off some of her debts. Don’t twist it to avoid a date with a perfectly nice girl.”

      “I’m not twisting anything. I have a bad track record.”

      Briar rolled her eyes. “You’re just as skeptical as Wes used to be.”

      Wes, my best friend and her boyfriend, was a world-famous bestselling author who’d dated plenty of women who were only with him because of his money. I’d had several of the same kind of experiences and each and every one of them ended with me having feelings for a woman who was closed off, shut down, and only in it for a cut of the wealth.

      “Skepticism has its place,” I said.

      “Sure, it does, but look what happened when Wes put his guard down.” She gestured at herself. 

      I chuckled. “Yeah, he ended up with the likes of you, a woman who’s somehow always telling me what to do.”

      “Someone has to.” Briar smirked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t wake up on Monday until well past noon. Even then, I still felt groggy and jetlagged after flying in from Prague the evening before. I had a grumbling stomach and a dry mouth, and I rolled over in bed to reach for the cup of water on my nightstand. It tasted stale but I drank it anyway, ignoring the way it sat in my stomach like a heavy rock. With a contented sigh, I rolled onto my back and gazed lazily up at my bedroom ceiling.

      The room was awash in sunlight streaming through the cracks in the blinds. My bedroom was perfect for plants and had been filled with them before I started traveling. Now it was devoid of any life except for my own since I hadn’t been here to take care of them.

      If I wasn’t so damn broke, I’d have been going to a nearby nursery to pick up some new plant babies to take care of. But alas, there was only about four hundred and fifty dollars left in my bank account and somehow I was going to have to make that number much bigger in the next three weeks before my first rent installment was due.

      “Job hunting,” I groaned. “Yay.”

      A good half hour passed as I lay in bed procrastinating the inevitable. Sooner or later I’d have to get up and get started. I told myself a cup of coffee was all I needed to get myself going. And maybe some eggs. And a nice stroll through my old neighborhood in the sunshine. 

      But I’d slept in so late that if I did all those things it would be two o’clock before I got around to job hunting, and at that point, was there even any merit to starting today? I could just take the day off and lounge around and reset.

      I could justify any reason to avoid doing something I didn’t want to do.

      I’d just about talked myself into getting up when a soft knock came at my door.

      “Come in,” I called.

      Grace opened my door a crack. She came in the rest of the way and sat on the edge of my bed to extend a piping-hot cup of coffee to me.

      I looked from her to the coffee. “Is this a no strings attached nice gesture or did you come up here to tell me there’s another roommate I don’t know about living in the laundry room?”

      Grace snickered. “No, I just thought I’d come see if you were alive. It’s almost one.”

      A pointed glance at my alarm clock said I know that, I’m just a lazy piece of garbage.

      Grace patted my leg. “Are you getting up or what?”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Well, you have to eventually.”

      “Give me fifteen more minutes.”

      Grace’s critical look reminded me of the way my mother used to look at me when I was a teenager and attempted to sleep in past nine on a Sunday. I grew up in one of those households where sleeping in wasn’t tolerated and general laziness, or what normal people might simply call rest, was for the weak. Normally, this kind of parenting style raised children to be over-productive adults who suffered from severe restlessness and an inability to sit down and do nothing for any length of time, even just fifteen minutes.

      But for me?

      I’d leaned completely the other way. The incessant need to be busy and productive as a teen, and therefore worthy of attention and affection, made me push against those expectations as I got older, to the point of self-detriment.

      I’d once neglected to clean the dishes in my sink for thirteen days. It was horrific, yes, and the smell was similar to what you might catch a whiff of walking past a New York City dumpster after six consecutive days of rain, but the point was there was nobody there to tell me to do it.

      So I didn’t.

      When Grace and I moved in together, those bad habits of mine had changed. I didn’t want to be the worst roommate of all time, so I’d stepped up my game. However, things like sleeping in, leaving my hair unwashed for days, and never putting on makeup or dressing presentably had never gone away. It made for an easy traveling lifestyle at the very least.

      I was what most would call low maintenance. Sure, I liked to dress up and feel pretty every now and then, but only when I wanted to and not ever because I felt like I had to.

      All of this made me the polar opposite of our new roommate, Juliette Emerson.

      I’d met her last night when she came home from work and we all sat down to inhale the delicious perogies Grace had made. The marriage counselor seemed nice enough, if not a little uptight in her dark gray skirt, matching blazer, and all-the-way buttoned up teal blouse. Her makeup was flawless and so was her perfectly straight shoulder-length blonde hair. She had a curvy figure, manicured nude nails, hazel eyes, and wore dainty jewelry, all of which looked like it had sentimental value to her. 

      She seemed too perfect to me—like she belonged in a movie or something.

      “So,” I started, “what’s Julie’s deal?”

      Grace cocked her head. “Her deal?”

      “Yeah.” I sipped my coffee and leaned back against my pillows. “How long has she been here? How long is she staying? Is she around all the time or does she have an active social life?”

      “She’s around most of the time.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, yes,” Grace said slowly. “She lives here.”

      I pouted. “You know it used to be perfect when it was just the two of us. We each got a corner of the sofa on movie nights, there was always the right amount of glasses in the cupboard, and we each had our own bathtub if we wanted to have a soak at the same time.”

      Maybe I could guilt her into realizing how good we’d had it and she could tactfully evict Julie. A woman like her who had her life so together would have an easy time finding a new place. Who wouldn’t want to live with her?

      Besides me, of course.

      “Nora,” Grace said with an amused smile lingering on her lips. “You’re the one who went looking for greener pastures, not me. If you hadn’t left, Julie wouldn’t be here. But you did leave, and I harbor no resentment over that because I know how valuable this past year was for you. But I had to keep living my life here and Julie fit into my picture.”

      “But I’m back now.”

      “Yes, you are, and we have plenty of room for a third person. Give her a bit more time. I really think you’ll grow to like her.”

      “That’s what my parents said about dentistry, and here I am, a raging disappointment to them and their nuclear family values.”

      Grace rolled her eyes. “This is not the same thing.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “You’re just being difficult.”

      “Maybe.”

      Grace patted my leg one more time. “Get out of bed and meet me downstairs. We’ll job hunt together.”

      I sighed as Grace left my bedroom and closed the door behind her.

      There wasn’t much I wouldn’t have traded to be back in Prague or literally anywhere that wasn’t here. My travel bug hadn’t been satiated by the full year of exploring. I craved more. I’d argue I wanted to travel more now than I had last year when I was really only using travel as an excuse to get away from the pressure of my life here.

      You have obligations, I told myself. Not looking for work was unfair to Grace. In three weeks, I owed her a thousand dollars. This townhouse wasn’t cheap but that was the cost of living in this part of Manhattan. If I didn’t have a paycheck by then, I’d be in trouble. She ran a successful business managing three private daycares she owned and did most of her work from the fourth bedroom, which had been converted into her office. Grace paid more rent than me because she used more of the house, and financially, I knew she’d be able to cover me if things didn’t work out, but I didn’t want to let it get to that.

      Not when I had ample time to get my shit together.

      With a disgruntled groan, I extracted myself from bed, threw on a comfy robe, and made my way downstairs to the kitchen with my empty coffee mug in hand. I helped myself to another cup from the pot. 

      Grace sat at the kitchen island on her laptop. She already had a job listing website open and was scrolling through. “So what are you thinking you want to do?”

      I shrugged. “Get paid to lounge around all day?”

      “There is other work I could be doing today, Nora.”

      Guilt tickled my insides. I sighed, padded around the island, and settled down on the stool beside her. “I wouldn’t mind working with plants, I suppose. Or books.”

      “Okay, that’s a start. What else?”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek. Grace waited patiently.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted.

      “Okay,” Grace said thoughtfully as she scrolled through the listings. “That’s fine. At least we have somewhere to start. I’ll read some aloud and you tell me if anything piques your interest.”

      I sipped my coffee and nodded.

      Grace proceeded to scroll. “Hair salon receptionist?”

      “Pass.”

      “Barista?”

      “I hate the public and food service brings out the absolute worst in people.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Grace muttered. “Oh, how about this one? It’s at a florist shop. Looking for a full-time associate with a green thumb to keep the plants, make arrangements per customer requests, and keep the shop clean. Hours are Thursday to Monday, eight till four.”

      “Not terrible,” I said. “Let’s add them to the list.”

      Grace opened the listing in a new tab and kept scrolling through the other options. As the minutes passed, we added more job openings to the list of viable places I could apply to. None of them made me particularly excited or enthusiastic, but all of them promised a paycheck, and that was all I was really after.

      It was just one more step toward my next trip abroad.
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          Walker

        

      

    

    
      I drummed my fingers on the bar as I cast my gaze toward the front door. Wes was late, fifteen minutes to be exact, and he’d abandoned me to be the asshole taking two stools at an overcrowded bar. Over the past five minutes, I’d had three separate groups of attractive women come and try to sit and I’d had to politely turn them away.

      It wasn’t easy.

      Eager for a distraction, I looked to my phone and opened my dating app. Before swiping through, I cast a wary glance around to make sure nobody was looking over my shoulder and judging me for being superficial.

      Because I was.

      Although one might argue everyone who used a swiping style dating app was superficial and shallow. All judgments and requirements were based on a snapshot first impression which was, ninety percent of the time, a misrepresentation of the person. 

      Nevertheless, I swiped.

      But I never committed and added anyone to the roster of people I was interested in. All the women were beautiful. That wasn’t the problem. The problem was I lost all my charm over messages. Via text, I came across all wrong. In person? Charming as hell.

      At least I would argue I was. Briar might have a few choice things to say about it.

      Finally, Wes arrived and spared me from my self-induced torture. He slid onto the stool beside me, chasing away a gathering flock of young women, and flagged down the bartender to order himself a beer. 

      He glanced down at my phone screen. “Any matches?”

      “Hundreds.”

      Wes chuckled. “Why do you bother with those things if you never pick a girl you’re interested in?”

      I shrugged. “We all get our kicks in different ways, Wes. Don’t look down your nose at me.”

      “That’s my job as your best friend. You know, to remind you when you have your head so far up your own ass you’ve forgotten how to navigate the real world? Struggling artists unite.”

      “Neither of us have been a struggling artist in over a decade.”

      “I still feel like one,” Wes said earnestly.

      “Imposter syndrome never goes away, I suppose.”

      “Ain’t that a bitch?” Wes took a sip of the beer the bartender just poured, smacked his lips, and turned in his stool to face me. “So, how are things?”

      “Good.” That was true. Things were good. Steady. “I have a new model I’ve been working with who’s blowing my mind. Real beautiful girl. Classy but edgy, too. A divine combination when it comes to the canvas. You should see a picture of her.”

      “Aayla?”

      “Yes, have I told you about her?”

      “Several times. Not to mention Briar mentioned her yesterday when she came home from work. She thinks the girl has a thing for you.”

      I frowned pointedly at him. “I always forget your woman goes home and spills all my dirty laundry to you.”

      Wes chuckled. “It’s not dirty laundry. You should ask her out. Briar thinks she’d say yes.”

      “Briar can mind her own business.”

      “You tell her that,” Wes said. “I have no interest in provoking her inner dragon. I know full well what that looks like and how it feels and I’ve learned to stay well away from her wrath.”

      “Coward.”

      Wes snickered and took another swig of his beer. “What’s new besides models and paintings? All you ever talk about is work. There has to be something else going on in your life.”

      I dug through the filing cabinets of my brain for an interesting morsel. “Nope. Not a thing.”

      “You need to get out more. What do you do besides paint?”

      “Think about painting.”

      It was true. I had no family walking the earth to speak of. The closest thing to family in my life was Wes and Briar. On top of that, I had no interest in dating anymore because the previous relationships I’d had had all ended in not-so-glorious blunders.

      One girl drove her high-heeled shoe through one of my in-progress pieces and I’d felt that like a kick to the stomach. All because I’d told her I didn’t see our futures lining up after two months of dating.

      Most of my spare time was spent thinking about painting, painting in my studio, or drinking bourbon while I listened to old records at my home.

      “You need to get back in the saddle,” Wes said. “Look at me and Briar. Before she came along, I was content with my life revolving around writing. I thought fictional characters would be enough for me. But they weren’t, man. I didn’t realize until she walked into—”

      “That shitty little bar you like to write in. I know. You’ve told me several dozen times and you know what? Each recounting does not make it any more interesting than the first time I heard it.”

      “You’re just jealous,” Wes teased.

      The annoying thing was how right he was. I was jealous.

      I envied the way Briar looked at Wes and how she filled this dark, never-ending pit that used to consume him. I knew the Wes before her and the Wes after her, and he was an infinitely better man now than he ever used to be. She held him to a higher standard, one I doubted either of them knew was there, and he strived to meet it day in and day out. She kept him on his toes in the best way and she offered him something his books never could: a soft place to land at the end of a long day.

      The thought of going home to a beautiful woman after a long day in the studio with a sore back, aching neck, and paint under my nails was one I had often, but all it did was remind me of what I didn’t have. 

      I caught Wes watching me out of the corner of his eye and cleared my throat. “Why would I be jealous? Look at me.” I gestured down at myself in a sweeping motion. “I won the lottery.”

      Wes scoffed. “You’re never going to meet your dream girl locked up in your gallery. You have to get out there. Smell the roses, so to speak. Take a walk on the wild side.”

      “Please stop quoting middle-age crisis bullshit at me while I’m surrounded by so much liquor.”

      Wes nodded pointedly at my empty glass. “Speaking of which, are you having another?”

      Who was I to say no?

      I caught the bartender’s attention and we ordered another round. Wes opted for another beer while I stayed in my lane with the bourbon. I had an empty home to get to later tonight and the liquor in my belly would keep me warm enough to convince me that I didn’t need the company of another soul to feel complete.

      I cringed at my own inner dialogue.

      Was I really this desperate? Had I missed all the red flags that I was growing lonely and needed a companion?

      “Maybe I should just get a small dog,” I muttered to myself.

      “Sorry?” Wes asked, his brow furrowed. “Did you say—”

      “Nothing. Just talking to myself.”

      “I won’t be seen out in public with you if you buy a handbag to carry your teacup Chihuahua around with you everywhere you go. I know artists are eccentric but that’s too much, even for me, and I spend sixty percent of my time in my own head concocting fictional worlds and people.”

      “I’m not getting a dog,” I said dryly.

      “Good.”

      “Maybe just a cat.”

      “You’re losing it.”

      “And you have a front row seat,” I said before throwing back a mouthful of bourbon and turning my back to the bar. Plenty of available women milled about, and more than a handful of them shot curious glances my way, but the thought of walking up to one of them and trying to start any flicker of conversation made me want to crawl in a hole and disappear.

      Not because I was intimidated to talk to women. No, that wasn’t it at all. I loved talking to women. I loved making women laugh. I loved teasing them, letting them tease me, flattering them. You name it. I loved it.

      I just couldn’t wrap my head around starting over with someone whose intentions I could never know. How could I trust a stranger?

      Wes had and it worked out just fine for him. However, it took a series of relationships before Briar for him to find the right girl. Maybe that was all I had to do. Keep going. Keep sorting through the wrong people to find the right person.

      Still, nobody in this room felt right.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I craned my head all the way back until the sofa pillows were pressed up against both ears and I tilted the nearly empty chip bag toward my mouth. Salt and vinegar crumbs poured into my mouth, over my chin, and down the front of my shirt. It was as I was dusting them off my cleavage that the front door opened.

      I twisted around as Julie walked in.

      My heart sank. I’d been expecting Grace, who’d spent the whole day out of the house checking in on all her daycare centers, leaving me to my own devices.

      Today, those devices were staying in my jammies all day and not parting from the sofa.

      Julie smiled as she closed the door with one hip and struggled to lock the handle. She had several brown paper grocery bags balanced in her arms.

      “Hey.” Julie’s voice reminded me of a radio ad. Chipper, uplifting, distinctly feminine. “I’m glad you’re home. I was going to cook us all dinner.”

      “How thoughtful,” I said as I untangled myself from the fleece blanket that had been wrapped around my legs for the past four hours while I binge-watched episodes of the Bachelor I’d missed during my travels. “Let me help you with the groceries.”

      The room tipped and spun when I stood up.

      Julie watched from the kitchen where she’d begun unpacking the grocery bags. “Do you take iron pills?”

      I gave my head a shake as the dizzy spell passed as quickly as it had come. “No.”

      “You should consider it. It might help with the dizziness when you stand up.”

      Oh yay, she’s a know-it-all, too.

      “I’ve just been a lazy waste of space all day,” I told her. “That’s the first time I’ve moved in almost four hours.”

      Julie laughed a little nervously.

      While I helped her unpack the groceries, I wondered if she was equally unsure of me as I was of her. She’d been living in this townhouse with Grace for eight months before I came home, which was plenty of time to make a place feel like a home. She and Grace also had a lot in common, so I didn’t doubt they’d spent a great deal of time together and already created some good memories. Was me coming home disrupting her routines?

      Did I care?

      Julie fetched a pan from a cupboard and poured olive oil in it before setting to dicing vegetables. I offered to help her cook, and she politely declined.

      “You could pour us some wine though,” she said with a sneaky little smile. “It’s been a day and nothing makes me feel better than a glass of red when all is said and done. Or a bottle.”

      Ha. Ha. A jokester, too.

      I poured us each a healthy glass of wine. Maybe the liquor would improve her sense of humor while simultaneously making me more open to receiving her jokes. We both took a sip and watched each other awkwardly over the rims of our glasses.

      Up until now, Grace had always been there to be a buffer between us. Now that it was just the two of us, things felt stiff and forced.

      I cleared my throat. “So, you’re a marriage counselor. That’s cool.”

      “Is it?” Julie dropped a handful of diced onions into the pan and turned on the element. “Most of the time when people find out what I do, they don’t want to talk around me because they think I’m dissecting every little thing they say.”

      “And are you?”

      She shot me a cheeky smile. “Sometimes. But most of the time, I leave my work where it belongs: at the office. There’s a lot of mental load that comes with what I do, so when I check out for the night I really check out. When I’m socializing, I’m not in work mode.”

      “But you like your work?”

      “Oh, I love it,” Julie said as she diced red and green peppers. Those too were added to the pan. “It took a lot of work to get to this point but it was well worth it. I help people every day. I get a great deal of satisfaction out of seeing couples thrive. I can’t imagine myself doing something else. Is that how you feel about traveling?”

      I blinked, surprised at her question and how relatable her words were when she spun it in favor of travel. “Yes, kind of. Once I started, I couldn’t look back. I’ve been back in New York for what, three and a half days? I’m already planning my next trip and looking at flights and hostels when I have no right to because I don’t even have a job yet.”

      “Something will come along,” Julie said. “All you have to do is catch it when it does. Right?”

      “Sure sounds simple when you put it like that.”

      Julie began stirring the vegetables as the heat intensified and they started to cook. “Well, from where I’m standing, you seem like a desirable employee. You’re well traveled and therefore wise and cultured. You’re inquisitive. Witty. Curious. Intelligent.”

      “Why are you blowing smoke up my ass?”

      Julie laughed. It reminded me of wind chimes and love ballads from the fifties. Did her perfection know no end? “I’m hoping if you don’t like my cooking, you’ll lie to me about it.”

      “I like any and all cooking.”

      “Noted.”

      Grace arrived shortly before dinner was served and I wasn’t sure who was more grateful for her presence, me or Julie, who immediately poured a third glass of wine.

      Grace leaned against the kitchen island and vented about her day of work driving between all three daycare centers all over Manhattan. She dished about drama between colleagues and seethed about how the same bullshit was still going on between the same employees.

      “Just fire them,” I said.

      “Or hire a conflict resolution specialist to come in one evening and get them to air their issues out once and for all,” Julie said.

      Grace swirled her wine around. “Now that’s not a terrible idea.”

      I brooded as the house began to fill with the rich aroma of Julie’s cooking. I could already tell it was going to be delicious when I’d secretly been hoping she was a lost cause in the kitchen. There had to be something she wasn’t good at. 

      “How was your day, Nora?” Grace turned her attention to me.

      I swallowed a mouthful of wine. “Fine.”

      “Any luck on the job front?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “But I’ll be back at it tomorrow morning bright and early.” By bright and early, I meant around ten o’clock. 

      Grace gave me a reassuring smile. “I have a good feeling something is around the corner for you.”

      “If it’s not an airfare ticket, I don’t want it.”

      “Ticket!” Julie spun from the stove with the spatula still in one hand. “I completely forgot! A client of mine gave me—hold on.” She came around the island and gave me the spatula. “Can you stir those so they don’t stick to the pan? Thank you.”

      I went to my task of stirring the frying vegetables and watched over my shoulder as Julie opened her purse, a designer handbag of the likes I could never dream of owning so I rolled my eyes at it, and pulled out three tickets. 

      She held them up like they were worth something of great value. “A client gave me these art gallery passes today after her session. She won a bunch of tickets at a raffle. The gallery is hosting a fundraiser and all the proceeds go to high school art programs. My client thought I might like this guy’s work. Apparently, his pieces are quite beautiful. I for one could use some new artwork in my office. Would you ladies like to join me?”

      Grace plucked a ticket from Julie’s hand. “I’m in. My home office could use a facelift. Nora?”

      I stirred the vegetables and looked back and forth between the two women. “I hardly have the patience to stay in the shower long enough to condition my hair. I don’t think art galleries are for me.”

      “Oh, come on,” Grace pouted. “It’ll be something fun the three of us can do together.”

      “Some of the work might surprise you,” Julie added. “My client isn’t much of an art fan either but she raved about this guy’s stuff. Apparently he mostly paints portraits. Nude portraits.”

      “Oh yay,” I said dryly. “Expensive porn for the walls that doesn’t move. Sounds great.”

      Grace rolled her eyes. “Poor sport.”

      “I don’t have a job. Why would I want to go to a gallery and be reminded of how much money everyone else has? The price tags will be obscene. Guaranteed. Artists are pretentious dick wads who always overvalue their work.”

      Grace and Julie exchanged a look.

      “I’m just saying,” I muttered.

      Julie relieved me from my post by the stove and I shuffled back to my spot at the island, where she’d left the third ticket. I picked it up and turned it over in my hands. “Walker Vice,” I mused as I read the artist’s name aloud. “His name even sounds pretentious. You can’t tell me I’m wrong about that one.”

      “It has a bit of flair to it,” Grace conceded.

      “Well, his gallery is where I’ll be on Friday evening,” Julie said. She dumped a pot of boiled spaghetti noodles into the pan with the vegetables and added a splash more oil, followed by salt, pepper, and a light cream sauce she’d whipped up. The whole house started to smell like an Italian restaurant.

      Within another fifteen minutes, we’d topped off our glasses of wine and brought bowls full of steaming pasta to the dining room table, where Julie lit a candle between us and said, “Bon appétit.”

      I twirled the noodles around my fork and willed myself not to like Julie’s cooking. I knew before it touched my tongue that my resolve would fail. The creamy pasta tickled my taste buds and had me diving back into the bowl for more.

      Grace praised Julie’s cooking and looked expectantly for me to pile on the bandwagon.

      “It’s delicious,” I said as I dabbed at my lips with a napkin. “What can’t you do, Julie?”

      She was one of those women who seemed too good to be true. If my parents had been here, I knew without a shadow of a doubt they’d have already made comments under their breath that I should try to be more like my new roommate. She dressed tastefully and presented herself well. She was a wiz in the kitchen, cared about art, was invested in the lives of other people in her pursuit to do good in her career, and could afford expensive bottles of wine I only ever got to taste when someone else bought them.

      Yes, my parents would have been very happy indeed if I was a little more like Julie.
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      Wes whistled and crossed his arms over his chest. The painting of Aayla sat in front of him, the light white draping I usually covered it with pulled back and tucked over the right-hand corner.

      “This is one of your best pieces yet,” Wes said. His eyes roamed over the canvas. “She’s a beautiful woman. This is Aayla, right? The model Briar has been talking about?”

      I nodded. “She’ll be here tonight for the fundraiser.”

      “You’re going to ask her out, right?”

      I let the corner of the sheet fall back over the canvas. “I haven’t decided.”

      Wes chuckled and opened his mouth to speak, but the studio door opened, and Briar popped her head in. “Boys,” she chimed, “all of your little friends have arrived.”

      Wes hurried to the door and I followed, flicking off the studio lights behind me as I stepped out the door and locked up. Tonight, guests would be isolated to the gallery. My studio was strictly off limits unless they were brought in by personal invitation from yours truly.

      I turned as Wes greeted the large group of people who’d just walked in. I’d met some of them previously when they stopped by my gallery months ago after being in town for a wedding, but that had been out in Los Angeles.

      Wes shook hands, clasped shoulders, and hugged the beautiful women, who all rushed to greet Briar with equal enthusiasm.

      Briar turned them all in my direction. “I know some of you have already met my boss, Walker. But for those of you who haven’t, he’s the man of the hour. Every piece in the gallery is his creation.”

      I tugged at the lapel of my navy blue suit jacket. “I’m just a man, Briar.”

      The women giggled.

      Wes rolled his eyes and waved me off before going through rounds of introductions.

      First, there were Katie and Peter, a charming young couple who’d flown out to visit the week of my fundraiser by happenstance. They lived in the Virgin Islands where I learned they were closing in on the final stages of a large home renovation of an old cabin. Katie was quick to whip out her phone and show some of the women pictures of all the work they’d been doing. The pair of them seemed happily in love, and when Katie wasn’t gushing to the girls about her homestead, she had one arm wrapped through Peter’s. Whenever he spoke, she looked up at him and hung on every word, and he did the same with her.

      Next I was introduced to Jackson and Hailey, a bright-eyed playful couple eager to be out on the town for their first time since having their baby. 

      “I was told there would be drinks,” Hailey said. “I pumped for days leading up to this so I could treat myself.”

      Jackson wrapped an arm around her waist and chuckled. “We could both do with a bit of old-fashioned fun. We promise we won’t get messy in your gallery, Walker.”

      “By all means, get messy.” I turned to Briar. “Should we crack a bottle before any other guests arrive?”

      Briar nodded eagerly, went to the bar fridge behind the front desk, retrieved a bottle of champagne, and filled several flutes sitting on a tray. Part of me suspected she’d been preparing for this and was merely waiting for my approval. She passed the flutes around and we all took a sip.

      Hailey hiccupped from the bubbles and pressed two dainty fingers to her lips. “I think I’m drunk already.”

      Jackson bumped her hip lightly with his. “Should we get out of here and head to a hotel room?”

      Kim, a slender, dark-haired, beautiful woman, clicked her tongue at Jackson. “Don’t spoil your night out before it even starts.”

      “You and I have very different definitions of a spoiled night out.” Jackson winked.

      Hailey smacked the back of her hand against his stomach.

      Jackson massaged his gut. “I deserved that.”

      Kim turned to her man, Rick, and whispered something in his ear that made him chuckle deeply. She knitted her fingers through his and sipped her wine and didn’t notice the way he watched her out of the corner of his eye while the rest of the group continued to poke fun at Jackson.

      Hailey enjoyed the razzing thoroughly.

      The last couple I met properly was Vanessa and Rhys, whose wedding was the one everyone had been in Los Angeles for when I met them at my other studio. Vanessa was a full and beautiful woman who continuously asked Briar if there was anything she could do to help get ready for the arrival of the guests. Briar assured her tonight was for them to enjoy, not to work.

      However, about twenty minutes into the evening when the doors opened, Briar put Wes out front to take tickets and welcome guests to the event. 

      A waitstaff had arrived and come in the side door wearing white coats and black pants. They picked up serving trays at Briar’s request and she also showed them where the bar fridge was as well as the room-temperature red wines. 

      Guests began to arrive, and as my gallery filled up and Wes collected tickets, his and Briar’s friends joined the throngs and made their way through the gallery floor, pausing to admire the paintings that spoke to them the most.

      An hour into the evening, Briar sidled up beside me with a glass of red wine in hand. The deep burgundy lip shade she’d been wearing at the beginning of the night had worn off a bit on the inside of her lips. “I think it’s going really well,” she said, leaning toward me. “We’ve sold six pieces already.”

      Could be better. Could be worse. “Good,” I said.

      “The night is young. I expect you’ll sell at least ten more and we’ll have room to bring your new collection onto the floor next month.” She turned toward me but her eyes never left the guests. “What do you think of having an online shop?”

      I looked down at her. “Are you trying to modernize me?”

      “You could stand a bit of modernization. It would make your pieces more accessible. It might cost a bit of money up front to build a website, but once it’s up and running, clients all over the world would be able to see your work and place online orders. You could even drop some costs and offer prints instead of only originals, if you were interested.”

      It wasn’t the first time someone had suggested I step out of just doing originals. It wasn’t a bad idea, either.

      However, I couldn’t help but feel like a bit of the magic was lost if I started selling duplicates.

      “I’ll think about it,” I told her.

      She seemed satisfied by that answer and nodded. “I’m going to check on Wes and make sure he’s not making any inappropriate jokes with your guests. Sometimes he forgets when he’s in elevated social circles.”

      “Elevated?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “You know what I mean. Sophisticated.”

      I chuckled as she left and thought I was anything but sophisticated. I might have looked the part when I wanted to, but if anyone in this room was going to make an ass of themselves and crack an ill-timed joke, it would be me.

      I watched Briar go to the door and she met Wes just as a trio of young women stepped inside out of the chilly spring night. The first had shiny blonde hair that glistened under the gallery lights. She shrugged out of her royal blue pea coat and relinquished it to Wes, who hung it on the rack I’d rolled out of the studio to be used as a coat check for guests. The second was a slim young woman with a blunt brown bob. When she took off her jacket, I saw that her earrings matched her emerald green blouse as well as her pointed-toe high-heeled shoes.

      The last woman to step in behind them was dressed the most casually. She shook her hair out and raked her fingers through it. It was a wild, unbrushed mane of brown, and shorter strands framed her face and fell in front of her eyes, which even from the other side of the gallery I could see were blue.

      Quite blue.

      Wes held out a hand and offered to take her coat. She removed her jean jacket with flannel lining and passed it over. Underneath, she wore black jeans that hugged her shape and made it hard for me to keep my eyes in appropriate places. Her ankle boots clicked on the marble floors as she followed her friends into the depths of my gallery and accepted a glass of champagne off a server’s tray.

      Her blue gaze raked over the paintings on display and she sighed. Immediately, I knew she’d been dragged here against her will. A smile curled the corners of my lips and I stepped forward to approach her.

      Just then, Aayla stepped through the doors. 

      She towered over the other women in the gallery by at least three inches. Wes took her coat, a floor-length black gorgeous piece of clothing, and looked over his shoulder to look around wildly for me. We locked eyes and I shook my head, no, but he pointed me out to Aayla, who waved and smiled and started in my direction.

      She drew up in front of me looking lovely in a silk dress that showed off her shoulders, back, and long legs. 

      “You clean up nicely, Walker.” Aayla’s deep brown eyes swept me up and down. “I’m surprised. There isn’t a speck of paint on you.”

      “Not that you can see,” I said.

      She laughed lightly. “Of course.”

      “You look beautiful.”

      Aayla looked down at her dress and ran her hands down her hips. “You don’t think it’s too much?”

      “You are a woman who could pull off anything she put on.”

      She reached out and pressed a hand lightly to my chest. “That’s a high compliment coming from a man who’s seen me naked several times.”

      If she was trying to fluster me, it wouldn’t work. I gave her a wry grin. “Would this be an inappropriate time to ask you to join me for dinner one night next week?”

      Aayla blinked, stammered, and touched the side of her long slender neck before playing with the gold earring that dangled from her earlobe. “Dinner?”

      “Yes,” I said smoothly, stepping a little closer to fix the strap of her dress like I was fixing her to paint her. She was used to this kind of thing. I’d often posed and arranged her in the studio before we began our painting session. “I would like to share your company over food and a drink.”

      Wes would be proud of me for pushing past my uncertainty about stepping back into the dating pool. He was right. It was time to take some steps forward and gain some momentum. All these couples around me tonight had reminded me how nice it was to arrive and leave with the same person at the end of an evening. I wanted those shared secretive looks and the long talks on the drive home as they made fun of the people they’d spent the night with.

      All couples did that, didn’t they?

      I wondered dimly what the couples would say about me and my work on their way home at the end of the night.

      Aayla nodded as I let my hand fall to my side after fixing her strap. “That sounds nice, Walker. Next week, it is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      At least there was champagne.

      I couldn’t believe I’d been dragged out of the house to an art gallery on a Friday night when I would have much rather been cozied up on the sofa with a cup of green tea and my laptop. Would I have been job hunting like I was supposed to? Probably not. But I would have thoroughly enjoyed perusing travel blogs and booking engines to plan my next trip, even if it was just a fantasy at this point due to lack of funds.

      Instead, I was here, walking across glossy marble floors, looking at canvas paintings of naked women with incredible bone structure and physiques.

      Grace stopped in front of a dark canvas done in shades of forest and mossy greens. The woman in the painting seemed to materialize out of the darkness and all of her special bits were covered in leaves. She had striking red hair that pulled the eye up to her face, which was plain in comparison to the rest of the image. She had freckles across her nose done in bronze, and the artist had used green to paint her lashes.

      She looked like something out of a fantasy world.

      “This is exquisite,” Grace breathed. “Look at the attention to detail.”

      “It makes me feel so peaceful,” Julie said.

      Both of them looked expectantly at me.

      I looked from them to the painting and said what I thought they wanted to hear. “It’s nice.”

      “Nice?” Grace asked. “That’s all you have to say? It’s nice?”

      My attention slid back to the painting. What else did she want me to say about it? 

      Julie intervened before I had a chance to speak. “I wonder how many hours it took to complete. And what the woman looks like in real life.”

      “It’s so realistic I bet that’s exactly how she looks,” Grace said.

      My eyes tried to roll into my skull. There was no way on this green earth that girl was walking around New York City looking like that. Sure, she might have similarities, but something told me these paintings weren’t the exact renderings of real-life people. They had elements of fantasy poured into them.

      I didn’t dare say that aloud for fear of someone walking by and thinking I knew what I was talking about. The last thing I wanted was to get into a conversation with an art freak and that was what every person in this room had to be.

      Right?

      “Our tickets get us a chance to see some of the work in progress in the attached studio,” Julie said. “Maybe we’ll get a chance to meet the artist and ask some questions. It might help me make a decision on which one I want to purchase.”

      Back at the house, I’d been convinced she was kidding when she talked about buying one of these pieces. The price tags on all of them were staggering. At least in terms of my financial situation they were. None of them were under six thousand dollars. 

      Grace pointed across the gallery at a painting of an East Indian woman in a sari. The canvas stood out in comparison to all others because of the rich reds and golds against a stark white backdrop. The irises of the beautiful woman captured some of those colors, too. They looked almost wet the reflections were done so nicely.

      “I like that one,” Grace said. “I would love to hang that behind my desk in my office. She looks so wise and powerful.”

      “It’s ninety-five hundred dollars, Grace,” I said, floored that she would even fantasize about having something so expensive in her office. That was my share of the rent multiplied by nine months. That kind of money could buy me at least four months worth of travel, potentially more if I made smart choices about where to stay and what I was eating.

      “I know,” Grace said, seemingly unbothered by the price tag. “But an artist deserves to be paid what he’s worth. I’m not saying that I’m going to buy it. I would just like to own it.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Although it would hold its value forever.”

      “It’s a glorified piece of paper, not a car,” I said flatly.

      Grace narrowed her eyes at me. “You don’t have to buy anything, Nora. But if I want to, you bet I’m going to go ahead and buy the one that speaks to me the most.” She turned to Julie. “What one do you like?”

      Julie nodded pointedly at the green canvas with the red-haired woman. “This one. Definitely this one.”

      It was seven thousand four hundred dollars.

      My stomach turned.

      I knew I’d made my own choices when it came to money and prioritized travel over wealth, but I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous that they could so casually throw this kind of money around. There was no way they had this kind of cash.

      Was there?

      “It goes to a good cause,” Julie said. “So many high school art programs are underfunded or closed down entirely. Art was a safe place for me as a teenager. It let me escape for a little while from stuff going on at home and from bullies. Not all kids can find camaraderie in sports. Sometimes, they need something more expressive like painting or playing an instrument.”

      A waiter passed with a tray of champagne flutes just as I polished off my first glass. I placed my empty one on his tray and traded it for a fresh glass. He offered me a curt nod and continued his rounds through the gallery.

      I let my gaze wander around the place as Grace and Julie talked about art.

      Everyone here looked like they could afford to be here. They wore nice suits and expensive jewelry. Designer handbags hung in the crooks of women’s elbows and Rolex watches flashed on men’s wrists as they pointed up at paintings and leaned in to speak intimately. 

      I studied the green painting of the red-haired girl once more.

      Was it possible that these pieces really did inspire something in these people? Why couldn’t I feel it? Why couldn’t I look at a painting like this and feel a semblance of something?

      All I felt when I looked at her was a desire to be back in Scotland. The red hair and the textured shades of green brought me back to the Scottish Highlands, broken up by dark jagged rock that sometimes gave way to rolling hills that went on as far as the eye could see to inevitably kiss the blue horizon.

      Grace and Julie moved along to the next painting and I followed.

      They spoke about this last woman. She was entirely nude with stark porcelain skin and icy blue eyes. Her black hair was swept back, as if caught in a gale of wind, and it melted into the gray and silver background. To me, it looked like she was being swallowed whole by a sparkling backdrop of ice.

      “What do you think it means?” Grace asked, head tilted thoughtfully to the side.

      “It makes me feel lonely,” Julie said. “And sad.”

      Oh my God, here we go again.

      “It’s beautiful and frightening all at once,” Grace said.

      “I think it symbolizes isolation,” Julie said. “There is something cold and frigid about being alone and keeping everyone out. She seems unyielding. Almost cruel. Like she’s punishing herself.”

      I couldn’t stand there and listen to them anymore. I was glad they could come to a place like this and enjoy it so much but it simply wasn’t for me. I’d been the kid in high school who hated reading between the lines in English class and trying to interpret the author’s meaning. When teachers asked “what do you think Shakespeare meant here,” I’d always roll my eyes and continue doodling in the column of my notebook. When called upon, my answer was always the same: he wrote it because it sounded good and it rhymed. 

      Teachers never liked that very much.

      This evening felt like that—like I was entirely out of my depth and posing amongst people who saw things in these paintings that I simply did not.

      I sifted through the gallery and kept to corners where nobody else was. When someone approached, I drifted onto the next and sipped my champagne. I sighed as I gazed at an electric red painting of a woman with dark skin streaked in swipes of red, orange, and yellow paint.

      “You know what I like about you?” I asked the painting. “You can’t talk and act like a snob. Do you know how insufferable people are when they pretend to know what they’re talking about when it comes to art? Barf.”

      I hung in the silence between me and the painting.

      A man stepped up beside me who was so quiet I didn’t realize he was there until he cleared his throat. “Are you waiting for her to answer you?”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sound of his deep voice. Champagne sloshed over the side of my glass and spilled over my boots as I pressed a hand to my chest as my heart raced wildly in my chest.

      “Sorry,” the man offered, wincing in a genuine apology. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I not so gracefully licked champagne from my thumb as I turned to face him. I stopped, thumb between my puckered lips, when I laid eyes on him.

      He was dangerously handsome.

      He cracked a smile. “Can I get you a fresh champagne and a napkin perhaps?”

      My cheeks burned and I hated them for betraying me. I pulled my thumb out of my mouth. “That’s all right. I can—”

      It was too late. He’d already swept a fresh flute and a napkin off the passing tray. He plucked mine from my hands and offered me the napkin so I could clean up before accepting the fresh glass. Another server passed us by and he discarded the sticky glass on his tray.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      His green eyes landed on me and I took a moment to check him out. His stare was sharp and inquisitive, his smile bright white and a little edgy, like he had a secret. If I had to guess, I’d say he was about six foot two, give or take, and he had a lean but solid build that filled out his navy blue suit nicely.

      Quite nicely.

      His dark brown hair was almost black and he had it slicked back casually, like he’d been running his fingers through it all day. He had the kind of jawline that made a girl weak in the knees and a hooded brow that made him seem a little mysterious.

      The tall, dark, and handsome stranger tipped his head toward the painting in front of me of yet another naked woman. This one was in fiery shades of red, orange, and yellow. “What do you think of the collection?”

      I sipped my champagne to calm my nerves as I looked him in those bright green eyes. “Actually, I preferred her silence. She’s better company than the clowns I came with.”

      He arched a dark eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “My roommate got free passes to this thing and dragged me here. She and my other roommate—yes, I’m a grown-ass woman who lives with two other grown-ass women—have been walking around all night pretending to know what they’re talking about. I needed to find a quiet corner.”

      “And I have rudely interrupted,” he said.

      “No, not at all,” I assured him. “So long as you don’t start talking to me about themes, symbolism, and motifs, we’re good.”

      “That’s what your roommates are talking about?”

      “Yes,” I said with a curt nod in Grace and Julie’s direction. He followed my gaze before turning back to me with a small smile. I rolled my shoulders. “It could be worse. They’re not nearly as pretentious as the actual artist.”

      He slid his hands into the pockets of his pants. “A hot take. I’m intrigued. Please, tell me more.”
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          Walker

        

      

    

    
      She had no clue who I was.

      I hid my smile as the pretty young woman with a cutting tongue unwittingly roasted me.

      “Well, for starters,” she began with a sweeping gesture of my gallery, “look at this place! It’s so glamorous when all it’s doing is showing off canvases slapped with paint. Marble floors, waitstaff with champagne, crystal chandeliers? I mean come on. We know the artist is rich. Look at the price tags on these things!” She stepped forward and pressed a finger to the price tag beside the red lady in front of us. “Who in their right mind would pay nine grand for this?”

      “Suckers,” I said.

      “Suckers. Exactly.” She tipped her head back and sipped her wine. “I’ve never understood it. I didn’t even want to come. But my damn roommates just had to get out and see all this for themselves. And they’re considering buying something. At least they’re talking like they are. It seems entirely unachievable to me for them to walk home with one of these things. I mean, they could buy a decent used car for this price. Can you imagine spending that on oil paint and canvas?” She scoffed and shook her head before shooting me a critical look. “Although you’re here too, so I can surmise you are also looking to buy one of these things?”

      “Oh no,” I said, shaking my head. “I have no interest in buying one.”

      “Finally, someone with some sense.”

      “People don’t usually say that about me.”

      “Me neither.” She smiled. 

      It had been a long time since I was this amused. Never in my life had I had someone as cute and tiny have so many negative things to say about my career—and never in my life had I enjoyed being criticized so ruthlessly. She delivered her lines with an edge that contrasted her petite stature and soft features.

      “Do you think the artist has a good chuckle over his pricing structure?” the young woman asked. “I mean, how does he come up with these prices?”

      “I imagine it has something to do with the cost of hiring the models, the cost of supplies, and his time.”

      She stared up at me. “This is not the place for logical conversation. I’m bitching and moaning. You’re supposed to nod and agree with me, unlike my roommates.”

      “Ah,” I said, chuckling as I nodded. “Forgive me. You’re right. These prices are bogus. The deviant who painted these is trying to rip off honest and hardworking New Yorkers. What a swine.”

      “Precisely. Well said.”

      More people were beginning to file into the gallery as we closed in on nine o’clock. I wondered how long I’d be able to stand here and indulge the pretty stranger before she caught wind that I was in fact the awful swine we were both taking digs at.

      “How long do you think he spends on these?” the woman asked as she shifted her weight to her left foot and regarded the painting coolly. “Twenty-four hours?”

      I wished I could finish something like this in that short amount of time. “Who knows? Maybe only ten.”

      “Ten hours for ten grand. Must be nice.”

      “What would you do with ten thousand dollars?”

      “Leave this place,” she said.

      “The gallery?” 

      She shook her head. “No, New York. America in general. Ten grand will go a hell of a lot farther than you think if you know how to book your airfare and lodging properly. I could spend a whole year abroad.”

      “Where would you go first?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d like to explore all of Africa. Egypt especially. I wanted to get there on my last trip but ran out of time and money. From there, I wanted to go to Australia and—” She broke off and shook her head. “I’m sure you don’t care about any of this.”

      “On the contrary.”

      She smiled politely but craned her neck to peer past me. “I should catch up with my roommates before they spend half their annual salary here. Someone has to protect them, right?”

      “From the swine trying to plunder their pockets?” I asked.

      “You know it.”

      “You do good work,” I told her as she slipped around me.

      She glanced over her shoulder and winked at me. Actually winked at me.

      I frowned.

      When was the last time a woman winked at me? Had that ever happened? Did I like it?

      Yes. Yes I did.

      She rejoined her friends while I wandered over to the marble desk behind which Briar stood with a cocky little smile on her lips.

      “Did you hear all that?” I asked.

      “Every word,” Briar confirmed. “Why didn’t you tell her who you were?”

      “And stop her while she was on such a roll? Why would I do that?”

      “To save her some embarrassment,” Briar said. “She’s one of the ticket holders for the studio tour.”

      I grinned like the devil.

      Briar shook her head at me. “You’re just plain evil.”

      “I just stood there for ten minutes while she lit me up and called me pretentious. Do you really think I’m not going to savor the moment when she realizes I’m the artist?”

      Briar sighed and cast a glance in the young woman’s direction. “She has no idea what’s about to hit her.”

      “She can take it.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Just a gut feeling, I guess.”

      Briar flagged down a server with a tray of champagne and pointed him in the direction of my target and her two roommates. He made a beeline in their direction and they all took more champagne.

      I frowned.

      “She’s going to need all the liquid encouragement she can get,” Briar said plainly. “I feel second-hand embarrassment for her and you haven’t even done anything yet.”

      Chuckling, I rested one elbow on the desk and watched the young woman peruse the rest of the gallery with her roommates who, as she’d said, had something to say about each and every painting. More than once, I caught the brown-haired globetrotter staring morosely at her friends as they spoke out of their asses. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, so maybe there was some merit to their words, but based on the blank expression on the face of the anti-art girl, I doubted it.

      “She’s intriguing, isn’t she?” I asked aloud.

      Briar watched me watch the girl. “She seems a little mean.”

      “Nah, I don’t think so. She just has opinions and she’s not afraid to voice them. I like that.”

      “You sure know how to pick them. Don’t get ahead of yourself. Didn’t you arrange to have a date with Aayla next week?”

      “I did.”

      “So maybe you should pull focus and give her your attention instead? You know she’s a girl who inspired you to paint. She appreciates what you do. She doesn’t demean or belittle it.”

      I nudged Briar in the ribs with my elbow and pumped my eyebrows. “I’m going to get the studio ready. You’ll be in with them in what, fifteen minutes?”

      She sighed. “Give or take.”

      I moved from the desk and slipped into my studio without anyone paying much attention. I flicked on the lights and removed sheets from canvases that were part of my new collection. In a few week’s time, they’d be hitting the walls of the gallery as I cleared out the pieces currently on display. With any luck, most of those would sell tonight.

      I wondered what the opinionated young woman would think of the life-sized portrait of Aayla. I stood back to admire it, still proud of the piece, and considered what sort of price tag I’d be putting on this one.

      It was one of the largest pieces I’d done and therefore would inevitably cost more.

      Chances were high it would be placed in the sixteen thousand dollar range. Maybe more.

      Feeling restricted and unlike myself wearing a full suit in my studio, I shrugged out of my jacket and draped it over an empty easel. I rolled up the cuffs of my white shirt, loosened the tie around my throat, and eagerly awaited the reaction of the pretty brunette with blue eyes when she found out she’d been trash-talking me to my face.

      I grinned. “It’s the little things.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      A pretty young woman who called herself Briar came and introduced herself to me and my roommates. She’d heard from the doorman that we had special raffle tickets which bought us into the half hour of bonus studio time with the artist at the end of the evening, which was fast approaching. Two more sets of people, a couple and a pair of friends, also had the same tickets as us, and we’d been corralled to one corner of the gallery while the other guests collected their jackets and personal items and left—some of them with paintings or special orders.

      Julie clasped her hands together and bounced on the balls of her feet. “I want to ask him so many questions, like how he gets his inspiration. Do you think they come out of thin air? I mean I know the pictures are of real models, but still, where does the creative and fantastical element come from?”

      I don’t care, I groaned internally.

      “I want to see if he can give me a deal on one,” Grace said hopefully. “I know it might be a little bit tacky to ask but I really want that painting. Can’t you just picture it on the wall behind my desk?”

      “It would look so good,” Julie agreed. 

      “I wonder when he started painting,” Grace said.

      “I wonder what he started out painting,” Julie added.

      “Oh my gosh, you guys,” I barked. “Just save your questions for when we’re actually in the studio, will you?”

      Julie looked at her feet. “Sorry.”

      Grace shook her head at me, unimpressed.

      I sighed and wished I didn’t feel bad for snapping. “Why don’t you spend this time trying to think of questions you could ask him that he hasn’t been asked a thousand times over? Do you seriously care how long he’s been painting for? Why not ask him something—I don’t know—deeper?”

      “Like what?” Julie asked curiously.

      “I don’t know because I don’t care.”

      Grace huffed. “Well then what help are you?”

      “Ask him why his prices are so ludicrous,” I said. “Or why he only paints society’s standard of beautiful women. Why isn’t there more of a variety of body types in his work? Why are all these women seen from a man’s perspective?”

      Grace blinked at me. “I don’t want to put him on the spot.”

      “That’s the whole point,” I insisted. “If art is meant to create discussions, then why not make them discussions worth having?”

      Briar opened the studio door and invited us in, cutting our conversation short. Grace and Julie went in ahead of me and I followed, disenchanted by the entire evening as a whole. Yes, I could stand back and objectively say the artwork was beautiful and visually appealing, but in my mind, they weren’t pushing at any boundaries. They were beautiful pieces of beautiful women.

      What was special about that?

      The studio smelled like chemicals, paint, and drywall for some reason. The lights were much brighter than out in the gallery and I found myself squinting around at the half-finished pictures propped up on easels or against the walls. They were similar to the ones in the gallery but most of these were much larger.

      There was one in particular that seemed to draw everyone’s eye.

      It was propped up on its side and facing us in all its glory. It had to be close to ten feet long and five feet tall, and it was an image of a beautiful black woman draped over a chaise lounge like a goddess. The rich shades leapt off the canvas and were highlighted by flakes of gold dusted across her cheeks where freckles might have been. More gold dripped from the tips of her dangling fingers off the side of the chaise, creating a pool of gold beneath the chair that cast her reflection back up at her. In the reflection, her face was still incomplete and left in shadow.

      “Wow,” Grace breathed beside me.

      I had to admit, this one was impressive.

      “That looks like the woman who was wearing the silk dress in the gallery,” Julie said.

      The man I’d spoken to out in the gallery emerged from where he’d been sitting behind a canvas on a wooden stool. He’d removed his suit jacket and loosened his tie, and his sleeves were rolled up, exposing forearms I wished I didn’t find so distracting.

      “That’s because this is the woman in the silk dress,” the man said as a smile landed on his lips. He stopped in front of us and crossed his arms. The position made his forearms even more tantalizing. Veins and tendons stood at attention. “My name is Walker Vice. Thank you for coming this evening to see my work and help with a good cause. You’re all special ticket holders and welcome to explore the unfinished pieces here in the studio.”

      “Oh God,” I breathed as I shrank back behind Julie and Grace.

      My roommates watched me try to make myself as small as possible over their shoulders.

      Grace frowned. “What are you doing, Nora?”

      “Oh God,” was all I managed to say as I buried my face in my hands and peeked out between my fingers at Walker, who was smirking and looking right at me.

      How could I have been such an idiot and said all those things to him about the artwork without thinking to ask his name?

      My cheeks burned and my stomach rolled with anxiety. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid!

      A man standing slightly ahead of us in a tweed jacket nodded pointedly at the unfinished painting of the black woman. “Will that one be for sale?”

      Walker glanced back at the painting before facing forward once more. He nodded once. “It will.”

      The man’s wife, a petite woman with her silver hair pulled up and secured with a headscarf, took her husband’s hand. “Where on earth would we hang something like that, Melvin?”

      “The lounge,” he said.

      Her eyes widened. “She’s beautiful, I agree, but she’s naked. I don’t want a picture of a naked woman in the lounge.”

      The couple bickered back and forth under their breath while I willed myself to disintegrate into nothing as Walker’s gaze lingered on me. He wore a cocky smirk that did nothing to ease my humiliation. 

      I couldn’t recall a time I’d ever felt so horrified. Not since high school at least.

      Walker invited everyone to have a look around his studio. I clung to Grace as we made a lap and I cast worried glances in Walker’s direction as he watched everyone wander.

      “What has gotten into you?” Grace asked.

      “Well,” I swallowed, “you know how I was kind of trash-talking a bit back there?”

      “A bit?” she asked dryly.

      “Well, when I started walking around by myself, this guy approached me and he was really funny and kind of charming in a disarming sort of way, so I said some of the same things to him I’d been saying to you.”

      Grace stopped walking and stared blankly at me. “Did you tell Walker to his face that he was a pretentious ass?”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Maybe.”

      “Nora!”

      “I didn’t know it was him!”

      “It didn’t occur to you that the very hot and artistic-looking dude in the most expensive suit in the place was the artist?”

      Julie covered her mouth with her hand and started giggling.

      I shot her a dark look. “It’s not funny, Julie.”

      She tried to stop and failed. “I’m sorry. It’s a little funny.”

      I groaned.

      Grace snorted. “Well maybe this will teach you a thing or two about the things you say to strangers. Lucky for you, he seems unbothered by your criticisms. But I doubt I have a shot at getting a discount now.”

      As we walked around the studio, I kept one eye on Walker, who stayed in the middle of the room near the large gold piece where he was being peppered with questions by the man in the tweed suit. The man’s wife appeared to be growing more and more irritated the longer they stood there. Presumably, her husband had his heart set on hanging the picture up in their home and she didn’t like that idea very much.

      I tried to gauge how Walker felt about selling such a piece to someone who liked it and someone who would find it a burden. I couldn’t read the expression on his face.

      I was horrified all over again when he caught me watching him.

      Walker clasped tweed-jacket man’s hand, clapped him on the shoulder, and started making his way toward me and my roommates.

      “Oh no,” I whispered. “He’s coming over here.”

      “Good, maybe you can apologize,” Grace muttered.

      All three of us turned as Walker drew up in front of us and offered us a charming smile and his hand. Julie shook it, followed by Grace, and last, he extended it to me.

      I blinked down at his hand and noticed the paint under his nails and on the inside of his wrist.

      I shook his hand. He had a warm firm grip. 

      Blushing furiously, I forced myself to meet his green stare. “I’m sorry about what I said in the gallery. I was just being—”

      “Honest,” he said as he released my hand. That cheeky grin of his never left his handsome face. “It was a refreshing change of pace if I’m being honest. A guy can only take so much praise and flattery before he begins to wonder how much merit is in it or if people are just stroking his ego and blowing smoke up his ass.”

      I tried to laugh to diffuse the tension, but all that came out of me was a pitiful croak.

      Walker seemed to take pity on me because he turned his attention to my roommates. “How have you been enjoying the evening?”

      I could breathe without his gaze on me.

      “It’s been wonderful,” Grace said. “At the risk of being one of those tiresome people praising you, my friend Julie and I really love your work. Do you, um, do you sell prints or offer any pieces for your less wealthy fans?”

      “Not presently,” Walker said. Grace and Julie deflated like balloons in front of him. “But there is something in the works to get that going. That’s probably a year or so away at least. So, on that note, feel free to pick whatever you want. It’s yours for a hundred dollars. I’ll cover the balance for the charity.”

      Grace blinked at him like he’d just swept her off her feet and kissed her. “A hundred dollars?”

      Walker nodded. “Yep.”

      “Any piece?” Grace asked.

      “Yep,” he said again. “All of you. Pick whatever you want. I trust your judgment not to choose some of my most expensive works. But anything in the gallery is fair game. I suggest you get to it before some of them sell.”

      Julie and Grace looked at each other before they grabbed each other’s hands and rushed out of the studio and back into the gallery, leaving me alone with the devilishly handsome artist.

      I peered up at him. “Why did you do that?”

      He clasped his hands behind his back. “Maybe I wanted to show a certain someone that I’m not the money-hungry pretentious swine she thinks I am.”

      “Is that so?”

      He slid his hands in his pockets as his right eyebrow quirked up. “Is it working?”
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      I felt bad for making her blush so much—but only a little.

      “I’m sorry.” The word tumbled out of her and she looked everywhere around the studio but at me. “Those things I said… they were stupid. I was just bitter because I wanted to be at home comfy on my sofa and my roommates wanted to come here and…” She trailed off and shook her head. At what, I wasn’t sure. “It’s been a rough couple of days and bitching about things that have nothing to do with me tends to be a coping mechanism I often lean on.”

      “That’s very self-aware of you.”

      She glanced up at me and quickly away. “Well, when you have overbearing parents and start therapy because you don’t know who you are without them telling you every morning, you learn a thing or two.”

      I smiled. “Vulnerable, too. I like that. You’re a breath of fresh air…”

      I realized I never got her name.

      She finally smiled at me. “Nora.”

      “Nora,” I said, liking how her name felt on my lips. “It’s nice to officially meet you.”

      “I’m sorry again for all that stuff I said.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You were right. Artists can be pretentious clowns. Believe me, I’ve met my fair share of them. Do you know what’s even worse than artists, though?”

      “What?” she asked, leaning forward like I was about to tell her a secret.

      “Art connoisseurs.” I winked.

      Nora laughed. It was a bright, joyful, carefree sound, and it danced around my studio until she clamped a hand over her mouth and snorted into her palm.

      A breath of fresh air indeed, I thought.

      I wanted to hear her laugh some more, so I hooked a thumb over my finger at the couple who were considering buying the canvas painting of Aayla. “Take those two, for example. He wants to buy that because he thinks people will sit with him in his cigar lounge and take him seriously because he has ‘real art’ on his walls. His wife sees my work for what it is: beauty. I don’t get caught up in the themes or symbolism, as you so brazenly put it out in the gallery. I see an image in my head and I put it on the canvas. He’s there with his thumb up his ass telling her about what all the shadows and darkness on the canvas means. Meanwhile, I don’t have the heart to tell him there are only so many shadows because the painting is unfinished.”

      Nora snickered again, this time drawing curious looks from those around us. “Who wears tweed anymore anyway?”

      “I was wondering precisely the same thing.”

      Nora ran her fingers through her mane of dark brown hair. It tumbled down around her shoulders and certain pieces stuck out every which way, making it look like she’d just rolled out of bed.

      That thought made me genuinely curious how wild that hair of hers was in the morning.

      “You’re not as bad as I thought you’d be,” Nora said with a humble nod.

      “Happy to break stereotypes for you.”

      “I still feel bad for being such a jerk.”

      “Well,” I said slowly, stringing her along as she watched me intently, “there is one way you could make it up to me.”

      “Really?”

      “Meet me tomorrow night for dinner.”

      Nora blinked. Her baby blues narrowed. “Dinner?”

      I shrugged nonchalantly. “Yes. You don’t have to agree, but I will feel permanently snubbed if you turn me down, and I don’t know if I can take that kind of rejection, especially after all those colorful things you said to me in the gallery.”

      Her eyes narrowed even further but a smile tugged at the corners of her full pink lips. “You’re a smooth talker, aren’t you?”

      “Is that a yes?”

      Nora sighed and looked imploringly up at the ceiling, like there might be something up there that would tell her how to let me down easy. Finding nothing up in the rafters, she resigned herself to her fate. “Fine, dinner tomorrow. Give me your phone.”

      I fished my phone out of my back pocket and pressed it into her open palm. She added her number to my contact list before giving the device back to me. 

      “I don’t like fancy restaurants.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “And I don’t like museums.”

      “I gathered as much.”

      “And I don’t like—”

      “What do you like, Nora?” I asked.

      Her eyes searched mine. “I’m going to go collect my roommates before they try to take home more than they can handle.”

      I grinned. “You do that. I’ll text you in the morning.”

      She didn’t say anything as she turned and made for the door to the gallery. I watched her go until she vanished around the corner, after which Briar sauntered up behind me, crossed one ankle in front of the other, and leaned into me with one hand on my shoulder.

      “Two dates lined up just like that, huh?” she teased. “You went from zero to a hundred pretty quickly.”

      From the outside looking in, I could see why she would think that. After all, less than twenty-four hours ago, I’d been adamantly claiming I wanted nothing to do with the dating life. Now here I was making plans with two women.

      “My date with Aayla was strictly to appease Wes,” I said.

      “That hardly seems fair to Aayla.”

      I grimaced. She wasn’t wrong.

      Briar sighed and let her hand fall from my shoulder. She moved to stand in front of me. “And the date with this new girl? Surely, you didn’t ask her out just to prove a point to Wes, too?”

      “I didn’t,” I said truthfully. I’d asked Nora out because I wanted to. There was something about her that stood out to me. Could it have been her brazen disregard for my feelings when she’d torn into my work? Perhaps. I liked to be kept on my toes and Nora certainly did that. 

      She made me curious. Racking my brain, I couldn’t recall the last time a woman had left me with so many questions.

      “Where are you going to take her?” Briar asked.

      “I’m not sure.” Where did a guy take a girl like Nora who had an easier time saying what she didn’t like than what she did like? “Maybe a nice restaurant?”

      Briar’s lips pursed into a fine line.

      I scratched my chin. “Bad idea?”

      “Boring idea.”

      “Well, what would you do then?” I asked.

      “If you want to take this girl out and make it count, you shouldn’t get ideas from someone else, regardless of how brilliant that someone else might be.” She smiled.

      “Wow, thanks.”

      She patted my shoulder. “You’ll think of something. Just pay attention to what she told you. She probably likes something low key and simple. No pressure. You can handle that, right?”

      “Uh…”

      “Sure you can,” Briar said confidently. “I’m going to check in on everyone in the gallery and see if we can close any last-minute sales with any stragglers. I think the rest of us might head out and grab a drink once we close up. You should join us.”

      There were still ticket holders hanging around the studio. The man in tweed and his wife were still speaking in low tones to each other in one corner. 

      “Ask me again at the end of the night,” I told Briar. “If I can clear these people out of here, I might sit down and trace out a new painting.”

      Briar gave me a knowing smile. “Feeling inspired?”

      “Yes.” I was. Nora’s snarky look and the sharpness of her eyes beckoned to be put onto the canvas. Admittedly, I hadn’t spent nearly enough time soaking up all the curves and angles of her features or the depth of her gaze. I needed significantly more time before I could entirely commit her to a painting.

      But the impulse was there to start something and I never ignored that tug at my gut.

      Briar returned to the gallery and I rejoined the softly arguing couple to ask if they’d made a decision. They had not. I assured them there were no other interested parties in the picture and they had time to think about their decision. 

      This allowed the couple to leave, still at odds, and the remaining couple in the studio also departed after making a purchase of their own.

      I locked my studio door and left Briar up front to handle the shutdown of the evening. I could hear her laughing with her and Wes’s friends once all the guests had left and I knew she was probably buying me another fifteen minutes in front of the canvas before she came back in and pestered me to join them.

      A night out with new friends would do me some good. I knew that.

      I spent too much time in solitary in front of a blank canvas. Tonight didn’t have to be that way.

      Before she came back to retrieve me, I’d managed to sketch out the silhouette of a woman. I wouldn’t be able to take it much further than that until I spent more time with Nora. Even then, the image in my head might still be fuzzy and far from solid. It wavered and danced, like an oil spill on the surface of a dark puddle, and it wouldn’t harden and take shape for some time yet.

      It was all part of my process.

      Briar convinced me to abandon my charcoal, put my suit jacket back on, and leave the gallery with the group to head across the street to a liquid lounge, where we ordered martinis with extra olives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      Grace and Julie sat on the end of my bed while I sifted through my closet looking for the right outfit for my date this evening with Walker.

      Last night, he’d seen me in a minimal effort outfit. Tonight, I wanted to step up my game but only a little bit. I wasn’t going to show up with a full face of makeup on or in a dress. That wasn’t my vibe. But I couldn’t deny that I wanted to leave some sort of impression on him when he saw me, even if it was a unique and very Nora impression.

      You already gave him one of those when you talked out of your ass for ten minutes straight last night, I thought as my fingers grazed the sleeve of one of my favorite graphic tees. I hesitated before pulling it off the bar to hold it in front of myself in front of the floor-length mirror hanging on my closet door.

      “No,” Grace said stiffly. She shook her head. “You can do better than that, Nora. Come on.”

      “I love this shirt,” I said.

      “It’s not a date night shirt,” she insisted.

      Grace and I both looked to Julie, who blinked wide eyed at both of us. “Don’t look at me. I play it safe when it comes to fashion. Hence all the blazers.”

      At least she could admit it.

      “I can spice this up,” I said.

      Grace groaned. 

      I stripped out of my oversized sweatshirt and pulled the graphic tee on. It was a black cotton shirt with a single stemmed red rose in the middle. It was a bit oversized on me but I knew how to play with it to show off my shape a bit better while still being comfortable all night long.

      Next I found a skirt I hadn’t worn in a long time in the very back of my closet. It had a thick but comfortable waistband and was made of faux leather. A gold zipper up the back added some flair, and after I pulled it on, I tied the front of the tee in the middle and tucked it under.

      Julie looked me up and down. “I actually like this.”

      I ran my hands over the tight skirt and nodded approvingly at my reflection. This would do. It was me—the edgy sharp version of me Walker had seen at the gallery. I could be soft when I wanted to as well but I wasn’t in the mood for that tonight. He struck me as the kind of man who could handle this. He wasn’t expecting a pretty dress and pink painted nails.

      He was expecting me.

      At least I hoped he was.

      My palms were sweaty. Why was I so invested in this? Why did I care about what my outfit said about me? Normally when I went out with guys, I hardly put any thought into my outfit or my hair and makeup. Admittedly, the only guys I’d dated recently had been sexy Europeans whose company I enjoyed for a couple of weeks until I left their city never to see them again. It was easy to fall into a travel whirlwind romance because I knew it was temporary.

      I hadn’t dated someone in my home city in ages.

      “You’re so lucky that he asked you out,” Grace pouted. “He’s super hot.”

      “And talented,” Julie added.

      “Not to mention rich,” Grace said.

      I stepped into a pair of pointed-toe black pumps that made me feel a bit better about my bruised legs. Travel had not been kind to them and I bruised like a peach.

      “You should wear nylons,” Grace said, nodding at said bruises.

      I frowned down at myself. “I hate nylons.”

      “You’re going to give him the wrong idea.”

      Julie nodded her agreement. “I’m with Grace on this one.”

      Disgruntled, I fished through one of my dresser drawers until I found a pair of black sheer nylons. They hid the bruises nicely and looked good with the outfit, too. 

      “What do you think you guys are going to do tonight?” Julie asked.

      “No idea,” I said as I fixed my brown curls and doused them in hairspray to scrunch and mess them up. “I’m assuming dinner?”

      “Probably a really nice dinner,” Grace said enthusiastically. 

      “Hopefully not too nice,” I said. 

      “Could you be any less excited?” Grace pouted. “I’d be over the moon if I was the one going on this date, but no, he had to go and ask you, the woman who openly talked about how much of a money-hungry dickwad he is.”

      “It’s part of my charm, I suppose,” I said.

      “Maybe he’s a glutton for punishment,” Julie said.

      Grace laughed. “Well if that’s the case, be careful, Nora. He might fall in love with you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s not likely.”

      “What if he’s the one?” Julie teased. “You never know.”

      I finished off my look with a glossy nude lip and turned to face the two women. “You two are getting ahead of yourselves. This is nothing. Just dinner. Chances are we’ll sit and talk for an hour or two and then go our separate ways. What on earth could I possibly have in common with an artist? He already knows I think he’s… well, you know.”

      “Sexy?” Grace asked.

      “Charming?” Julie chimed in.

      “Did we say rich?” Grace asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “Stop it.”

      I had nothing against going out and enjoying myself with Walker this evening, but I wasn’t going to let my imagination run wild with ideas of this being anything more than an apology date. I’d only agreed to go to make it up to him for behaving like such a child in his gallery. Sure, the fact that he had money was nice, and I’d enjoy it if he wanted to splurge on me and our date, and maybe it might last more than a night, but when it was all said and done and I had enough money in my bank account, I’d be getting the hell out of Dodge.

      Grace and Julie followed hot on my heels as I left my bedroom and made my way downstairs to the living room, where I poured myself a shot of vodka to take the edge off.

      “You are nervous,” Grace accused.

      I licked my lips after polishing off the ounce of liquor. “I haven’t been on an official date in a long time. The last date I had was with a guy named Pietro and neither of us even thought it was a date until we ended up on a beach at sunrise in Spain.”

      Julie sighed dreamily and rested one elbow on the kitchen island so she could press her cheek into her palm. “I envy how much traveling you’ve done. I did the opposite. I went to college as soon as I graduated high school.”

      “Different strokes for different folks.” I rinsed my shot glass in the sink.

      “True,” Julie said. “But sometimes I feel like I missed out.”

      “It’s never too late, Julie,” I told her. “You get vacation days, right? Book a trip. Go somewhere. Anywhere. A week is better than no time at all.”

      The heels of my shoes clicked across the laminate floors as I went to the front door and grabbed my flannel-lined denim jacket from the hook. I shrugged into it and ignored Grace’s disapproving look. It wasn’t a glamorous jacket by any means but it was comfortable and warm and it was a cold night.

      Walker would be there any minute.

      He’d texted me that afternoon to ask for my address, and after my reply, he’d told me he would be at my townhouse at seven o’clock sharp. The clock hanging above our fireplace rested at five minutes to seven.

      My stomach fluttered with nervous anticipation that I resented.

      I didn’t get nervous, especially not over dumb boys.

      In an attempt to distract myself, I turned back to my roommates. “How are you two going to spend the night?”

      Grace shrugged. “I don’t know. Order some food and watch a rom-com on Netflix?”

      “I could get down with that,” Julie said.

      “We’ll probably spend a good chunk of time talking about how jealous we are of you,” my cousin said.

      I smiled at Grace. “And I’ll tell Walker how jealous I am of you two that you’re lounging on a sofa in stretchy waistband pants while I’m wearing fucking nylons.”

      Julie snickered.

      Grace did not. “Do you think he’d notice if I went on the date with him instead of you?”

      “Probably,” Julie said, “because you’re actually nice.”

      Her comment caught me off guard.

      It seemed to catch Julie by surprise too, even though she was the one who’d said it. She slapped a hand over her mouth and her eyes widened. “Sorry, Nora, that was rude.”

      Grace snorted. “Nora is rude.”

      “I am,” I said. “I thought it was kind of funny.”

      I wasn’t lying. I respected when someone could take a good dig at me. She got extra points for spontaneity and accuracy. 

      A car alarm beeped outside, and my heartbeat tripled in speed.

      “Is that him?” Julie asked, brushing past me to press her eye to the peephole in the door. She bounced three times on the balls of her feet. “It is. He’s coming up the steps.”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I hissed.

      Grace fixed my jacket and handed me my purse. “So you are nervous.”

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

      She smiled. “You’ll do fine. Just have fun, okay? I can’t wait to hear all about it when you get home. Julie and I will wait up.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      I could do this.

      Right?

      Julie stepped back from the door as a knock sounded on the other side. My stomach rolled over and the tips of my fingers began to tingle. For someone who’d been telling herself all afternoon that she didn’t care about a date with a successful, well-known, established artist, this sure felt a lot like caring.

      Grace and Julie retreated into the kitchen where they giggled amongst themselves as they poured glasses of wine from an already opened bottle. I bucked up and unlocked the door. It swung inward and I smiled up at Walker, who stood on the threshold looking like he’d just stepped off stage from a rock concert. He wore a casual black leather jacket, black jeans, and a black shirt underneath. His hair was slicked back and there was stubble on his jaw that hadn’t been there last night.

      He grinned and tilted his head back a bit to look me over. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

      I willed my cheeks not to turn bright pink and failed. “I’m glad you weren’t expecting a frilly dress.”

      Walker’s grin broadened until he was showing me his straight white teeth. “If I was, I’d have brought flowers. But something tells me you wouldn’t have swooned over a bouquet.”

      “Your intuition is better than most men.”

      He laughed. “There is still plenty of time left in the night for me to prove otherwise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Walker

        

      

    

    
      I opened the passenger door of my Maserati for Nora. She slid into the passenger seat and I closed the door before walking around the hood and getting behind the wheel to turn the ignition. 

      Nora’s eyes raked over the interior. “Nice car.”

      “I left my McLaren at home.”

      She arched an eyebrow as I pulled away from the curb and rolled slowly over the speed bumps down her street. “You own a McLaren?”

      I chuckled. “No, I’m just messing with you.”

      She gazed out the window at the passing townhomes on her side of the street. Rock music played at a low volume on the radio and she drummed one finger to match the beat on the handle in the door.

      “I’m glad you agreed to come out with me tonight,” I said.

      “You positioned it in such a way that saying no didn’t feel like an option.”

      “It’s always an option. I can drive you back home if you prefer.”

      She licked her lips and looked over at me. Her eyes seemed a darker shade of blue in the car. As we passed under streetlights, they gave the illusion of briefly glowing until we were swallowed up by dark once more. “I have my going out shoes on,” she said. “Therefore, I’m going out.”

      “Can’t argue with that logic.”

      “Where is it exactly we’re going out to?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Yes, I would,” she said.

      “It’s not far. Twenty minutes away, tops. I hope you’re not afraid of the dark.”

      “Do I look like I’m afraid of the dark?”

      I chuckled. Truth be told, she looked like she wasn’t afraid of anything or anyone. “Not even a little bit.”

      At that comment, a smile tugged at her lips. She nodded approvingly. “Good. Is it the leather skirt?”

      “It’s everything,” I said. 

      Nora blushed in my passenger seat, leaned forward, and turned the music up.

      Less than twenty minutes later, I handed my keys over to the valet outside a restaurant called Pitch. We moved to the doors, where we stepped into an enclosed and dimly lit lobby. The woman behind the podium took my name and confirmed our reservation for seven thirty. 

      She stepped out from behind the podium and offered Nora her hand. “I’ll lead you to your table.”

      Nora blinked down at the hostess’s hand and back up at me. “Uh, what’s this about?”

      I took the hostess’s hand instead and held my hand out to Nora. “You’ll see. Do you trust me?”

      “I don’t know you.”

      “Come on, be brave.” I flicked my fingers in invitation for her to take my hand.

      She did.

      The hostess led us through a door, where she retrieved a headset that went over her eyes from a table. Nora didn’t say a word but I could feel her confusion mounting as we passed through another door and we plunged into darkness. We slipped through a thick heavy curtain, beyond which I couldn’t even see my hand if I held it inches in front of my face.

      I gave Nora’s hand a squeeze, reassuring her that this was what was supposed to happen. She didn’t squeeze back.

      The hostess brought us to a table. She let us feel around for our chairs and helped us sit and tuck ourselves in. We were left to feel around. There was no cutlery or anything on the table.

      Nora’s voice cut through the dark. “I’ve heard about these kinds of restaurants.”

      Other customers sat nearby but not close enough that we could overhear too much of their conversation. Their voices sounded dull and muted, whereas Nora’s was close and rich. 

      “I’ve always wanted to try one,” I said. “And I figured if you couldn’t see anything it would be harder for you to criticize things.”

      She giggled. “Touché.”

      Our server could see where she was going and explained how the restaurant worked when she arrived, seemingly out of nowhere due to our lack of eyesight, beside our table. She told us her name was Madison and that she wore a headset that let her see in the dark by sensing heat signatures. She told us what our drink options were and took our wine order. Shortly after, she followed up by bringing our wine to the table and guiding our hands to the stems of our glasses.

      “Cheers,” I said, lifting my glass.

      Nora laughed. “Cheers.”

      I imagined we were both sitting there in the dark extending our glasses in the air and not coming close to each other. However, much to my surprise, our glasses touched with a soft chime.

      “Do we get a prize for that?” I wondered.

      Nora was quiet, probably sipping her wine. “This must be strange for you as someone who expresses art through visuals. Is that how you usually find inspiration? You see the person you want to paint? Or is it the other way around? You see the image in your mind and find the model to best fit that?”

      “The former,” I said, sipping my wine. “I see someone that pulls me in. Sometimes they spend a lot of time wandering around in my head as a muse before I put them on canvas.”

      “What usually draws you to them?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted as I set my wine down, hopefully not on the edge of the table. A place like this must deal with broken dishware often. “I suppose I notice the eyes first. The person becomes more alluring the longer I look at them. Usually, I look for things that contradict perfection. A crooked tooth, a scarred lip, lack of symmetry. That appeals to me most.”

      “But all your pieces are of stereotypically beautiful women.”

      “True,” I acknowledged. “I have a bit of a fixation around feminine beauty.”

      “Why?”

      She wasn’t holding back. I chuckled. “Honestly? I have no idea.”

      Our server returned to list off the food menu items. She ran through a list of pasta dishes, a top sirloin entree, a roast chicken dish, a seafood platter, and a vegetarian option. Nora opted for the maple glazed salmon. I ordered the top sirloin.

      “My roommate hung her painting before she went to bed last night,” Nora said.

      “Did she now?” I asked, pleased to hear one of my pieces was in the hands of someone who truly appreciated it.

      “She was up until one in the morning balancing it out. I have to admit, it looks pretty spectacular.”

      “Did you just pay me a compliment?”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. I’m just acknowledging that your charity donation to my roommate made her happy. When she’s happy, I’m happy.”

      “I’m glad she likes it,” I said. “And the other roommate? The blonde?”

      “Julie,” Nora said. “She brought hers to work this morning to hang it up, too. Neither of them has stopped talking about you since we left the gallery last night.”

      “And you?”

      “What about me?” she asked.

      “Have you stopped talking about me?”

      She hesitated. Even though I couldn’t see her, I imagined that she was blushing and maybe looking down at her lap. Or perhaps she was boldly staring into the darkness in which I sat across from her.

      “You enjoy conversational swordplay, don’t you?” Nora asked.

      “I feel called out.”

      “As you should.” She was quiet for a beat. “But I’d be lying if I said seeing you again hadn’t been on my mind most of today.”

      I liked to hear that. “Really?”

      “Yes. And I’ll have you know I don’t need that kind of distraction right now because I’m supposed to be job hunting, not thinking about a date with a—”

      “Pretentious swine?”

      “I was going to say manipulative trickster.”

      “Ouch.”

      “You guilted me into coming out on this date with you,” she said.

      “True. But you showed that you possessed a small moral compass last night so in my mind you had every reason to say no and tell me to pound sand.”

      “Maybe I should have.”

      “But then you’d have missed out on this delightful pre-dinner banter.”

      Nora laughed. “That’s what this is? Delightful banter?”

      “Are you not enjoying yourself?”

      Another brief hesitation. “It’s not terrible.”

      “Well, that’s a start.”

      Nora kept me on my toes. Not being able to see her made it impossible for me to go off visual cues, so she could take her time when she answered me. I hoped she felt like she also had some leverage over me due to the darkness and was weaponizing it appropriately. This was a good way to slow things down and get to know each other without getting caught up in the blue of her eyes or the quirk of her smile.

      Sometimes, it was hard for me to see someone, especially a beautiful woman, as someone to sit and speak with rather than someone to paint.

      Painting was controlled. Methodic. Simple.

      A woman in the flesh was none of those things.

      Our food arrived and we laughed at our own uselessness when it came to using cutlery in the dark. Several times over, we found ourselves jabbing empty forks into our lips and teeth, not realizing we’d never managed to put any food on them. Nora’s laugh grew lighter and easier as the evening wore on, and the sound of it started weaving through my mind and leaving a pattern in its wake.

      The pattern resembled the silhouette I’d put to canvas late last night after all the ticket holders left my studio.

      As she sat across from me, I began painting her in my mind’s eye. She became the silhouette on the other side of the table, a dark shape outlined in red and orange and smoke. What I saw in my mind didn’t make sense, but then again, it never did until the idea came to life at the tip of my paintbrush.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      The lights in the restaurant lobby seemed blinding when Walker and I emerged from the pitch-black dining room. We shielded our eyes and laughed at our own near blindness as we pushed through the doors and out onto the sidewalk, where he invited me to go for a walk down the street so our eyes could adjust.

      It didn’t take long for the fuzzy edges of the streetlights to sharpen and come into focus.

      We walked shoulder to shoulder, our gait slow and steady, our hands in our pockets, and passed closed boutiques with trendy outfits on displays in windows. Other restaurants with heated patios played host to couples on dates and groups of friends laughing over cocktails with lime wedges balanced on the rims of sugared glasses. 

      The air was cold, but walking past those heated patios lent a bit of warmth every block or so. Cars passed by on the street. Taxis pulled over and cut off traffic. Drivers laid on their horns and pedestrians hurried across street corners.

      My stomach was full and content and I breathed in a deep breath of the fresh, crisp air.

      “Either they have an exceptional cook in that kitchen or food tastes infinitely better when you can’t see it,” I said.

      “It was good, wasn’t it?”

      “So good,” I said. “I kept pushing my fork around my plate after, hoping I’d find more food when I’d already eaten it all.”

      Walker chuckled. It was a deep, rumbling, masculine sound that made my insides squirm. “I considered licking my plate until I remembered the servers could still see us.”

      I laughed. “I wonder how often that happens.”

      “Where people forget the servers can see them?”

      I snickered. “Yes, I can only imagine the things people do. I mean, humans are pretty disgusting in general and do things in broad daylight that should be reserved to private rooms.”

      “Maybe we’re better off not knowing.”

      A stiff wind picked up and tugged at the collar of my jacket. I fought off a shiver and tucked my chin down. “Ignorance is bliss.”

      We passed a cute coffee shop. Warm light spilled out of the windows and onto the sidewalk. Walker stopped walking and nodded toward the shop door. “How about a coffee to warm up?”

      It would have been easy to tell him no and play this night safe. He’d drive me home, I’d tell Nora and Grace the night had gone well and we’d shared some laughs, but that was all there was to it.

      However, I didn’t say no.

      Instead, I followed him through the coffee shop door and into the warmth that smelled like coffee beans and chocolate. We approached the counter, behind which a young man with a buzzed head and purple ear stretchers greeted us with a warm smile. “Hello, what can I get for you today?”

      Walker tilted his head back and looked up at the menu board. “A cappuccino for me please. Nora?”

      “Same please.”

      The barista rang our order through and invited us to sit. He’d bring us our coffees when they were ready.

      Walker and I found our seats at a small table for two near the window. We watched people walk by until the barista brought us our coffees, which we sipped foam off of and smiled over the rims of the mugs at each other.

      “Do you have an early start to your day tomorrow?” Walker asked as he set his mug down.

      I shrugged. “Depends how I feel. I’m still in the process of looking for work after getting back from my trip.”

      “Right. The world traveler.” He leaned back and draped one arm casually over the back of his chair. I wondered if he had any clue how hot he looked when he sat like that. Other women in the cafe, especially the young giggly ones, continuously shot looks in his direction. Walker seemed oblivious to their gaze. “If you could pack up and get on a plane somewhere right now, where would it be?”

      “Honestly?” I asked as I hoped the women staring at him weren’t simultaneously wondering what he was doing with a girl like me.

      “Honestly.” He nodded.

      “I don’t think it would really matter. Anywhere is better than here for me.”

      “You don’t like New York?”

      “New York is fine,” I said. “I guess I just don’t like the expectations that are on me when I’m here. When I’m traveling, I’m free to do what I want when I want. There’s nobody checking in on me making sure I’m ‘still on track.’” I used air quotes.

      Walker frowned. “What do you mean, still on track?”

      My brain told me to stop talking and change the subject, but my mouth started moving before I could catch myself. “I left home in a split second last year with a one-way ticket to London. I didn’t know how long I’d be gone for, only that I didn’t want to be here and I needed to clear my head. I’d realized I was burying myself in a life that I didn’t choose for myself and I knew if I didn’t get out, I’d spend the rest of my life making choices to make other people happy.”

      Walker sat up straighter and leaned forward. His eyes, dark emerald in the ambient lighting of the café, bored into my soul. “Who were you trying to make happy?”

      I looked down into my cappuccino foam. “My parents.”

      “Ah,” he said knowingly. 

      “They’re good people,” I clarified. “But they had my life all mapped out for me before I ever had a chance to dream up anything for myself. I grew up knowing exactly where I was going. They’re both dentists, you see. They have their own practice and it was always the expectation that I’d follow in their footsteps, go to dental school, and join them in their clinic where I would eventually take over once they retired.”

      “Sounds monotonous.”

      “Yes,” I said, relieved that he understood. “I felt like I was in a straitjacket. I never should have let it get as far as I did but I found myself sitting in class one day at dental school, over a year into the program, realizing I didn’t want any of that. I don’t know if you’ve noticed yet but I’m not all that great with people and being a dentist is pretty up close and personal with, you know, people.”

      Walker smiled but he didn’t laugh at me. “You’ve worked in customer service, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, four years in a coffee shop kind of like this while I was in school.”

      “You’re starting to make more and more sense, Nora.” His eyes twinkled.

      I looked away. 

      “Tell me more about this split second decision where you bought a plane ticket,” Walker said.

      I licked my lips. Where did I start? I decided to give him the short side of things. “I cried myself to sleep every night for three weeks. One day in class, when I was absolutely exhausted and more stressed than I’d ever been, we had a surprise exam. I sensed a panic attack coming on as I stared down at the pages, and in that moment, the clouds cleared and I had a moment where I knew I had to walk away from it all before I completely lost who I was.”

      “You walked out of the exam?”

      “I did. It was the best decision I ever made. It didn’t come without its consequences, of course, but I thank myself every day for having the guts to do it.” I hesitated as a lump in my throat formed. “I was so afraid of disappointing my parents that I almost flushed my entire future down the drain.”

      “That couldn’t have been easy.”

      “It wasn’t,” I whispered.

      Walker was a good listener. He never interrupted me, never questioned my decisions like so many people before him had when I told them I walked away from a promising career field. He sympathized but didn’t pity.

      I doubted he had any idea how rare that was.

      I cleared my throat and gave my head a shake. “Never mind about that. What about you? Does your family respect your decision to be an artist?”

      He was quiet for a moment. “I don’t have any family.”

      “That’s not funny.”

      “I’m not kidding,” he said. He was still smiling but the smile didn’t touch his eyes. “I lost them when I was young. But if they were around? I doubt they’d have been all that supportive in the beginning. Growing up, art wasn’t spoken highly of in my house. Football and traditional careers like becoming a cop or an accountant? Now that was respectable. But what I do? It’s unlikely I would have gotten any approval until the money started rolling in.”

      Nora, you big dumb idiot, stop putting your foot in your mouth.

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “Clearly, I have a bad habit of speaking before I think. Here I am bitching about my family when I should just feel grateful that I have them in my life and they were doing what they could to secure a stable future for me.”

      Walker shrugged one shoulder. “Just because you have a family doesn’t mean it has to be sunshine and rainbows all the time. How is your relationship with your folks now? They must be proud of how much of a world traveler you are.”

      “I don’t know if proud would be the right word.”

      “What would the right word be then?”

      “I think they’re modestly optimistic that I’ll see enough of the world and be content to settle down close to home with a man who has a good job and wants to start a family. Two kids would be ideal in their eyes. Enough to justify buying a two-story home in the suburbs with a dining room big enough to host family dinners over the holidays.”

      Walker considered me for a moment. “But that’s not what you want?”

      “No,” I said. “That’s not what I want.”
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          Walker

        

      

    

    
      There was pain in Nora’s past when it came to the rift between her and her parents. I could see it in the furrow of her brow when she spoke of them and how her shoulders tensed. As an artist, I had a trained eye to notice subtle shifts and changes in the human body. My models had taught me over time the cues to look for that hinted toward fatigue, frustration, contentment, discomfort, and so much more. I took it seriously to make sure they were always at ease in my studio, and as soon as I picked up on signs that a woman might be uncomfortable or growing weary of maintaining the same pose for so long, I’d cut the session short and schedule another appointment.

      Nora radiated those cues now, the fatigue, the weariness, the shame.

      I hoped she didn’t regret her choice to walk away from the dentistry life because even I, a guy who hardly knew her, knew full well it wouldn’t be suited to her. She’d feel like she was trapped in a cage. Family businesses had their place, especially in America, and there was something to be said about the values that passed down through generations, but it wasn’t for everyone. 

      “Have you spoken much to your folks since you got back from your trip?” I nudged my now empty cappuccino cup to the edge of the table.

      Nora tucked her hair behind her ears. “No. I… I haven’t even told them I’m home.”

      Yikes. That sounded like a recipe for disaster.

      She pressed two fingers to her temple and closed her eyes as a laugh without humor escaped her. “I know how crazy that sounds. And I know they’d want to hear from me. But I need to get my ducks in a row before I reach out. Otherwise…”

      “They’ll criticize?”

      “Yes,” she breathed. “Exactly.”

      “You strike me as someone who can take criticism, even if it is a little harsh. You can certainly dish it out.”

      Her eyes fluttered open and their ocean-blue fixed on me. “I didn’t mean to make anyone feel bad when I was talking trash in your gallery. I especially didn’t mean to make you feel bad. I’ve learned my lesson.”

      My intention wasn’t to remind her that she could be as harsh as her parents. I was merely trying to imply that intention and interpretation didn’t always align. “Maybe your folks are the same way,” I suggested. “Maybe they don’t intend to harm or hurt your feelings. Maybe they’re just scared.”

      “Scared of what?”

      Her question was so genuine and vulnerable that I began to worry how much weight rested on what I was telling her. We hardly knew each other. Was I really qualified to be having these kinds of conversations with a woman I hardly knew?

      Then again, it didn’t really feel like I hardly knew her.

      Quite the contrary. It felt like I knew her quite intimately.

      “Maybe they’re just scared of the unknown, whereas you’re inclined to chase it,” I explained. “Our parents carved out their own lives. They know how it started and where it ended and they can’t help but want better for us than what they had, even if what they had was good. Right?”

      “I’m following,” she said, nodding slightly.

      “So, if a child deviates from that belief they’ve held about their future, it only makes sense that they would resist. And it’s okay if they do. You have so much time ahead of you, Nora.”

      She looked down at the table. “I know.”

      “That’s a good thing. You have time to prove that you can take care of yourself and that they don’t have to worry. You can prove that you can be true to yourself and what you want and still live a purposeful, fulfilling, happy life. You might be able to see that from where you’re standing but they can’t.”

      She gnawed at the inside of her cheek. “My mother would either really like you or absolutely despise you.”

      I started laughing. “Because I give good advice but happen to be an artist?”

      “You said it, not me.”

      “Why are we still talking about parents? Who cares, right? They had their moment. Now it’s our time to figure our shit out.”

      “To figuring shit out then,” Nora said decisively before she drained the contents of her cappuccino.

      Seconds later, the barista with the stretched earlobes approached our table with his hands clasped together. “I hate to do this because it seems like you two are having such a nice evening but we’re closing up for the night.”

      Nora stood in a hurry. Her chair scraped against the floor and she retrieved her denim jacket from where it lay draped over the backrest. She shrugged into it. “I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to stay so late. Thank you.”

      I was on my feet too. “Have a good night.”

      I held the door open for Nora and we stepped out onto the sidewalk. The warm coffee in our bellies helped ward off the chill as we made our way back up the street, passed the still crowded restaurant patios and closed boutiques, to the valet outside of Pitch, where I handed my ticket over and waited for my car to be brought around to the curb.

      As I drove toward Nora’s townhouse twenty minutes away, I considered inviting her back to my place for a drink. Something, a coiling sensation in my gut, ached for more time with her. But another part of me knew that would be moving too quickly.

      Nora wasn’t like the other women I’d gone out with before. She didn’t strike me as the sort of girl who would be impressed by my sprawling, lavish home or the in-ground pool in the yard. In fact, she might be unimpressed by it all.

      We needed more time to get to know each other before we took that step.

      So rather morosely, I pulled over to the curb outside her townhouse, turned off the car, and offered to walk her up to her door.

      Her shoulder bumped mine as we climbed the half flight of stairs to her front door. The lights were on inside and she fidgeted with her keys.

      “Don’t want to go in?” I asked curiously.

      She glanced up at me. “My roommates are going to bombard me with dozens of questions about you.”

      “And you’re obviously going to tell them how swoon-worthy I am. Yes?”

      She smiled. “I might tell them how arrogant you are.”

      “And that I give advice your mother would like.”

      Nora laughed. “Yes, and that. An unexpected surprise really. Grace would appreciate that about you. She’s always said the same kind of things about my folks. She’s my cousin actually.”

      “Ah, so she’s been around firsthand to see the judgment?”

      “Exactly,” Nora said.

      “Are you gonna tell her that your mother would like me?”

      Nora stopped fidgeting with her key and slid it in the deadbolt while simultaneously rolling he eyes at me. “I am absolutely not going to tell her that.”

      “Coward.”

      She nudged the door open with her hip but only a crack. “I had a nice time tonight, Walker. Thank you for dinner.”

      “I had a nice time, too. Thank you for not writing me off as nothing more than a pretentious swine.”

      “I haven’t not written you off. Not yet.”

      “Yet implies I have more opportunities to spend time with you.”

      Her cheeks turned pink as they had so many times already this evening. “Goodnight, Walker.”

      I slid my hands in my pockets as she stepped into the warm glow of her home. “Goodnight, Nora.”

      After she closed and locked the door behind her, I turned and descended the stairs. My car was warm when I got in and started it up, and as I pulled into the street and crept over the speed bumps, I decided I didn’t want to go home. Not yet.

      I wanted to paint. So I headed for my studio.

      It waited for me in darkness. The lights hummed for a couple of minutes after I flicked them on, as if they were saying hello or complaining about me being here at this hour. I ignored their mumbling, took off my jacket, rolled up my sleeves, and sat down in front of the canvas I’d started sketching Nora’s silhouette on.

      In just the time I spent with her this evening, I could spot all the places I’d missed the mark. Her shoulders would be too wide if I used this original sketch. Her hips too narrow. Face too long. Thighs too slender. 

      So I started over.

      Without having a model in front of me, I was forced to pull the image from my mind’s eye, and I held the picture in my head that had come to me while we were sitting at Pitch. Naturally, I started by painting the entire canvas black.

      From there, I began tracing the lines of her silhouette in deep red to be brightened up later. I captured the wildness of her hair, unruly and curly and spiralling toward and off the edges of the canvas. I painted her lips, soft and full, with a delicate cupid’s bow and wider lower lip, to exact perfection.

      They were perhaps the one thing I’d stared the most at while we were sipping our coffees.

      Next, I worked on the background, which at this stage looked like nothing but hazy lines of burnt orange and copper all blending together the way the reflection of the sunset did on a perfectly still ocean horizon. 

      Flecks of paint splattered my forearms, hands, and thighs. Drops of red landed between my feet and resembled blood on the linoleum floors. 

      I left the mess and kept painting. All the while, Nora’s laughter danced around my skull and I wondered what kind of things she was saying to her roommates about me. Did she want to go out again? Had she enjoyed herself as thoroughly as I had?

      How long was I going to have to wait before I could see her again?
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      It had been raining all morning. Long streaks danced across the living-room window and blurred the lights of the houses across the street. Our neighbor was cooking something that smelled heavenly. Based on the sweet spicy smell, I assumed it was some sort of curry. They had loud music playing and the bass thumped through the wall but I didn’t mind. Their laughter flowed into the living room where I sat on the sofa, my phone in my hands, texting Walker.

      We’d been in touch daily via text ever since our night out on Saturday. It was all mostly playful banter and he’d made me snicker out loud several times, drawing the curiosity of my roommates.

      A new text from Walker rolled in as my neighbors turned the volume on their sound system down.

      ‘Tweed jacket guy just came into my studio and bought the painting. I don’t think his wife knows he’s going for it. Theoretically, would this be considered cheating?’

      I snickered and typed back.

      ‘Cheating in his own head with a girl from a painting? No, I don’t think so. But if I was her, I’d be looking into ordering a life-sized shirtless portrait of Chris Evans just to even the playing field. They could hang it above their bed. Or the dining room table. Either or. He’s a classy dude.’

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs and I locked my phone and dropped it facedown in my lap. Grace swung around the banister and padded in socked feet across the laminate floors to drop into the opposite corner of the sofa from me.

      She gave me a wry smile. “What have you been giggling about down here? I can hear you all the way up in my office.”

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re talking to him, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      Grace reached for my phone in my lap but I snatched it up. She laughed. “Nora! You’re smitten with him. I haven’t seen you this giggly in, well, ever.”

      “I’m not smitten. He’s just funny, that’s all. We get along. Why does there always have to be the assumption of something more?”

      “Uh huh.” Grace folded her arms. “I don’t know who you’re trying to convince, me or yourself, but this guy is into you and you’re into him, too. Why wouldn’t you be? He’s dashing, funny, intelligent.”

      “Stop it.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “Well stop saying it.”

      Grace fell quiet for a minute, but the knowing little smirk on her lips never went away. Finally, she changed the subject. “Have you heard back from any of the jobs you applied to at the end of last week?”

      The giddy feeling in my chest ebbed away. “No, nothing yet.”

      “Keep your chin up. Someone will follow up with you. It’s all about timing.”

      “Come on, Grace. Unemployment is no joke right now. There are too many people vying for the same jobs. I have no qualifications. On top of that, nobody wants to hire someone who just spent a year abroad. It’s like they know I’m going to up and leave the first chance I get.”

      Grace gazed thoughtfully at the fireplace. The electric flames flickered and glowed. I loved our cozy living room on a rainy day. Even though I’d hardly gotten homesick during my travels, there had been lonely afternoons where I lay on flat mattresses and stared at water-stained ceilings in hostels and longed for this kind of ambiance and comfort.

      “Maybe it’s time to change your strategy,” Grace said.

      “Strategy?”

      “Your game plan is to find work, pull in money for a year so you can save as much as you can, and travel again, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      Grace nodded. “Well, have you considered finding work that’s remote? There are plenty of jobs out there where all you need to be successful is your laptop. Which, newsflash, you have. You could work while you travel. That way—I don’t know—a year and a half from now, if you’re living your best life in Singapore or something, you don’t have to come home because funds ran out.”

      “How have I not thought of that?”

      “I don’t know,” Grace said. “But it might be worth looking into.”

      “My parents would lose their damn minds.”

      Grace laughed. “Maybe, but that’s only because they wouldn’t understand it. And that’s okay. They don’t have to.”

      My phone buzzed.

      It took all of my self-restraint not to pick it up and see if the message was from Walker. Grace either hadn’t heard it or she was doing a valiant job of pretending she hadn’t because she didn’t pester me about who it was.

      My mind definitely pestered me though.

      “I think you should look into it,” Grace said as she pushed up out of her corner of the sofa. She made her way into the kitchen where she filled our polka dot kettle with water. “Want a cup of tea? I’m going to brew a pot and head back up to finish my work for the day.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      While she was in the kitchen, I checked my phone.

      ‘So Chris Evans is your type, hey? That doesn’t bode well for my dainty artist’s wrists.’

      I snorted. Grace, who now had her head in the fridge looking for a snack, straightened and peered over at me. “There’s no way you’re giggling at a job posting.”

      “It’s Walker,” I admitted as I typed out a response.

      ‘His best feature is definitely not his wrists, so I don’t think you need to feel all that threatened.’

      “Are you going to see him again?” Grace pulled out a cutting board and started slicing some Havarti jalapeno cheese to put on crackers.

      “I don’t know.” I hope so.

      “I think you should.”

      “That’s because you want me to fall in love with him so I fall out of love with traveling,” I said pointedly.

      “That’s not true.”

      “No?”

      Grace popped a cracker and cheese in her mouth, chewed, swallowed, and tapped her foot while she waited for the kettle to boil. “No. Okay, well maybe a little bit. But I also don’t recall you ever being so giggly over a guy before. It’s nice. You’re not so… snarly.”

      “Snarly?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “You have a tendency to be a bit sharp tongued. You know that. But this guy softens that sharpness a bit. I mean look at you. You’re glowing.”

      “I am not,” I said firmly.

      “Bullshit. You like him. And he obviously likes you. He’s texting you at two in the afternoon on a Tuesday. And based on how you’re acting, it’s not the usual ‘let’s smash’ or ‘Netflix and chill’ garbage the immature boys like to text. This guy has something to offer, Nora.”

      “Your point?”

      The kettle began to steam and whistle. Grace poured the boiling water over two English breakfast tea bags in our white and gold teapot. It had been a gift from her parents when we first moved into this palace—a little housewarming present that I also reaped the benefits of.

      My parents had given me a plant.

      “My point is if he asks you out again, tell him you’ll go,” Grace said simply. 

      “Maybe I will.”

      “Good.”

      “Good,” I said.

      Grace laughed and rolled her eyes. “Poor bastard has no idea what he’s getting himself into.”

      “No, he does not.”

      Once the tea was steeped, Grace brought me a cup fixed just how I liked it with a splash of milk and a teaspoon and a half of sugar. I sipped at the edge, scalded my lips, but kept drinking anyway as I abandoned the text message thread I had going with Walker and started looking into remote work on the browser on my phone.

      Dozens of options started pouring through that I had never even thought of. There were opportunities to test and leave product reviews. One, which seemed initially promising but ended up being nothing but a time-consuming rabbit hole, invited people to take surveys and get paid. Turned out the profits were pennies and the time spent on the surveys didn’t balance out in the end. I kept on looking.

      There were people looking high and low for editors, freelance writers, customer service reps for online products, social media account managers, and so many more.

      Nothing stood out to me until I came across one posting with the words “Travel Writer” in bold font at the top. Curious, I clicked the link and read the description.

      The job invited everyone who was well traveled and had good command of the English language to apply with a sample of a piece about a place they’d been to. I became immediately overwhelmed by ideas of what I could write.

      I could write about my first day in London and how the sight of Westminster Abbey made me feel like I hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of my life by dropping out of dental school. The flight from New York to London had left me wrought with doubt over making the wrong decision. At the time, both of my parents were furious with me for flushing my future down the drain as well as the money they’d spent to put me in the program in the first place. Guilt had eaten away at me until I curled toward the window in my seat to hide my tears from the stranger sitting beside me.

      They’d seen anyway and offered me the brownie that came with our in-flight dinner.

      I’d accepted the offer but it hadn’t made me feel any better.

      Nothing did until I saw Westminster Abbey with my own eyes. The gothic architecture stole my breath away. I’d never seen something so beautiful in my life, and knowing that I’d gotten myself there on my own and knowing there was so much more of the world for me to see and explore were the only things that lifted the weight of my crushing doubt.

      I left my spot on the sofa, grabbed my laptop from my room, and started writing.

      The words flowed from the tips of my fingers as the memories flickered in my mind like a movie reel.

      When I was done, I edited it as best I could, read it a hundred times over, aloud and in my head, and followed the application instructions to send my sample along.

      After I hit send, I immediately texted Walker.

      ‘I have a plan for work that I can’t wait to share with you.’

      He texted back three minutes later.

      ‘Dinner on Thursday?’

      I bit my bottom lip and smiled so big my eyes crinkled up and I could hardly see my phone screen. I texted him back as butterflies took flight in my stomach.

      ‘Heck yes.’
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      Aayla lived in a studio apartment six blocks down from the restaurant she’d told me about during our studio session yesterday, where I’d nearly finished the piece of her that I was working on. She’d approved of the painting yesterday after certain details were touched up to capture the depth of her eyes and the rise of her cheekbones. I’d taken her little comment from our last appointment seriously when she seemed somewhat put out that the painting didn’t quite look like her.

      Sure, it still wasn’t the exact likeness of her, but I was making my way closer to her features and less toward the fictional version I’d created in my head.

      I couldn’t help that sometimes I went astray. It wasn’t that I thought she should look the way I’d painted her, but rather I liked to take certain creative liberties when I worked to make something truly mine. I wasn’t a portrait artist. I didn’t pride myself on sitting down and putting someone to canvas exactly how they were in the flesh. For me, that took too much of the fun out of it. That was why I liked to embellish with texture and other devices like shadows and metallics. It pulled everything up a level and added a bit of dramatic flair that, in my not so humble opinion, belonged in art.

      My work required imagination.

      The restaurant Aayla insisted we went to this evening for our date did not.

      It was a modern, sleek, cardboard cut-out lounge. Upon stepping through the doors, a thin hostess with wispy blonde hair, who couldn’t have been more than eighteen, offered to take our coats, collected two menus from her podium, and led us into the depths of the restaurant. 

      It was quiet and still.

      Couples sat at tables eating quietly and talking amongst themselves. Some sat looking at their phones, hardly looking up at each other.

      The bar sat right smack in the middle of the room. Stools surrounded it and about eighty percent of the clientele sitting there were men watching sports and drinking beer. The bartenders amused the men, topped off their drinks, and made cocktails for other tables, all the while wearing well-rehearsed customer-service smiles and tight black dresses that were almost identical to each other.

      There wasn’t much room for creativity here.

      Our table was tucked away near the back of the restaurant. The lighting was dim but admittedly elegant, and it painted Aayla in dramatic shadows as she took her seat and unwrapped her burgundy scarf from around her neck. 

      She set it on the booth beside her and picked up her menu. “I’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

      Had she? Should I have been?

      Why hadn’t I?

      Nora.

      “Me too,” I lied. 

      Aayla slid the other menu toward me. I flipped it open and peered down at the options, which were as uninspiring as the joint itself. I scanned the entrees: roast dry rub chicken with rosemary, pot roast with red wine gravy and green beans, tenderloin steak smothered in a peppercorn sauce.

      There were other menu items that were mildly appealing. I opted for the pot roast to pair nicely with a glass of merlot. Aayla ordered, unsurprisingly, a fresh arugula and apple salad with dates and pecans with a side of chardonnay.

      “I prefer zinfandel,” she said after the waitress dropped off our drinks. Aayla took a sip. Her cheeks puckered. “But sometimes you have to compromise.”

      I arched an eyebrow. What was she going on about?

      Aayla giggled lightly. “I’m limiting my sugars right now.”

      “Ah.”

      “A woman has to make sacrifices to stay trim. You don’t think this happens all by itself, do you?” Aayla gestured down at herself. She looked incredible in her skin-tight emerald dress. It hugged her model-like form and cut off above the knee, revealing long legs any man with eyes would dream about getting between.

      I had no idea what to say. She’d backed me into a corner. When it came to a woman’s body, especially where there were subtle undertones about her size—regardless of whether she was a size one or size eighteen—I chose not to have an opinion.

      It was none of my business.

      “Well,” I said, hoping I was going in the right direction, “you look beautiful tonight, Aayla.”

      She smiled and rested her chin in her hand. “The salad will be worth it just for that. Thank you, Walker. You’re very sweet when you want to be. Did you know that?”

      “Only when I want to be? What am I the rest of the time?”

      Aayla shrugged a slender shoulder. The soft light in the exposed ceiling shone down on her skin and seemed to make her glow. “Focused. Distracted.”

      “You mean in the studio?”

      “Yes, it’s not very often I keep male company who can pay attention to anything else in a room besides me. You keep me on my toes. I have to work for your attention. And at last, it seems that I have it.”

      For some reason, I felt like I’d just waded out into dark, troubled waters. Or quicksand.

      “You are an impossible woman not to notice,” I told her, expecting this was the kind of thing she was used to hearing. Apparently, she didn’t tire of compliments because she smiled again and batted her lashes bashfully. “The studio is a place where I separate work and play. It’s not personal.”

      “Oh, I know, darling. This is just a nice change of pace, is all.” She tipped her head back and sipped her wine. She watched me over the rim of her glass all the while, so I picked up my wine and took a sip too. “You know, I’m not opposed to the idea of you painting me in the nude in another setting.”

      I coughed into my wine glass. Beads of red sprayed against the rim.

      Aayla giggled. “Am I too forward?”

      I pressed a fist to my chest and coughed, trying to dislodge the wine from my throat. “No, I don’t believe in being too forward. You just… caught me off guard.”

      Aayla crossed one leg over the other and watched me the way a cat might watch a mouse—a mouse that said cat had pinned by its tail under its paw. “Have you ever painted a woman from the comfort of your own home?”

      “No, I try not to mix work with pleasure.”

      “Maybe we should try it.”

      If Wes were here, he’d be rolling on his back laughing at me. This wasn’t what I’d had in mind when I asked Aayla on this date. At that time, Nora hadn’t even come into the picture and I’d asked Aayla out simply to appease Wes and show him that I was just fine with or without the social commitment of dating. Now I regretted that choice tenfold.

      How was I supposed to go back to the studio for one last session with Aayla when she was hitting on me like this? It seemed highly unlikely that things would return to the professional level we’d had so far.

      Damn you, Wes, for getting in my head.

      “I’ve never been on a date with an artist before,” Aayla mused as she swirled her wine in dainty fingers. “Are you usually this reserved?”

      “Compared to what?”

      “Well, my usual type are CEOs or men in uniform. I have a particular soft spot for military men. Something about that fit that just gets my engine running, you know?”

      No, I didn’t know.

      Before I had a chance to answer, our meals arrived. Grateful for the interruption, I picked up my cutlery and dug in as Aayla took tiny bites and chewed delicately. 

      She ate a quarter of the salad before putting her fork down and sitting back with her wine.

      I nodded at her bowl. “Are you finished?”

      “I’m stuffed.” She patted her very flat stomach.

      “Did you eat before you came?”

      “God no,” she said, shaking her head. 

      I held my tongue. There was nothing I could say to bring value to this conversation. Not only that but Aayla’s eating habits were entirely her business and not my own, and whether or not I thought she was actually full or not wasn’t relevant.

      What was relevant was how badly I wished I was somewhere else.

      Or rather, how badly I wished I was with someone else.

      Nora.

      If she’d accompanied me on this date, both of us would already have critiqued this restaurant down to its bare bones. We’d have supplied commentary to the moving mouths of the sports fans at the bar, rolled our eyes at the poor female employees being forced to wear skin-tight dresses and four-inch heels, and gorged ourselves on a decent-sized meal that might have made the whole affair worthwhile in the end.

      If not, there was no doubt in my mind we would have gone somewhere else for a greasy burger to appease our cravings.

      I wondered how long it had been since Aayla ate a burger or something similar.

      “You never answered my question,” the goddess of a woman across the table from me purred.

      I never looked up from my plate. “What question is that?”

      “Would you like to take me home and paint me in the nude under more intimate circumstances?”

      This time, I’d played my cards right. There was no wine or food in my mouth, so I had nothing to choke on in surprise. Instead, I dabbed my mouth with a napkin and straightened. “I think it would be best to keep such things to the studio—for my peace of mind and our working relationship.”

      Her head tilted to the side by a miniscule degree. “Is that all we are to you, Walker? A working relationship? Why did you ask me to dinner?”

      Shit. “To see if there was something more between us.”

      “And?” she pressed, dark eyes narrowing, lips pressing into a firm line, tension gathering in her shoulders.

      “And,” I said, choosing my words slowly, “I think it would be best if we kept it that way. Professional. Artist and model.”

      Aayla’s sharp stare never wavered. She picked up her fork and skewered her arugula the way I imagined she wanted to skewer me. “Fine,” she said before taking a big bite.

      Despite her anger, I almost smiled. I knew you were still hungry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      Thursday couldn’t come fast enough. 

      I spent the days leading up to my second date with Walker champing at the bit with excitement. Grace and Julie seemed equally as enthusiastic, and their unbridled anticipation had started to eat away at me, leaving me breathless and constantly feeling like I had to poop as I waited for Walker to pick me up.

      A charming quality of mine that happened every time I was nervous.

      When Walker pulled up outside the townhouse, I made a point to rush out of the house before he even stepped foot out of his Maserati, strictly to avoid my roommates bombarding him with questions that were sure to embarrass the hell out of me.

      “Oh,” he said, surprised when I threw the passenger door open and slid in. He blinked as I buckled up before a smile washed over his handsome face. “Are we running from something?”

      “My roommates.”

      “Ah, yes, the supportive, clever, beautiful women with good taste in art. Why exactly are we running from my fans?”

      “Just drive.”

      Chuckling, Walker did as I said, and I caught Grace and Julie waving at me through the window. Unable to help myself, I lifted a hand and wiggled my fingers in farewell. The butterflies in my stomach settled to a reasonable pace of flight. Instead of swirling around like they were caught in a tornado of stomach acid, they now fluttered about as if in a summer breeze.

      I could relax.

      Walker adjusted the heat in the car until I was comfortable, and told me about his week and a falling out he had with one of his models—the woman he was using as a muse to paint the life-sized piece for his client in the tweed jacket. Apparently, he’d been talked into asking her out by a friend before he met me and the date went sideways. After dropping her off, she texted him and told him to find a new model. She was done.

      “How are you going to finish the painting?” I asked as he pulled into a parking lot behind a burger shack.

      He put the car in park and turned off the ignition. “Well, I have a fairly good blueprint in my head to draw from. Having her there just helped with angles and proportions. Luckily, all that is finished.”

      “How rude of her to back out halfway through. All over a disappointing date?”

      We got out of the car and walked along the side of the restaurant to the ramp that led to the front doors. I noticed how casual this place was. It was a far cry from Pitch, our last date, with the velvet curtains and sultry lighting. This place was bright blue on the outside with white-trimmed windows. Flower planters hung from the windows that I imagined would be bright with pansies or tulips come the spring and summer months.

      “She put herself out there and I shot her down,” Walker said as he held the door open for me. He stepped in behind me and we revelled in the warmth of the restaurant and the aromas of frying onions, melting cheese, and sizzling beef patties. “I think her pride was hurt. It makes sense that she doesn’t want to see me again.”

      Personally, I was glad to hear things had fallen apart between him and the beautiful woman from the painting. Normally, I didn’t feel things like jealousy but Walker was a man worth worrying about. Other women would be vying for him and they’d have more to offer than my short stature, messy hair, complete lack of style, and foul mouth.

      A hostess dressed in primary colors saw us to a table near the window. The menus were sealed away under the glass top of the table as if part of the decor. I leaned over and peered at the list.

      “This place takes their burgers very seriously,” I said.

      “I used to come here all the time when I didn’t have a hundred bucks to my name. The cook—well, he’s gone now—but he used to whip me up free burgers and let me sit in the back with his son, who owns the place now. There isn’t a better burger in all of New York than Jones Burger Shack.”

      I believed him. This place felt like it knew what it was doing. Laughter and orders poured out of the kitchen. Orders were hollered from waiters to line cooks and back to the front. Enthusiasm was shared between customer and employee at every table.

      “I’m overwhelmed by my options,” I said as I continued staring at the menu. “A barbeque burger with flame-grilled pineapple? A chicken burger with fried onions and a sweet chipotle sauce? How am I supposed to make the right choice?”

      “Lucky for you, it’s impossible to make the wrong choice here. Go with your gut.”

      My gut leaned toward the chicken burger, so when a waiter appeared at our table with a smile and a notepad, that was what I ordered. Walker also ordered a pitcher of sangria, claiming it was too good to pass up.

      “I’ve never met a guy who so openly loved sangria,” I said.

      “What’s not to love? Wine, fruit, brandy? It’s the perfect combination.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir.”

      The pitcher of sangria was one to write home about. It came in a glass pitcher with a swirling handle I couldn’t begin to fathom how a person had ever made. The elixir bubbled and fizzed as carbonation fizzled to the top. Wedges of limes and oranges, along with raspberries, strawberries, and, to my surprise, cranberries filled half the pitcher.

      Walker poured us each a glass. “Cheers.”

      My first sip was an explosion of flavors on my tongue. “Whoa.”

      “Told you.”

      The first glass went down far too easily and Walker topped me off.

      He sat back and got comfortable. “So, tell me about this work-related plan of yours. I’ve been impatiently waiting for days.”

      I gushed all about my travel-writing plans to Walker. He listened in rapture, eyes widening when I got enthusiastic, lips curling in a smile when I told him about the sample article I’d written and used to send to several different print and online magazines, as well as travel blogs.

      “I didn’t realize this kind of thing even existed,” I said. “I mean, I should have known because I’ve read dozens of these kinds of articles before, but it never occurred to me that I could actually make a living wage off this kind of work. And by a living wage, I mean decent money. Perhaps the same kind of salary I’d have in dentistry.”

      “Have you heard back from any of these places?”

      “Not yet, but I expect it to take some time. Who knows how many people applied and what kind of credentials they bring to the table? Serious writers might mean I get overlooked and put to the bottom of the pile.”

      “Experience and travel will likely get you farther than being a walking, talking thesaurus,” Walker said. “Don’t underestimate how valuable you would be to a travel company.”

      His words made me blush.

      Walker seemed to pick up on how flustered I was. He topped off my sangria but cautioned me that this stuff could hit hard and I might want to take it easy until I had some food in my stomach.

      Naturally, I didn’t listen.

      By the time our meals arrived, hefty plates loaded down with huge burgers and a portion of fries that would put me into a coma if I ate them all, the sangria had made my thoughts a little wonky. I took a massive bite of my burger and savored it. Sauce dribbled out the other end and ran down my fingers.

      Walker offered me a napkin. “You can’t eat these and not make a mess.”

      “The best burgers are messy.”

      He watched me eat like he was watching his favorite movie.

      I couldn’t picture this date going any better. After all my nervousness, I found myself completely at ease with Walker. We laughed easily together, and after I finished eating, I didn’t feel obligated to suck in my rather extended tummy. We drank more sangria. Or rather, I drank more sangria. Walker cut himself off after two so he could drive.

      Grace would be thrilled to hear about my second night out with Walker. Truth be told, I was excited to tell her. There was something different about him that had me thinking about what it might mean for me if I wanted to get a little more serious with him. Was that something I wanted? Would a serious relationship stand in the way of all the travel I still wanted to do?

      Did I have to choose one or the other?

      I was about to ask Walker if he had and travel planned for the future when my phone rang. 

      “Shoot,” I muttered as I opened my purse and rummaged through it to find my phone. “I thought I had it on silent. I’m sorry. I hate when people have their ringer on during dinner.”

      “That’s it,” Walker said. “You’re paying for your own damn food.”

      I giggled and found my phone. When I flipped it over, my mother’s picture was shining up at me with caller ID. “It’s my mom.”

      “You should answer it.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “You never ignore a mother’s call,” Walker said. “That’s just asking for bad karma. Go ahead. I don’t mind.”

      Wincing in apology, I answered the call and held it to my ear. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Nora!” My mother’s sing-song voice filled the line. “Do you have a moment?”

      “Actually, I’m out for dinner with—”

      “Your father and I have some good news.”

      Classic Mom move. I sighed. “Oh?”

      “We’re coming to Manhattan this weekend for the dental convention. Your father registered us months ago but we didn’t think we made it in. They just called and let us know there’s room if we still wanted to go. Isn’t that great? You know how long your father has wanted to go.”

      “That’s awesome, Mom.”

      “I called the house first, looking for you, but Grace said you were out.” My mother paused as if waiting for me to supply who I was out with and what we were doing. I didn’t. “Grace said as long as it’s okay with you, your father and I could stay with you at the townhouse.”

      Oh crap. There was no easy way to tell my mother I’d rather chew off my own fingernails than have her and my father stay with me, so I forced some enthusiasm into my voice. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      My mother cooed excitedly on the other end before telling me she had to go because her Keno numbers were being called. She hung up and I slumped forward in my chair to rest my forehead on the table.

      Walker snickered. He actually snickered. “One more glass of sangria before we get out of here?”

      I never lifted my head from the table. “Don’t bother pouring a glass. I’ll just drink it straight out of the pitcher.”

      His laugh eased the feeling of impending doom settling on my shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Walker

        

      

    

    
      At ten o’clock, Nora and I left the burger shack. The employees locked up behind us.

      “We have a bad habit of overstaying our welcome.” Nora tucked her hands under her armpits and ducked her chin into the collar of her denim jacket. 

      “Is it really a bad habit if we are enjoying each other’s company so much that we lose track of time?”

      As we walked to my car parked in the back parking lot beneath a flickering streetlight, Nora shot me a bemused glance out of the corner of her eyes. “I thought poets were the ones always romanticizing things.”

      “Ouch.”

      At the car, I opened her door for her. She slid into the passenger seat and I closed it behind her before pacing around the hood and getting behind the wheel. Raindrops began pattering on the windshield as I cranked the heat and turned on the seat warmers.

      Nora held her hands in front of the vents. “I’m so ready for winter to be over.”

      I couldn’t go anywhere until my foggy windshield cleared up, so I leaned back in my seat. The leather creaked beneath me. “We only have three or so months to go.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Shoot me now. As soon as Christmas is over, winter should be too.”

      “If only the seasons worked around our religious holidays.”

      “Exactly.”

      I chuckled. “I wouldn’t have taken you for someone who likes Christmas.”

      “When did I say I liked Christmas?”

      Nora had an uncanny ability to walk circles around me. Normally, I was the guy doing that to pretty women to get them flustered and tongue-tied. I didn’t do it to be mean but to see who they really were and bring their guard down. The more I could make a woman laugh and put her at ease, the more relaxed she would be. I was not a man to be taken all that seriously but my work and the expensive suits left a different impression.

      As did my bank account, I supposed.

      “So you don’t like Christmas?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I could take it or leave it. I like the lights, the food, and the winding down of the year. The rest of it? I don’t know. It’s all become so saturated and expensive.”

      “Capitalism at its finest,” I said.

      “And consumerism.”

      “Naturally.”

      “Do you like Christmas?” she asked pointedly as she turned in her seat to face me.

      “Sure, why not?”

      “Because of the reasons we literally just said.”

      I laughed and turned the ignition. The windshield was nearly clear now save for the streaks of rain rolling toward the hood. “Even though I acknowledge Christmas isn’t what it used to be, or necessarily what it’s supposed to be, I still enjoy it. Without it, winter would be too dreary. The lights and the music and the excuse for family to gather? I don’t know. What’s not to like about that?”

      Nora balked. “Family. Family is what’s not to like.”

      I’d have given anything to spend another Christmas morning or evening with my family. It had been a long time since I woke up in a house shared by others—a long time since I came into a living room with an already lit tree and coffee going in the pot while breakfast, a casserole of some sort prepared the night before that made the whole house smell like bacon, onions, and cheese, turned golden brown in the oven.

      We pulled out of our parking space and into the street. 

      “What is your favorite holiday then?” I asked. “Wait, let me guess.”

      “Valentine’s Day,” Nora said.

      “Really?”

      She nodded earnestly.

      Chuckling, I shook my head. “Bullshit. If you think Christmas is a consumerist holiday, you definitely think Valentine’s day should be burned or buried. Or both.”

      She giggled. “I guess I don’t have a favorite holiday. Maybe St. Patrick’s Day.”

      “Are you serious? Of all the holidays, you’re going with the day of green beer and shamrock shakes?”

      Nora crossed one leg over the other as we came to a red light. “Well, yeah. Instead of having to go to a big family dinner where I pretend to like my borderline racist uncle and selfie-obsessed cousins, I get to go to a bar with friends and wear green beads around my neck while I get happy drunk.”

      “Happy drunk?”

      “Yeah, that warm fuzzy place right between tipsy and one drink too many.”

      The light turned green and we pulled through the intersection. Brake lights glowed all the way down the street ahead of us. Car horns blared and the rain continued to patter on the windshield before it was wiped away by my wipers.

      I didn’t want the night to end. We’d been having a good time and talked about anything and everything under the sun. It would be a shame to call it this early.

      “The night is still young.” I rested one wrist on the steering wheel as another red light brought us to a stop. “I wouldn’t mind if it lasted a little longer.”

      Nora turned away from me to look out the window. I didn’t let on, but I watched her reflection in the glass. It glowed red from the stop light. A smile curled her lips. “Is that your way of asking if I’d like to come over for another drink or a cup of coffee?”

      “Yes,” I said simply.

      Her smile broadened and she turned back to me with rosy cheeks. “I’d love to.”

      She pulled her phone out of her pocket and texted her roommate to let her know she’d be out later, or perhaps not at all tonight. I didn’t ask. However tonight unfolded would be just fine by me.

      Yes, I wanted her to stay over. And yes, I wanted to kiss her. Hell, I’d wanted to kiss her since the first moment I saw her. That night at the gallery simultaneously felt like it was such a long time ago and also just yesterday. Time with Nora could not be measured by normal standards. Not for me. It slipped through my fingers like tiny grains of sand never to be seen again.

      The city winked all around us as I drove us to the heart of Manhattan where my seven thousand square foot apartment waited for us. When I first started looking for real estate in the city, I thought I knew what I wanted—something sleek, modern, and minimalist. My realtor showed me dozens of listings that fit those criteria but nothing grabbed me. On a whim, he booked a private viewing at the building I lived in now, which was called the Legacy Luxury Apartments. The word “legacy” had put me off because it implied the exact opposite of modern and new.

      However, as soon as I stepped into the suite, I knew I was home.

      We arrived at the old apartment building and plunged into the underground parking, where I reversed into my spot and didn’t make it around to Nora’s side before she stepped out.

      “I’ve never seen such a clean parking garage,” she said, casting her gaze over the freshly painted lines, named spaces as per their owners, and bright lighting that looked nothing like the other garages that resembled horror-movie sets.

      We strolled to the elevator where I had to use my house key to ride up to the top floor. Nora stood a foot away from me with her hands clasped in front of herself. As the elevator climbed, she admired the wood-grain walls. They were stained a deep cherry red. I remembered the first time I’d stepped into this elevator. I’d immediately felt like I’d been transported back in time forty or so years.

      And I had.

      “The building is early twentieth century,” I told her as she gazed up at the hand-painted elevator ceiling. An image of green pastures, willow trees, and blue skies speckled with fluffy white clouds hung above our heads. “Most of the units have been outfitted with certain updates, naturally, but the building’s integrity has never changed, aside from safety and building code upgrades. All the residents here know the value of their units and we do our best to maintain the history.”

      “It smells like a rich man’s library in here,” Nora said.

      I chuckled. “That’s the wood polish. Although there are a lot of rich men who live here.”

      “Like yourself?”

      I grinned. “Well, yes.”

      The doors opened with a metallic grinding sound and we stepped into the short hallway with a door on either end. Nora followed me to the right, where I unlocked my front door, pushed it open, and let her step in ahead of me.

      Nora stopped about five feet into my place. “Holy balls.”

      I helped her out of her coat and hung it in the closet along with mine. 

      I’d be a bald-faced liar if I tried to downplay the magnificence of my apartment. Warm-toned original hardwood floors led from one room to the next, and that was what this place was, a maze of rooms giving way to another, from a lounge to a study to a sitting room with cartography art and maps of the stars and moons mounted on the walls. 

      As we passed through the sitting room, Nora looked over her shoulder at me and shook her head. “I never would have guessed you lived in a place like this. I feel like I’ve been transported to another world. Another time.”

      She wouldn’t find contemporary design anywhere in this place. Jewel tone rugs and original brick fireplaces stood in place of electric fireplaces with crystals and gray laminate floors. I led her out of the sitting room and into the center of the apartment, a room that resembled the elevator but was fifteen times bigger. It was the core of the home. Hallways and archways broke off and led to bedrooms, guest suites, the dining room, the TV room, the kitchen—everything could be accessed from here.

      I took her hand and brought her to the kitchen. Exposed brick walls and wood countertops gave it a rustic feeling. Copper pots and pans hung from a rack above the island, under which was where I stored all my liquor in glass cases and a chilled bar fridge.

      “If I lived here, I would never leave,” Nora said.

      “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

      “Pour me a glass of wine and we’ll see where the night takes us.”

      As it went, the night took us into one of the sitting rooms, where we sat side by side, crushed up against each other, gazing out the solarium windows of my viewing room. The windows were curved and met the ceiling above our heads, creating a panoramic view of the New York City skyline.

      Was it excessive and unnecessary? Yes. Was it also the thing that sealed the deal and guaranteed I was buying this apartment no matter the cost? Also yes.

      Nora snuggled in closer and rested her cheek on my shoulder as we closed in on three in the morning. All around us, the city was growing more still until the rain picked up again and pattered against the windows. It left long streaks down the glass.

      Nora closed her eyes and sighed contently. “I’ve always loved the sound of rain at night. It reminds me of being in another country. Far, far away from here.”

      “Do you really hate New York?” I asked.

      Her eyes fluttered open but her lids looked heavy. “When I’m here, in New York I mean, I feel like I have to be the person everyone wants me to be, especially my parents. But when I’m out there traveling on my own? I feel like I have permission to be myself.”

      She yawned.

      I stifled one of my own. “Are you being yourself now, Nora?”

      She tilted her head back and gazed up at me. The city lights looked like stars shining in the blue of her eyes. “Yes, I think I am.”

      Her breath hitched when I reached up and pressed one finger under her chin to tilt her head back a little farther. Nora’s eyes fluttered and closed as I leaned in. My nose grazed hers. My heart thundered in my chest and threatened to escape and I wondered if she could hear it racing. I closed my eyes at the last minute and our lips touched.

      Nora relaxed against me. The softest sound escaped her as our kiss deepened. Her lips were like warm velvet. I let my knuckles trail along the side of her cheek until I reached her hair. I plunged my fingers into her brown mane to cup the back of her neck as her lips parted and she yielded to me.

      She tasted like wine and brandy. 

      The sound of the rain against the windows faded to a dull hum in my ears as Nora leaned into me and smiled against my lips.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      It was still raining when I woke up. The sky was gray and dull and seemed to be all around me as I blinked to clear away my blurry morning vision. 

      I lay on my side on the sofa with Walker behind me. He had an arm draped over my hip and the other tucked under his head like a pillow. I’d been using his bicep to cushion my cheek and spotted a little puddle of drool on his sleeve.

      Cute, Nora. Real cute.

      I tried to soak up the moisture with my sleeve but a perfect teardrop of darker fabric remained.

      I propped myself up on one elbow and rubbed at my eyes. What time was it? How late had we stayed up talking? When had we fallen asleep?

      As soon as the questions rolled over me, I started thinking about the kiss. My cheeks grew hot just at the memory and I pressed two fingers to my tingling lips. 

      Walker’s kiss had set my whole body on fire. Somehow, it felt like I was having an out of body experience while simultaneously being so in the moment with him—it was a paradox of emotions. It felt real and unreal all at once. Like fire and ice. 

      A blanket lay draped over my legs. Walker must have pulled it down from the back of the sofa and covered me up after I presumably fell asleep after we made out for fifteen or so minutes like love-drunk teenagers.

      When was the last time a kiss made you feel like this? I shook my head. Never.

      I spotted my phone on the floor and leaned forward to try to reach it without waking Walker. There was no doubt in my mind that I’d have a few messages from Grace, most likely playful accusations about spending the night with Walker.

      Either accusations or eggplant emojis.

      The phone was just out of reach, so I leaned a little more forward. Walker’s arm slipped from my hip. I stretched, fingers searching, until suddenly there wasn’t enough sofa beneath me and I tumbled right off the edge, rolling as I went, and landed hard with an unladylike grunt and a string of curse words.

      Walker sat up like a smoke alarm was going off. “Nora?” 

      “Down here.”

      He peered over the cushions, brow furrowed, eyes still droopy with fatigue. Damn, he looked adorable in the morning. His hair was a shaggy mess, all unkempt and disheveled, and the eyebrow hairs on the side he was sleeping on were sticking up every which way.

      I tried not to stare at the drool stain on his sleeve as I sat up rubbing my hip. “I’m okay. Just clumsy. I didn’t mean to wake you up.”

      He raked his fingers through his hair and rubbed at his eyes while a derpy smile, one at my expense, played on his lips. “What time is it?”

      I’d landed right on my phone. I rolled off it, breathed a sigh of relief that the screen was still intact, and checked the time. “Quarter to nine.”

      “Do you have anywhere you need to be?” he asked.

      “I’m unemployed. Where would I need to be?”

      He chuckled, sat up, and offered me his hand.

      I took it and he pulled me up onto the sofa with him, not beside him like I initially thought but right onto his lap. I straddled him with one knee planted on the cushions on either side of him. My thighs squeezed the outside of his as I sat back, acutely aware of a particular body part of his resting between my legs.

      I swallowed. “How is it possible that you look even better this morning than you did last night?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      I was sure I did not look anywhere close to pretty this morning. The drool incident implied I’d been sleeping like a log, which meant my hair would be an absolute disaster. I also always woke up with flushed cheeks and slightly puffy eyes and a stuffy nose.

      “I had fun last night,” I told him. “The only person I’ve ever stayed up that late with talking is Grace. Don’t tell her but I almost think you were better company.”

      “The solarium on the fortieth floor might have helped,” he said.

      “The sky and the city lights had nothing to do with it.”

      His green eyes, not as bright as usual due to the gloomy weather over our heads, danced back and forth between mine. “You’ve never said so many nice things to me back to back. What are you playing at?”

      “I’m not playing at anything.”

      “Liar. You want something.” The corner of his mouth curled up in a devious smile. “What is it? Spit it out then. Coffee? An omelette? I can make a mean omelette. All you have to do is say the word.”

      “Shut up,” I breathed.

      His smile broadened and he opened his mouth to continue being a smart ass. I silenced him with a kiss that stole the air from my lungs and my senses from my mind. At first, it seemed that Walker had been knocked on his ass by the kiss, too. But his moment of surprise only lasted a second or two before his hands found their place on my thighs and squeezed.

      His grip was firm, a promise of what was to come.

      A thrill rippled through me as his hands wandered to my hips. He slipped his thumbs under my shirt and traced lazy patterns on my skin with cool fingertips. Goosebumps broke out all over my flesh and an amused sound escaped him. The vibration in his chest made my heart skip a beat, and something inside me felt like it unfolded, like a supple flower petal eager to feel the caress of the sun.

      He dropped his hands to my ass and squeezed again.

      There was a lot more to hold on to back there and he seemed to like it because he didn’t let go. He pushed my hips forward and rocked me back again. He grew harder beneath me. The press of his cock against my inner thigh as it swelled was almost too much to bear. I kissed him deeper, more desperately, until neither of us seemed to be able to stand to wait any longer.

      He pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it on the floor. In jeans and a bra, I leveled the playing field by pulling his shirt over his head. As soon as it was off, our lips crashed together once more.

      He snapped open the button on my jeans. I undid his belt. He slipped a finger into the waistband and snapped my panty strap on my hip. I groaned and undid his fly.

      Walker slid forward so he was perched on the edge of the sofa. He pushed me off him, his thumbs hooked in the waistband of my jeans, and he held me standing in place in front of him so he could unzip my fly and tug my jeans down my legs. I stepped out of them, ankles getting tangled up, and once I was free, he stripped my panties off me too.

      While we were there, I unclipped my bra and tossed it aside.

      I felt nothing but beautiful as his gaze fell upon me. He soaked in the sight of me like I was as stunning as the women he painted—and I felt like maybe, just maybe, I was. Or at least I was in his eyes. I didn’t have the perfect body, the sharp model gaze, the flat tummy, or the slender legs. But he seemed to favor what I was born with.

      Walker met my gaze. “You’re so beautiful, Nora.”

      I believed him.

      He pulled me into his lap again. Our kiss picked up where we’d left off but the exploration of his hands was more aggressive this time around. He caressed my breasts and explored every inch of me with curious fingertips. My breathing quickened and my blood rushed in my ears as those curious fingers moved down and behind so he could spread my ass and open me up.

      I whimpered.

      Please don’t make me wait anymore.

      His touch moved lower to the softest part of my inner thighs where my flesh was weak and sensitive. I was so wet I thought I might be dripping onto his jeans, leaving more of my fluid on him. 

      Please touch me.

      He nipped at my lips and broke away. He left kisses along my jaw and down the side of my neck. He crossed to my shoulder and down until he took my left nipple in his mouth and suckled gently. I draped my arms over his shoulders and leaned back, letting my head fall and my hair graze my lower back as he pinched with his teeth and kissed to take away the sting.

      Touch me!

      The voice in my head grew more demanding the longer he made me wait. I felt strung out, pulled tight. Something had to give. 

      Desperate to feel him, I slipped a hand into his boxers, strained against the pressure of his jeans trapping me, and gripped him in my hand.

      Lord have mercy, he’s big.

      Walker sank lower on the sofa. The position gave more slack to his jeans and allowed me to move more freely. His lips returned to mine, and at the moment they touched, his fingers spread my pussy open. I was swollen and aching down there, almost pulsing, and when he ran a finger along my opening, I nearly crumpled.

      His kiss kept me there.

      His touch grazed my clit. Shockwaves went through me and left me exposed and raw. Two fingers massaged my clit while he pressed against my opening with the others until I gave way and he slid inside me.

      A moan escaped my throat. 

      Walker kissed my neck and gave me more. I was so wet. So ready. So damn empty I would have done anything for more.

      Suddenly feeling like I was burning from the inside out, I began trying to get his jeans off of him. I failed over and over, distracted by the pleasure as he stretched me more and pressed in deeper. He found a rhythm that made it impossible for me to get his jeans off, let alone remember my own name. My already rapid breathing hitched, broke, and shook until all I could do was cling to his shoulders and ride out the mounting wave.

      It broke over me in a rush. I cried out as my thighs trembled and tensed around his legs. I lost control and stopped trying to cling to it. Walker rode it out with me until it ebbed away and left me panting for breath on top of him.

      He took a fistful of my hair and guided me from his lap onto the sofa. He pushed me none too gently onto my back and told me to stay put.

      My orgasm had been too powerful to even fathom leaving this spot. I lay there, a warm glow hovering all around me, and watched him retrieve a condom from his pocket. He pinched it between his teeth while he stripped out of his jeans and boxers. His cock rose to meet me, hard and ready and nearly the length of my forearm.

      I bit down hard on my bottom lip as he grabbed my ankles, pulled me to the edge of the sofa, and propped me up with a pillow under my lower back.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off his cock. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

      “You’re not supposed to do a damn thing.” His voice was hoarse and rough and muffled with the condom still held between his teeth. He let it fall into his palm, tore the wrapper, tossed it aside, and rolled the condom on. He leaned over me and fixed me with that sharp green stare of his. “All you have to do is relax.”

      “Relax?” I asked breathlessly. “You’re about to impale me with that thing.”

      He chuckled and his jaw flexed. “Don’t tell me you have cold feet now. You’re ready. I wouldn’t push you if I knew you weren’t.”

      I trusted him.

      Walker reached behind my head and gripped the back of the sofa. His body caged me in, his abdomen firm and taut, the muscles in his arms and shoulders rippling as he dropped his hips and ran his cock up and down my aching slit.

      He gave me his tip, and another inch, and watched my face as he gave me more.

      I nodded. Yes. 

      More, and more, and more until I was gripping the sofa cushions and stars were popping behind my eyelids and I forgot how to breathe.

      Walker hung his head and pushed in a little deeper until I cried out.

      He knew my limit now, and he respected it as his pace quickened. He dropped lower over me and let one hand fall from the back of the sofa so he could rest it at the base of my neck. His touch was powerful, in control, and steady. I leaned into his strength as my brows pulled together and a cry died on my lips.

      It was happening.

      I shuddered, and Walker growled. The world around us tipped and spun and I stifled a scream of euphoria as my body gave in. Walker revelled in my orgasm and fucked me harder. My toes curled. His hair hung in his eyes and he fucked me into oblivion until he joined me in the hazy warmth after we were both spent.
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      Nora extracted herself from the sofa first and walked around on wobbly legs collecting her clothes. She cast a worried glance at the windows and the city skyline, which was gray and foggy and very unlike the twinkling spectacle it had been last night.

      “Could people see in here this whole time?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Not likely.”

      The other apartments clustered around The Legacy were staggered on ninety- or forty-five-degree angles, most of them having windows that did not face my suite. They were also several floors shorter. The only way someone would have seen us was with binoculars, but even that would have been a challenge because we’d left the lights off.

      Nora shimmied out of sight of the window with her clothes clutched in front of her to hide her nakedness.

      “Would you like a hot shower?” I offered.

      She nodded.

      I rolled up from the sofa and left my clothes where they lay. I took her to my bedroom and bathroom, where I ran the water for her, pulled out a caddy of guest supplies including a toothbrush and toothpaste, and invited her to take as much time in here as she wanted. In the meantime, I’d make breakfast.

      She paused with one foot in the shower. “Omelettes?”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “You talked such a big game about them, I feel like it’s the only logical choice.”

      “Omelettes it is then.”

      Nora stepped under the water and tilted her head back to let it hit her cheeks. She closed her eyes and I lingered in the doorway for a moment so I could capture a snapshot image in my head of the water snaking down her chest and over her breasts, leaving tiny rivers on her belly and cascading over her hips and ass. She slicked her hair back and a waterfall hit the shower floor.

      Nora cracked open one eye. “Would you care to join me?”

      That killed about forty-five minutes, after which we ran out of hot water entirely and bundled up in sweatpants and sweaters afterward to keep warm. Back in the kitchen, all the while swaddled like babies, we sipped hot coffee and I whipped up some fluffy omelettes with spinach, peppers, bacon, and cheese.

      When it was done, we sat in my kitchen nook and New York City slowly began to brighten as the fog ebbed away.

      Nora’s hair was wrapped up in one of my towels. As she ate, it slowly slid to one side and a couple of loose strands had fallen out and fell in damp curls around her face. She looked good in my light gray sweat suit. It was far too big for her, especially when it came to the length of the sleeves and pants, but she seemed content and cozy and looked cute as hell.

      The best part? It would smell like her afterward.

      I leaned back in my chair when I finished my omelette. “Do I need to drive you home this morning or do we have more time?”

      Nora grunted and sipped her coffee. “I have time. I’m in no rush to get back to the townhouse for the mad scramble to get everything in order before my parents arrive tomorrow. They’re the kind of people who will notice if a bed isn’t made or a countertop isn’t sparkling and they’ll say something about it. Actually, my dad doesn’t really care but my mother is borderline obsessive over trying to make me into a domesticated young woman.”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      Nora giggled. “She wants me to be marriage material. You know, because I’m woefully unprepared to be successful in my life unless I have a man making my decisions for me, making all our money, and keeping our heads above water. Without one, I’m just a doe-eyed girl with no prospects or promise of fulfillment, because how can you be fulfilled if you don’t become a mother? And how can you become a mother if you aren’t pursuing a marriage material man with good sperm?”

      “Does your mother seriously care that much?”

      “Yes,” Nora said. “It’s all fear-based nonsense. She doesn’t think I can be happy alone.”

      “Are you?”

      “Am I what?” she asked, eyes curious over the rim of her coffee mug.

      “Happy alone?”

      She sipped her coffee and her brow furrowed just slightly. “I don’t know. How do you know when you’re happy? Can you even be happy? Or does happy only exist in fleeting moments? Days, weeks, sometimes months… but it all has to settle eventually. Happy isn’t permanent. Content is. But happy?”

      “Always the skeptic.”

      “Realist.”

      “That’s what all skeptics say.” 

      She smiled knowingly. “I’m happy, Walker. I’m finally making decisions for myself and it feels good. But my mother will always stress me out. It’s inevitable. She looks at me and is reminded of how I disappointed her and how I’m not the daughter she dreamed I’d be. For a long time, I thought I owed it to her to become that woman. But traveling made me realize the only person I owe anything to is myself.”

      “I’m glad you realized that. I’m glad I get this version of Nora.”

      She smiled all rosy and bright eyed. “Thank you. I’m glad, too.”

      “You know what you need?”

      Nora pushed her plate aside and leaned forward to rest her elbow on the table. She tucked her chin into her palm. “What?”

      “A distraction. You need something that will put a pep in your step so that when your parents crash with you this weekend, they can’t suck all the joy out of you because you stocked up ahead of time.”

      “I don’t know if that’s how it works.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Who gets to decide how it works?”

      She tapped two fingers against her cheek and let her gaze wander out the window. “It would need to be a pretty epic distraction.”

      “Easily done.”

      “Then by all means, share your ideas.”

      “Let’s go traveling,” I said.

      Nora blinked and sat up straighter. Her hand fell from her cheek. “Pardon?”

      I grinned at her confusion. “We don’t have to go far to do your favorite thing and travel. We could pick a small town somewhere in the state, go for a drive, and spend the day behaving like tourists until we have to come home. What do you say?”

      She bit her bottom lip as a grin stretched her cheeks. “That sounds perfect.”

      I stood up. “To the cartography room then.”

      Nora popped up out of her seat, took my hand, and giggled as we raced through the rooms, spilling from one to the next until we stepped over the threshold into the room of framed maps, globes, and images of New York City from the early 1900s. Nora moved slowly through the room and pressed her fingertips to the spines of books on shelves as well as the edges of tables bearing open maps sealed away under glass lids.

      “Over here,” I called as I opened a drawer and pulled out a map of New York State from the seventies. It had been my father’s. He kept it in the glove compartment of his old Chevy pickup truck that had rusted red paint for as long as I could remember. He’d often splay the map open over the dashboard or the steering wheel and slow down to ten miles an hour on forty-mile-an-hour roads. Cars would honk and blow past us and he’d throw them the middle finger while I, only eight or nine at the time, sat beside him on the bench seat picking at the peeling leather. 

      Nora peered over my shoulder at the map as I laid it out on a table and smoothed out the fold creases. “How do we pick a place?”

      “We pick a radius within driving distance. What do you say, up to a hundred miles away?”

      Nora already had her hazel eyes fixed on a spot on the map. She pressed the tip of her finger to a tiny dot. “What about here?”

      “Hudson?”

      She nodded. “I’ve never been. Have you?”

      “Never.” I folded the map up. “Hudson, it is.”

      “I don’t have any clothes besides what I wore last night.”

      I shrugged. “Then I guess we’ll have to buy you more when we’re in Hudson.”

      She giggled. “Okay.”

      It was settled. Nora and I went to my room and got changed. She braided her wet hair in front of the mirror in my walk-in closet while I shaved and cleaned myself up. She found me as I was buttoning up my shirt, stopped in front of me, and took over, her delicate fingers maneuvering the buttons with far more ease than mine. I watched her work, her gaze initially fixed on the buttons before it slid to my collar and flicked decisively up to my lips.

      “I’m glad I’m here with you,” she said softly.

      I reached up and cupped her cheek. “Me too.”

      Nora stretched to the tips of her toes for a kiss. I wrapped my arms around her as she pressed her palms flush to my chest. Her breasts crushed up against me and I could feel her heart beating. Or it was my own. I wasn’t sure. 

      I lifted her up off the floor with my arms still wrapped tightly around her. She smiled against my lips and crossed her ankles. I could smell her shampoo, lemon and mint or something of the like, and it reminded me of beaches in Fiji, sipping mojitos.

      When I set her back down, she cleared her throat and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “We should go before we get distracted.”

      I’d have been more than willing to spend the rest of the day and evening cooped up in my apartment with Nora. In fact, I might have preferred it, but something told me she and I had ample time to spend entire days alone together.

      This didn’t feel like something that was going to end soon.

      In fact, as we left my apartment and got in the elevator, I found myself thinking that this didn’t feel like something that should ever end.
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      Before leaving Manhattan and the city behind, we stopped to pick up hot coffees for the rest of the drive. Wide city roads gave way to two-lane country roads weaving through snow-covered hillsides. The sky was white and heavy, threatening to dump more snow, but I felt comfortable in the passenger seat of Walker’s SUV.

      As it turned out, he owned more than just his Maserati, which wasn’t suited for roads like this with potentially dangerous driving conditions. His SUV, however, came equipped with four-wheel drive, winter tires, and chains just in case the roads got really bad. So far, they were clear and wet, not icy. The temperature wasn’t cold enough for freezing but not warm enough to melt all the snow on the sides of the road, either.

      The scenery was beautiful. We listened to rock music playing quietly through the speakers and sipped our cappuccinos. 

      I’d taken my shoes off early into the drive and now sat cross-legged, all cozy and comfortable in the luxury of his heated seats. Walker drove with one hand on top of the wheel and the other arm resting on the center console. He looked handsome and way too cool to be with the likes of me.

      It was a thought I’d had on more than one occasion.

      Walker was unlike any man I’d ever met. He was suave and mysterious but also vulnerable and humorous. He had an edge to him that wasn’t nearly as sharp as I’d initially thought.

      He glanced over at me. “What’s up?”

      “I want to know more about you.”

      “Ask me anything you want to know.”

      What do you think about me? Where is this thing going between us? When was your last long-term relationship?

      All those questions surged to the foreground of my brain but I smothered them and asked a safer question instead. “Why did you start painting?”

      He chuckled. “That’s what you want to know?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well,” he said slowly, thoughtfully. “In the beginning, it was more of an outlet than a passion. When I first picked up a paintbrush, I was fifteen or so. Maybe fourteen. I don’t remember. My high school had rotational semesters so the kids could sample different electives and have a better idea of what they wanted to study in their senior years. One of those rotations was art class.” He shifted in his seat as we took a gentle curve in the road. “I didn’t want to be there. I thought the teacher was a flake. I thought the kids who were actually trying were losers. I wanted to blend in with my friends. Jocks and assholes. You know the sort.”

      “Don’t we all.”

      Walker smiled. “Yes, well, I thought I wanted to be one of those guys because they were the ones who, from the outside looking in, looked like they had their shit together. So when we had to paint, I made a joke out of it at first. I painted the teacher. She was a thin, wiry little woman with a terrible haircut. She always wore men’s shirts and cargo shorts and I’d be lying if I said she hadn’t been the brunt of a lot of jokes.”

      “Kids are dicks.”

      “Yes, they are,” he agreed. “Anyway, I painted this portrait of her. It was supposed to be a joke. I was going to make it funny, like a comic-book page, but as I kept going, I got so sucked into trying to capture her qualities. The way her eyes were crinkled around the edges, how she had a dimple only in her left cheek when she frowned and not when she smiled, how one eyebrow was always arched and the other straight. She saw the finished piece and insisted I take her classes when I was able to pick my own electives. I laughed it off and said I would never. It was just puffing out my chest and trying to make sure my friends didn’t think I was a ninny.”

      I felt bad for him and wondered how many young boys had the same experience but never went for it like I assumed Walker did.

      “I never took her classes,” he said.

      “Oh?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t want to separate myself from the cool kids. In hindsight, it’s easy to see how dumb of a decision that was. The other kids had more to offer than my so-called friends. But they offered something I wanted. The kids I hung around with had parties with alcohol and other substances that helped me forget what was going on at home.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek. I knew he’d lost his family, and I never got the impression that they’d been all warm and fuzzy together based on the few things he’d told me about them so far, but I also didn’t think he’d have been the kind of kid to drown his sorrows in a bottle of raspberry vodka. 

      “My best friend died in a drunk-driving accident,” Walker said. “I was supposed to drive him home that night but I got too sloshed and passed out. He left without me, in my dad’s truck I borrowed, and drove it head-on into a tree four blocks away from the party. According to the coroner, it took him six full minutes to die from his lungs collapsing. He choked on his own blood and suffocated.”

      I swallowed. “Walker… I’m so sorry. That’s horrible. Who went around telling kids that? That’s just cruel.”

      “His mother made sure we all knew. She blamed us for not keeping him safe. I blamed myself, too. Went on a bender. Pushed back against my folks who were coming apart at the seams with their own addiction problems and my father’s adultery. It was just a mess. There was nowhere for me to turn until one day after school that same art teacher happened upon me drinking in school.”

      I hadn’t expected any of this. Part of me wanted him to stop talking. I hated to think of him suffering like that. But another part of me wanted to know how a child hurting that badly could have made something of himself the way Walker had.

      “She pulled me into her art room, poured all my liquor out, slapped a paintbrush in my hand, and told me to paint. She closed the blinds, put on some music, and graded papers while I painted. She was also a history teacher, I should add. Miss Hall. She changed my life. I poured all my anger, pain, fear, and grief onto the canvas and I spent every day after school in her classroom until the guilt got smaller. Painting gave me something I could control. Something I could make as beautiful or as hideous as I wanted. It was something nobody could ruin for me and I never looked back.”

      He reached over and put his hand on my knee. His thumb moved back and forth in miniscule affection.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      He shrugged. “I used to be, but I’m not anymore.”

      “What happened to your parents, Walker?”

      His thumb on my knee stilled. “My mother left my father on Easter morning. They had an explosive fight the night before. He’d cheated on her for the millionth time and didn’t care about hiding it anymore. All their friends and family knew. Our church knew. She couldn’t take it anymore, so she packed a bag and left. She never came back. And my old man drank himself away after that. His liver failed when I was nineteen. He never knew I painted. Never saw a single piece I did. He thought I was still the football player he wanted me to be.”

      “Football?” I couldn’t see Walker in spandex with a football tucked under his arm. The two things simply did not go together. 

      “Yeah.” He smiled, but there was sadness in his eyes as he gazed out at the snowy hills stretching out ahead of us broken up by dark trees jutting out of the white like spears. 

      “What happened to your mother?”

      “She remarried. Started over. Moved to Florida.”

      “That’s it?”

      Walker nodded. “I tracked her down one time but she didn’t want to see me. I couldn’t blame her. I look like my old man. There was too much trauma there for her. She just wanted to forget. And to be honest, I was okay with that. Even when she had been around, she hadn’t really been there, if you know what I mean.”

      I put my hand over his and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Thank you for sharing all that with me.”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      “Still, it’s not easy to talk about. As it shouldn’t be. I just… I appreciate you being so open with me.”

      Walker smiled and this time the sadness began to ebb away. “You’re an easy person to talk to, Nora.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, we drove in a comfortable quiet. I watched the scenic hills and trees pass outside the window as the miles passed under the tires and we grew closer and closer to Hudson.

      I pulled my phone out of my purse to send Grace a message and keep her in the loop and found that I had an email from one of the websites I’d submitted a travel article for. I sat up straighter in my seat, clicked the email, and read frantically.

      “Is everything okay?” Walker asked.

      I nodded eagerly. “It’s more than okay. The website I applied for just emailed me back.” I looked over at him and grinned like an idiot. “They want to publish my piece!”

      His enthusiasm was contagious. Walker smacked a hand on the steering wheel. The horn yelped. The smile he gave me was warm and full of pride. “There was no doubt in my mind you’d get traction quickly.”

      I kept reading. “There’s more. They want me to write for them on a weekly basis. They’re asking if I can do a Skype call with them next week to discuss the details of a contract with them.” I pressed a hand to my forehead. “I didn’t expect this.”

      “I did,” Walker said. “You have a lot to offer, Nora. They have no idea how lucky they are that you decided to write for them. I have a good feeling about this.”

      “So do I,” I gushed.

      There was nobody I would have rather shared this moment with. Walker’s support and genuine excitement for me meant the world. Grace would be thrilled for me too when I told her. I had no doubt about that. But my folks? An opportunity like this would cause them nothing but worry.

      Because they didn’t understand me.

      But Walker did. He knew who I was to my core. Sure, we hadn’t known each other all that long, but it felt like he’d been in my life for years already.

      It felt like I was right where I was supposed to be, and the only other times I’d felt that was when I was in another country as far from New York as I could get.
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      The nineteenth-century town of Hudson greeted us with flurries of snow falling from the sky and shop windows beckoning us to come inside and escape the cold off Warren Street, which was lined in old homes and antique shops with frosted windowpanes. I found us a parking spot on the side of the street tucked in front of a snowbank, and Nora and I bundled up before stepping out and making our way across the street to a freshly salted sidewalk. Nora put her gloved hand in mine and we started walking with no destination in mind.

      “It’s pretty here,” Nora said as she peered down the length of the street. It rose over a slight hill, and the rest of it, which made its way presumably down to the Hudson River, vanished from sight. 

      “Where should we start?” I asked. “This is your distraction. How would you approach a new town if you were traveling?”

      Nora slowed to a stop in front of a shop window. The antique store display was a bit chaotic but there were little odds and ends that drew her eye, like a women’s indigo-colored coat, a matching hat, an old typewriter, several books, and a carved wooden trunk.

      “I’d go in here,” she breathed.

      I moved to the door and tugged it open. A bell chimed softly overhead. “After you.”

      Nora grinned, brushed past me, and tapped snow from the soles of her red boots before moving deeper into the store.

      A man in his early seventies sat behind the sales counter. He wore an Irish cap and a plaid vest over a cream button-up shirt. His eyebrows were bushy and stuck up every which way over the rim of his glasses. He looked up from the book open in his lap and gave us a friendly smile.

      “Hello,” Nora said politely.

      “Afternoon.” The shop owner inclined his head forward in a greeting. “Anything I can help you find?”

      “No thank you,” Nora said as she stepped past a dresser with a collection of buttons on top as well as some incense holders, sewing thimbles, and what I assumed were leftover Christmas items from the season. “We’re just going to look around.”

      “Take your time,” he said, and his gray eyes flicked back to his book.

      I followed Nora into the depths of the store. Within fifteen feet or so, the light from outside was all but gone and we were left sorting through items in the dimness of the belly of the shop. Old-school lamps with stained-glass shades cast warm but indecent light over back shelves stacked high with books and little odds and ends. Nora’s eyes flicked to every corner and crevice, and every couple of minutes, she’d reach out to touch something or pull it free from where it sat, leaving behind an imprint in the dust.

      “There are always so many treasures in a place like this,” she said. “You just have to have the patience to look.”

      I felt like the shop was closing in on me. One step to the left put me into a rack of winter coats. A step to the right and I’d be devoured by shelving units filled with hundreds of different types of dishes, most of them boasting floral patterns and gold trim.

      Nora smiled and ran her finger along the edge of a saucer under one of said cups. “My mother has so many of these. She never uses them, of course. Only when important company comes to visit.”

      “Maybe you should buy her one to use for her evening tea,” I said.

      Nora looked over her shoulder at me. “You don’t understand my mother at all.”

      I chuckled. Apparently, I did not. There was no sense in owning a thing if you hardly used it—or if you only used it for others. 

      Nora moved deeper into the store and we came to things of value: old maps like the ones in my cartography room, oil paintings, seventy-five-year-old wood frames, chess boards, free-standing globes, designer handbags, dining tables, and so many more treasures. Nora was impressed by it all and told me she wasn’t used to seeing all these kinds of things in one shop. Usually, she had to explore several to get the full antique shopping experience.

      We paused when she happened upon a jewelry stand. It was shaped like a leafless tree, and from each decrepit-looking, almost eerie branch hung a necklace. None were the same. Some had black chains and gothic pendants. Some were gold and rosy and new. Others were silver and plain. Nora took several, laid the chains over her palm, and kept walking.

      “Who are those for?” I asked.

      “Strangers.” She shrugged as we kept walking.

      “What do you mean?”

      She giggled and turned around to walk backward through the maze of the store. “You’ll see.”

      We continued shopping. Nora put on silly hats and coats that were far too big for her. She draped a silk scarf over my shoulders and pulled me toward her, shimmying it like it was a feather boa, and kissing me when I got close enough.

      Her giggle filled the store, and as we made our way back up to the front through more aisles of random things, I caught the shop owner chuckling to himself behind the counter.

      Her energy was contagious and she had no idea the effect she had on people.

      By the time she’d seen everything and we went to the sales counter, she had ten necklaces, a pair of cat-eye sunglasses with gold and orange trim on the frames, and a clip for her hair in the shape of a moon with tiny gold beads dangling from it.

      The shop owner gave us a discount.

      Nora put up a fight when I insisted I pay for her things, but it was a fight she inevitably lost.

      The shop owner wished us a good day. Nora called goodbye over her shoulder before we stepped out into the cold. We crammed our hands into our pockets and tucked our chins into our collars as we made our slow procession down Warren Street toward the river.

      People smiled and waved on the streets as we passed old homes tucked in between small businesses like more antique shops, cafés, and salons in the front rooms of people’s houses. Nora revelled in it all and I revelled in her.

      It was impossible not to.

      About halfway down the street toward the river, we ducked into a soup and sandwich place. We tucked ourselves into a table near the window so we could watch the goings on in the street—which to be fair wasn’t all that much. Hudson felt like a quiet town. At least it was this Friday afternoon. It was too early for there to be kids roaming around and most of the adults we saw walked with purpose. They had places to be and things to do.

      We ordered bowls of chili served with fresh-baked buns which we dipped into our bowls and crammed into our mouths. The cold in our bones seeped away as the food warmed us up.

      “This was such a good idea,” Nora said. “Just the distraction I needed. Maybe we should just stay indefinitely.”

      I chuckled. “I doubt many people here would care much for my art.”

      “You never know.”

      “I have a sneaking suspicion.”

      She smiled. “What do you want to do next?”

      We found ourselves entering Promenade Hill Park on the river after lunch, where we walked the salted path that wove along the river’s edge and offered scenic but frigid views. Every time we passed a tree, Nora stopped, pulled a necklace from her pocket, and hung it on a snowy branch.

      “What is that for?” I asked the first time she did it.

      “For people to find,” she said, like that summed it all up.

      Puzzled, I frowned. “For who to find?”

      “Anyone.”

      “I’ve never heard of this kind of thing before.”

      Nora joined me back on the path and we kept walking. “I hadn’t either until a young woman I met in Edinburgh took me out one afternoon and started hanging trinkets of all sorts on a walking path for strangers to find. She said it brought good luck to the giver and the receiver and shared good energy. It’s kind of like the concept of paying it forward except the exchange isn’t done by acts of service. It’s just leaving little things for the right person who comes along and sees it.”

      “Have you ever found something someone else left?”

      She nodded. “Only one time when I was in Dublin.”

      “Only once? And how many times have you done this?”

      “That’s not the point,” she said with a slight eye roll. “I like thinking about who might find my trinkets a lot more than actually finding one myself. It makes me feel good. I know it’s silly and small, but it’s fun too.”

      “I don’t think it’s silly.”

      “Good,” Nora said, slapping two necklaces into my hand. “You can hang some, too.”

      So I did.

      As we continued our walk, we searched for perfect branches to hang our little gifts on. Nora liked to find places where she thought the sun might hit them if the sun was actually shining. She crafted these ideas in her head of who might find the necklaces and what it might mean to them.

      She told me I had no idea how much a mystery gift from a stranger could change someone’s day.

      I hung back and watched as she hung the last necklace on a branch just out of her reach. She jumped, hooked the chain on the branch, and squealed as snow shook loose and rained down on her. I rocked back on my heels and laughed as she shook it out of the collar of her jacket.

      When she looked up at me, smiling but obviously cold, time seemed to slow down. The necklace swayed back and forth on the branch above her like a pendulum. The sun peeked through a passing cloud and caught the pendant for a brief second, casting a flash of silver light over her smiling face.

      It was in that moment that I realized something.

      I was falling for this girl.

      Nora stepped out of the snow patch and back onto the salted path. Her boots crunched and she shivered, still clearing snow out of her collar.

      She caught me smiling at her. 

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

      I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close as we started walking back toward town. “The future.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      The day with Walker flew by. One minute, we were buying cappuccinos for the road trip, and the next, the sun had gone down and we were cruising the streets looking for a good place to pop in and have dinner. We’d done a bit more shopping after our stroll through the park and I’d purchased a new jacket that was much classier than my denim one. It had a waist sash and an A-line cut. It flared out and ended at my knees. The royal blue fabric didn’t go that well with my red boots but I didn’t really care. I wanted to wear my new jacket to dinner.

      We ended up back on Warren Street, where we parked in front of a bustling little restaurant with a glass-enclosed heated patio. Open-flame tables were surrounded by low sofas filled with families out for the night. The ambiance was warm and inviting, the staff friendly, and it smelled like a gourmet kitchen. 

      We were seen to our own table near the fireplace on the outdoor patio. The warmth of the flames helped dispel the cold that still lingered in my muscles and bones. By the time our first glass of red wine was brought to the table, I’d removed my coat and hung it over the back of my chair.

      Walker lifted his glass. “To our first trip away together.”

      “To travel.”

      “To your big writing break,” he added.

      I grinned and we sipped our wine. It went down dangerously easy.

      We pored over the menu and bantered back and forth about what we wanted to order. The seared salmon with a mango chutney sounded fabulous, but I was also attracted to the roast turkey and mashed potato meal with gravy.

      I opted for the salmon, deciding I wanted something a bit lighter in my stomach just in case things got intimate tonight, which I hoped they would.

      Walker ordered pork tenderloin in a demi-glace sauce with garlic mashed potatoes and Brussel sprouts.

      “Do you think anyone has found the necklaces yet?” Walker asked as he swirled his wine in his glass to let it breathe.

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. They’d be hard to spot in the snow.”

      “One more toast then, to hopefully putting a smile on a stranger’s face.”

      We toasted again, sipped our wine, and settled deeper into our seats.

      The restaurant offered plenty to see all around us. Young children leaned over coloring sheets provided by the restaurant. Cups of crayons sat within reach and siblings bickered over who could use which color and when. A brother stole a red crayon from a sister, who scolded him like she was far older than her mere four or five years, and both children were promptly reprimanded by their father, who was also coloring his own sheet.

      I smiled as I watched them.

      Even though my parents had been the main stressor in my teenage years and young adulthood, they’d given me a wonderful childhood. I remembered coloring in restaurants while my favorite doll sat in the empty seat beside me. I’d sip sweet tea and participate in all dinner conversations. My father always wanted to include me. As an only child, they knew that they were the ones who would most impact my communication skills and they didn’t take that responsibility lightly. 

      We talked about school, food, family, friends, and travel.

      Dad always wanted to show me pictures of the world. He’d buy magazines in grocery store lines just to show me spreads of Machu Picchu in Peru or the Great Wall of China. My amazement had stemmed from those moments—moments I wondered if he even remembered sharing with me.

      My mother had always been more concerned with making sure I fit in amongst my peers. She fussed over my clothes, shoes, and hair, while Dad fussed over my pronunciation of words and the importance of being kind. Mom taught me how to bake cookies and fold laundry and Dad taught me how to ride a bike and check the oil on a car.

      Somewhere along the way, it all got confused. Dentistry became the be all and end all. Money got tight. Expectations became standards and those standards continued to get higher the older I got.

      Now it was safe to say their expectations were lower than ever. 

      “What’s going on in that head of yours?” Walker asked, watching me over the rim of his wine glass. He took a sip. “You look like you’re replaying a movie in your head in excruciating detail.”

      I shook off the weight of the memories. “Just thinking about my folks.”

      “Are you nervous about seeing them tomorrow?”

      I swallowed, nodded, and polished off my wine. “It never goes the way I want or think it will. Mom always has some backhanded remark. Dad always stands there with his hands in his pockets thinking who knows what. And there I am, always wishing things were different. Or wishing I wasn’t there.”

      Walker frowned. “I wish I could make it easier for you.”

      I gave him a tight-lipped smile. “You already have.”

      Dinner was still a ways off, so we each ordered another glass of wine, which turned into a bottle for the table, which was nearly gone by the time we finished our meals. It was around nine thirty at night that we realized we were both drunk as skunks and there was no way we’d be heading back to the city in this state.

      We needed a room for the night.

      Walker asked our server if she knew of any places that might be easy for us to get into last minute.

      “What kind of accommodation are you looking for?” the server asked in her polite customer-service voice. “There’s the Tiger House, which is probably the most popular B&B in town, although it’s admittedly pricey. Well worth it in my opinion to stay in a mansion that used to be a hunting lodge back in 1906.”

      I blinked. “How do we get there?”

      She gave us directions and confirmed our car would be fine parked on the street overnight. Walker paid the bill and we put our jackets back on before braving the night. We walked huddled together down the sidewalk, following our directions, until we happened upon the old mansion.

      A long snow-cleared path led to triple arches over the front door. The whole building was made of red brick and trimmed in white concrete, and it looked like it had come straight out of a gothic magazine. Warm light poured out of the windows and silhouettes moved around on the second level.

      We stepped into the lobby and were greeted by warmth and a smiling woman behind the check-in desk.

      Lucky for us, they had a room.

      We were given keys and were invited up to the second level, where we let ourselves into the fourth door on the right. 

      The room was exquisite. White walls created a flow between the winter wonderland outside. A wood-burning fireplace dared us to light it, and Walker did, crouching on the balls of his feet as he got it going and I walked around. A four-poster bed with plush blankets beckoned to be slept in. Turkish rugs covered old hardwood floors and led from one room to another and eventually to a bathroom with a massive clawfoot bathtub and rain shower.

      I shrugged out of my jacket and tossed it on the bed beside Walker’s. “I feel like I’ve been transported back in time.”

      Walker straightened from his crouch by the fire as flames began to lick at the logs. He turned to me and he looked dangerously handsome cast into shadow as the orange reflection of the fire danced across his features. “I wonder how many people have stayed here before us, and who they used to be.”

      “The waitress said this place used to be a hunting lodge.”

      Walker pushed off the mantel, swayed a bit, chuckled, and braced himself again. 

      How much wine had we actually had? Two bottles?

      He gave his head a shake. “History can be found right under our noses if we look in the right places.”

      “I had no idea something like this would be so close to home,” I breathed. “Every minute of today has felt so special, Walker. Thank you. For all of it.”

      He moved toward me, steadier on his feet now. “I have an idea of how we can make it even better.”

      “Oh?”

      He tilted his head toward the bathroom. “I want to see you in that bathtub.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “That can be arranged.”

      “Should I call down for a bottle of champagne?”

      “Can you handle champagne?” I teased.

      “The only thing I need to worry about handling tonight is you,” he said, his voice low and needy. “I want to take my time.”

      My breathing quickened as he rested his hands on my waist. “Then champagne doesn’t sound like a bad idea.”

      “I’ll call. You run the bath.”

      I did as he said and hurried into the bathroom to turn on the water and explore the options of bubble bath we had. There was lavender, rose petal, peony, or lemon. I opted for rose petal. It seemed the most romantic of the four. I added two pumps to the bath and watched as powdery pink bubbles formed on the surface.

      I stripped out of my socks and returned to the bedroom as Walker loosened his tie.

      He turned and his eyes raked over me. “Why are you still dressed?”

      My cheeks burned. “Why are you?”

      He pulled his tie over his head and dropped it on the bed. His fingers worked to undo the collar of his shirt. As he did, he came toward me one slow step at a time. I held my ground until he was right on top of me.

      “There are so many things I want to do to you, Nora,” he breathed.

      I didn’t dare blink for fear of missing how he was looking at me. “What kind of things?”

      He reached up and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I want to make you feel good,” he whispered, leaning in close, daring me to falter. “I want to feel your thighs tremble as I reach that deep spot inside of you. I want to make you forget how to breathe.”

      He was already making me do that now. My voice failed me.

      What else do you want to do to me?

      He trailed his finger down my cheek, the side of my neck, and chest, until it landed at the front of my pants. “I want to make the rest of the world fade away.”

      I gazed up at him, mesmerized by the green of his eyes. “You already have.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Walker

        

      

    

    
      After a hotel employee dropped off our bottle of champagne and two flutes, Nora entwined her fingers with mine and pulled me along as she walked backward into the bathroom, balanced on the balls of her feet, her steps silent and catlike. I pinched the neck of the champagne bottle as well as the stems of the flutes in my other hand.

      I could feel the moisture in the air. Steam fogged the mirror over the vanity as the bathtub filled. It was nearly done now, the pale pink bubbles popping and rippling at the surface as it inched toward the rim. Nora leaned over and stopped the tap. The drops caught in the faucet continued to fall.

      Drip.

      Nora released my hand to slowly lift the hem of her shirt. She continued working it up, exposing her tummy, ribs, and white bra, until she pulled it over her head. Her braid, now dry, fell against her back. She drew it over her shoulder before undoing her jeans and wiggling her hips side to side as she leaned over and pulled them all the way down to her ankles.

      She stepped out of them and pushed her clothes across the tile floor with one foot. 

      “Your turn,” she said.

      Drip.

      My shirt was half unbuttoned already. I finished the job, and Nora’s eyes focused on my shoulders and chest as I shrugged out of the shirt. She swallowed.

      Whatever effect she had on me seemed the same as the one I had on her. Looking at her made my artist’s mind reel with infinite possibilities of how I would paint her if time slowed down and I had the chance to press paintbrush to canvas. Part of me wondered if it would even be possible. Would I be able to capture her beauty in paint, or would the piece pale in comparison to the real thing?

      The latter seemed most likely.

      I also doubted we’d be able to commit to the amount of time required to finish a piece. If she was naked, draped over a piece of furniture, looking at me out of the corner of her eye while I painted the curved strokes of her hips or the swell of her breasts, I doubted I’d be able to see it through. I’d go to her, kiss her, press her legs apart, and take what I wanted—while giving what she deserved.

      My jeans joined hers on the floor. 

      Drip.

      Neither of us moved. We stayed there about five feet apart, soaking in the sight of each other’s nearly naked bodies. 

      The bathroom lighting was dim. Nora had only turned on the light in the rain shower, which reflected off the glossy black tile walls and bounced reflections around the bathroom. The corners were dark, and more light refracted off the mirror, creating a storm of shadows over the ceiling and Nora’s fair skin. Half of her was dark, turned slightly to the side, hidden as if wearing a dark cloak. 

      The sight of her in this moment was worth remembering. If I’d been in front of an easel with a canvas and a piece of charcoal, I’d have been committing her to exist on the flat plane just as she was now.

      Perfect.

      The corner of Nora’s mouth facing the light twitched. “I’m waiting for you to drop the boxers.”

      I raised the bottle of champagne and flutes. “Should we pour first?”

      Drip.

      Nora pinched her bottom lip between her teeth and watched as I set the flutes down on the vanity counter and angled the cork on the bottle toward the shower. I pushed up with my thumbs until it popped. The sound echoed around us. Nora yelped delightedly and covered her mouth with both hands as I poured foaming bubbles into the flutes.

      I handed one to her. “To a night neither of us will likely forget.”

      We’d toasted to each other at least three times this evening but it didn’t feel tired or old. I could have toasted to this woman a thousand times over and never run out of things to say.

      Nora sipped her champagne. Her eyes flicked down to my boxers. “I’m still waiting.”

      Drip.

      Chuckling, I stripped out of the boxers, bunched them up, and tossed them across the bathroom. 

      “That’s better.” Nora shimmied out of her panties and unclipped her bra. She slid it off and let it dangle from the tips of her fingers.

      Drip.

      I rushed forward and gathered her up in my arms. She giggled and the bra fell to the floor as I spun her around and held her over the tub. She clasped her arms behind my neck and stole several sweet kisses before I let her legs fall and lowered her into the tub. She stood in the water while the pink bubbles popped around her kneecaps, and waited for me to step over the side. Once we were both in, we sat on opposite sides facing each other. The bubbles came up to her collarbones and my chest. 

      She let out a dreamy sigh and settled against the rim to rest her neck there. The end of her braid turned several shades darker as it got wet.

      Another drop fell from the faucet but it hit my knee instead of the water. It was cold and sharp, a contrast to the hot water and pleasant champagne bubbling on my tongue as I took a sip. 

      Nora set her glass down on the wooden table beside the tub. She shifted so she was sitting on her knees, and the bubbles teased me by clinging to her breasts, hiding her nipples.

      I set my glass down, too.

      She settled between my legs, still on her knees, and pressed a warm, champagne-flavored kiss to my lips. I cupped her cheek and held her there. Her lips parted and her tongue slipped between my teeth. Under the water, her hand slid up my thigh until she found what she was looking for.

      Her lips curled in a smile as she gripped me gently. “We didn’t bring a condom in here.”

      Shit.

      “My pants,” was all I managed to say. The condom was in the pocket. I could hardly think straight with her hand stroking me up and down, her lips lingering at my jaw and throat as she teased me.

      She released me and leaned over the side of the tub. Water dripped from her elbow and fingertips as she strained to reach my pants lying on the floor. Giggling, she told me to hold her legs so she didn’t fall out of the tub. I wrapped one arm around her knees and she was able to reach forward a few more inches.

      She caught hold of the end of one of my pantlegs and began pulling them closer.

      Meanwhile, I ran my free hand up the back of her leg and slipped it between her thighs just below her ass. She stiffened but only for a moment. Her muscles softened when my fingers found her pussy. Even though we were in the water, she was still slippery and wet with her own juices.

      She fumbled with the pants as I pressed a finger inside her.

      “Walker.” My name fell from her lips in a sigh.

      Pleasure rippled through me at the sound.

      I gave her another finger. Nora whimpered and moaned but still struggled to find the condom in my pockets. She was tight around my digits. Her pussy constricted around me as I pressed up toward her G-spot, searching for that same place that had made her nearly lose her damn mind the last time.

      She finally found the condom.

      I released my hold on her legs and pulled her back in, my fingers still buried inside her. Water sloshed over the edge of the tub. She slid onto my lap, cupped my face in her hands, and kissed me deeply. I moved my fingers in come-hither motions, teasing her, daring her to break. She rolled her hips in my lap and reached underwater once more to work me over while I fucked her with my fingers.

      Nora’s kiss grew more desperate. She nipped at my lips and rocked against me. I cupped her breast and flicked my thumb over her nipple. She flinched, giggled, sighed, and melted farther into the water like she was part of it.

      “I want to feel you inside of me,” she whispered with her cheek pressed against mine. “Right. Now.”

      I wasn’t one to tell a woman no. Especially this woman. My woman.

      I took the condom from her, tore it open with my teeth, and let her slide off my lap to settle on her knees in front of me. I went to my knees so my hips were out of the water, and rolled the condom on. She watched, seemingly transfixed by every move I made, and licked her lips.

      I liked the power I held over her when it came to pleasure. 

      “Turn around,” I told her.

      Nora turned. I moved up behind her, wrapped an arm around her chest, and held her against me. Her shoulder blades pressed against my chest and I placed a hand under her chin to tilt her head back so she rested it upon my shoulder. She gazed up at me, eyes heavy with pleasure and liquor, and blinked slowly.

      I pressed my hips forward.

      My cock slid between her thighs. She spread her legs a little farther. I arched my hips upward, searching for her, and she grew impatient, reached down, and guided me inside her.

      I groaned as I slid deep inside her pussy.

      Nora’s eyes fluttered closed. She sighed breathlessly as I filled her up. I held her firmly against me, reminding her who was in charge, and held her chin in one hand to turn her face to mine to steal kisses as I pressed in farther.

      Much farther than the last time.

      She arched her back, sat lower on her heels, and took all of me.

      I tightened my grip on her chin and broke our kiss. “Good girl.”

      Nora practically purred in my hands. “Harder.”

      “Patience.”

      She moaned.

      The truth of the matter was I felt like I was going to blow any second and I didn’t want this to be over and done before I pushed her over the edge. I needed to buy myself more time, so I slowed things down, reached around her hip, and rubbed her clit as I fucked her.

      Nora was completely at my mercy and she knew it.

      She also loved it.

      As the minutes passed, she grew more breathless and needy. She wanted more—craved it like I craved the sound of her orgasm and the way she would tighten around me. I picked up the pace but only slightly, and it was enough to elicit moans from her that she couldn’t contain.

      Right when I knew she was about to come undone, I pushed her forward over the edge of the tub. Nora braced herself, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the edge, and I grabbed her hips and bucked hard against her. The water sloshed all over the place.

      Her back arched. The indent of her spine and the two dimples in her lower back stood at attention. She bowed her head and shrieked into the tub as she came.

      Her pussy tightened gloriously around me.

      I growled as my climax mounted. Nora shuddered in my hands. Just as her muscles began to relax, I gave in and let loose. She begged me to come for her and watched me over her shoulder with lust-filled eyes.

      I doubted our evening would end here.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      The common areas of the Tiger House were infinitely more impressive than the staterooms, which had received makeovers that made them feel a little more modern and fresh than the rest of the house. The walls, ceilings, and floors were rich, dark-stained woods. Grand archways with hand-carved patterns invited us from one room to the next, from library to sitting room to dining room.

      Walker and I stepped into the dining room on Saturday morning. Other guests were gathered at the long table enjoying a fully served breakfast. It came included with our room. Two waiters in white coats slipped between guests to top off coffee cups or lemon water. Silver trays of pastries were piled high in the middle of the table flanked by baskets of fresh fruit, bowls of granola, and individual yogurt cups. Menus rested on each seat and invited guests to select something at an additional cost. On that menu, one could find full breakfast platters complete with eggs, sausage, hash browns, and toast. Or if one was feeling fancy, there were pancakes or waffles available.

      Making a decision didn’t come easy to me that morning.

      My mind was still foggy and it wasn’t from the alcohol. Walker and I had stayed up well into the early hours of the morning making love.

      Or rather, having sex.

      I wasn’t sure if we were in that zone where I could refer to what happened last night as making love. Some of it sure felt that way. Other parts felt like a wild fuck-fest. I enjoyed every part equally.

      What I did not enjoy was how weak my legs felt this morning as I lowered myself into my chair, which Walker held out for me. He sat down beside me and we both thanked a waiter who popped up behind us in record time and poured us some coffee.

      Walker and I drank thankfully.

      I let my gaze roam over the food options on the table.

      Walker knew I was a tad out of sorts. He’d watched me getting ready this morning and asked if everything was okay, and I’d had to admit with very red cheeks that everything was more than okay. My body just hadn’t bounced back after last night, and neither had my brain. 

      Who knew so many orgasms could leave a girl so dopey-headed?

      Walker, naturally, had made me regret telling him the truth because he’d practically pranced around our room like a proud pony talking about how good he was in bed. For once in my life, I didn’t have a snarky, playful remark to counter with.

      Because he was one hundred percent right.

      He was the best I’d ever had. Hell, he was so good he’d made me forget there was anything before him.

      Walker put a hand on my lower back and leaned into me a little while the other couples spoke to each other about the weather, politics, and the charming B&B. “How about you start with a croissant and work your way up from there?”

      I nodded.

      Walker put a croissant on my plate, along with a small square of foil-wrapped butter he plucked from an ice dish. “Eat,” he said.

      Slowly, I ate. Meanwhile, Walker seemed to be making up for all those calories we burned last night. He helped himself to nearly everything in sight, and all the while, he was grinning around at the strangers sitting at the table with us, making friends.

      The man and his wife across from us asked if this was our first time here.

      I had a mouthful of fluffy, flaky, buttery pastry, so I turned to Walker to take the lead.

      He rose to the occasion. “We’ve never been before. In fact, neither of us have even been to Hudson. But we decided a spontaneous trip to get away from the city was much needed. We got in the car and started driving and made a reservation once we got here. We’d come back though, right, Nora?”

      With a hand over my mouth, I nodded eagerly.

      The husband, a man with salt and pepper hair and a moustache that suited him, inclined his head to his wife. “Deborah and I have been visiting annually since we were just kids, like the pair of you.”

      Walker chuckled. “It’s been a long time since someone called me a kid. I’m flattered.”

      Deborah, the man’s wife, patted the back of her husband’s hand. “Age has a way of making all young people look like kids. Isn’t that right, darling?”

      “She’s always reminding me we’re getting old,” her husband said.

      “Well, that’s never changed, has it?” Walker mused.

      It took less than five minutes for the whole table, comprised of us and four other couples, to take interest in Walker and me. Truth be told, I doubted I had anything to do with their curiosity. They only had eyes for my handsome, smooth-talking, charismatic companion. I couldn’t blame them. 

      He was all I had eyes for, too.

      Walker dazzled them with animated stories, talked about his work, and when conversation turned to our relationship, he was surprisingly humble and honest, telling the table that he and I were something new, but he hoped in time our status would shift to something more.

      I smiled down at the yogurt cup and small bowl of fruit Walker had put in front of me once I finished my croissant. I hoped the same thing.

      When the table found out he and I had only known each other for about two weeks they were shocked. Apparently, we came across as a couple who’d been together at least four or five months. It kind of felt that way to me, too. When I sat and thought about how little time Walker had actually been in my life it made my head spin. How was it possible that two weeks ago I didn’t even know him? Hadn’t felt the warm press of his hand on the small of my back? Hadn’t gazed into those marvelous blue eyes of his and forgotten everything else in the world?

      By nine o’clock, we had to leave the table and say our goodbyes so we could check out of our room and head back to the city. My parents would be arriving around noon or so, and I wanted to make sure we were home before they arrived. For starters, I wanted to put on some clothes my mother would approve of. Secondly, Grace would light me up for leaving her alone with my folks like a babysitter.

      Walker checked us out and indulged in a brief conversation with the owner of the B&B, who’d found out Walker was a well-known artist from New York. The owner wanted to discuss the possibility of purchasing some art for one or two of the staterooms. Walker handed over a business card and said they would speak during business hours this coming week. The owner, a slip of a woman with white hair and inquisitive green eyes, slipped the card in the pocket of her trousers, thanked us again, and wished us a safe drive home.

      Walker and I stepped out into the cold and I was thankful for my new indigo coat. It was much warmer than the denim jacket I’d been wearing like a second layer of skin since I got home. Our breath steamed in the air, and fresh salt on the sidewalk crunched under our heels as we walked back into town with our backs to the river to find his SUV, which would undoubtedly be frozen over and take forever to warm up.

      “I wish we could stay longer,” I said.

      Walker slid his hands in his coat pockets and glanced down at me. “Me too. There’s nothing stopping us from coming back sooner rather than later.”

      “That’s true. Let’s go back now.”

      He chuckled. “I want Grace to like me, not see me as the enemy. Something makes me feel like she wouldn’t take too kindly to me stealing you away and leaving her to play hostess to your folks.”

      “She’d get over it.”

      He grunted. “Sure she would.”

      “I just want to spend more time with you,” I said truthfully. It wasn’t about escaping my parents. Not entirely. I wanted every second I could cling to with Walker. After spending the last forty-eight hours together, how could I be expected to go the next several days without seeing him?

      “The time we spent together this weekend will get me through the next couple of days until I can see you again,” he said when we arrived at his SUV. I climbed in the passenger seat and he cranked the heat for me while he scraped the windows. When the glass was clear, he got behind the wheel and rubbed his hands together. “Ready to go home?”

      “If I have to be.”

      We left Hudson in the rearview mirror and traded its historic atmosphere for the snowy countryside. Walker distracted me from the sense of impending doom as we closed in on the city and got closer to seeing my parents with every passing second.

      Soon, the New York City traffic swallowed us up and our procession to my townhouse slowed to an inch-by-inch pace.

      I wrung my hands in my lap and gnawed on the inside of my cheek.

      Walker reached over and placed a hand over mine. “You’ll be fine, Nora. You traveled solo for a year and saw how many countries? You can handle a visit from your dentist parents.”

      I laughed but there was no humor in the sound or my heart. “They are not the same thing.”

      “Never said they were. But you have to give yourself a bit more credit here. Your parents are lucky to have you for a daughter. And if I ever meet them, I’ll be sure to tell them how incredible you are.”

      I stopped chewing on the inside of my cheek. “You’re just saying sweet things to make me feel better.”

      “I mean every word. If they can’t see how strong, independent, smart-mouthed, funny, and compassionate you are? Well, I guess it’s a good thing they’re dentists and not optometrists because that would make them blind.”

      This time, I laughed in earnest and rolled my eyes. “That was so cringy.”

      “It sounded better in my head.”

      Walker had me giggling the whole rest of the way home. He teased me mercilessly and kept my mind off things until he no longer could. Then he pulled over at the curb in front of my townhouse. Three cars ahead of us was a black Volkswagen station wagon with a never-used bike rack on the roof that had been thrown in as a deal to close the sale. 

      “They’re already here,” I breathed, staring at their car. “Shit. Grace is gonna kill me.”

      “Tell her I had no part in this. You’re the one who took forever to eat your breakfast.”

      “Where did all the support go you were giving me for the last forty-eight hours?”

      “I’m all talk, Nora.” 

      I laughed. “Well, I appreciated the talk. And this whole weekend. For the record, I think you’re pretty incredible, too.”

      “You’re just saying that to try to get me to drive away with you again.”

      “Maybe.”

      Walker smiled, leaned across the console, and pinched the front of my jacket in one hand to pull me into him for a kiss. When we pulled away, he looked deep in my eyes. “You can do this. If it gets to be too much, call me. I’ll come get you.”

      “My Prince Charming.”

      It took too much will to get out of the SUV. Walker came around to my side, opened the back door, and took out my bag with my denim jacket and a couple of odds and ends from the thrift stores packed away.

      “Can I help you to the door?” he asked, lifting the bag.

      I took it off his hands. “No thank you. If my parents know I’m seeing someone, they’ll try to pick every decision I’ve made apart and make sure I’m being smart. I just—today is going to be enough for me.”

      His eyes were full of understanding as he smiled at me. “Seeing someone?”

      Why was he so good at making me blush?

      I shouldered my bag. “Yes. Don’t let it go to your head.”

      He grinned like a high-school boy who was just told by the head cheerleader that she thinks he’s cute. “Good luck in there, Nora.”

      I nodded, stepped up onto the curb, and turned to face the townhouse. The stairs to the front door seemed to taunt me. I took a deep, steadying breath.

      You can handle this. You got lost in Rome and wandered the streets for six hours before you found your way. What could a couple of dentists throw at you that you couldn’t handle?

      I couldn’t make my feet go.

      A hand in the small of my back pushed me forward a step. It was all the momentum I needed, and I kept going one sure step at a time until I reached the top of the stairs. I turned back to find Walker leaning against his SUV, watching me.

      I mouthed the words thank you to him, and he merely nodded, a smile on his lips that tempted me to run back into his arms to steal just one more kiss.

      But if I did that, I’d never make it back up these stairs.
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          Walker

        

      

    

    
      I made sure Nora got in her house okay before I pulled away from the curb. I didn’t see who answered the door. It seemed too much of a risk to be seen when Nora was very clear about wanting to do this visit by herself. Even though I wished I could be there for her to put a hand on her knee when she hit a wall, I knew she could handle this on her own.

      Still, I wondered how severe these parents of hers were if they made her this nervous.

      Nora was a headstrong young woman. It was hard to imagine she’d be intimidated by anyone, although there was nothing quite as confidence-unraveling as the criticism of a parent whose approval you’d been chasing all your life. 

      They should just be proud she was able to get out from under their expectations and strive to meet her own standards instead of theirs.

      The SUV was empty and silent without my shotgun companion and I didn’t like it. To make up for the silence, I turned up my music and drummed my thumbs on the steering wheel to the beat. It wasn’t an equal replacement to Nora’s backhanded jokes or the way she hummed along to the songs she liked.

      Not even close.

      I didn’t want to return to my empty apartment straight away, so I found myself heading toward Wes and Briar’s neighborhood. I parked in their driveway, got out of my car, and walked up to the front door. The living-room light was on but I didn’t see any movement. I knocked and waited.

      Nothing.

      I knocked one more time, and after a minute or two passed, I turned to leave, assuming they weren’t home.

      The door swung open and revealed a messy-haired Briar. She was wearing a silk bathrobe and fuzzy slippers and held a coffee cup in one hand as she blinked blurrily up at me. “Walker?”

      “Morning,” I said, rocking back on my heels and looking her up and down. “Did I interrupt something?”

      “We’re having a slow start,” she said with a scowl as she stepped back. “Come in.”

      I stepped inside. The house smelled like citrus and cinnamon. As she led me into the kitchen, I spotted a candle flickering on the kitchen island and identified it as the source of the smell. Wes had his back to me as he worked away on the stove frying up some eggs while bacon sizzled in another pan.

      He looked over his shoulder. “Morning, Walker. What brings you here?”

      It was out of character for me to drop by unannounced like this. I felt a tad bad for interrupting what was clearly a lazy and indulgent start to their Sunday. But only a tad.

      I took a seat on one of the stools at the island. “I came to thank you.”

      Wes and Briar shared a look.

      Briar leaned on the island and put her chin in her hand. “Well, that’s very unlike you. Thank us for what?”

      I nodded pointedly at Wes. “For pushing me to ask a girl on a date.”

      “Things went well with Aayla, I take it?” Wes asked.

      “Not Aayla,” I said. “Nora.”

      Briar frowned. “The girl with the stormy attitude who told you your paintings were shit?”

      I grinned. “That’s her.”

      Briar frowned. “I don’t get it.”

      Wes turned from the stove. He looked me over until a sly smile tugged at his lips. “You’re smitten, aren’t you?”

      “I think I’m more than smitten,” I confessed. “She and I spent the entire weekend together. I just dropped her off at home, and as I drove away, all I wanted was to turn around and steal her away again. You know me. I’m a loner. I like to spend time by myself. It’s kind of my shtick. But with Nora? I could spend every minute of every day with her and not crave isolation.”

      “It’s easy to say that now,” Briar cautioned. “You hardly know her.”

      “On the contrary. I feel like I know her better than I know myself.”

      Briar narrowed her eyes at me. “You met her two weeks ago.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “You can’t know someone that well in two weeks,” she said.

      “Says who?” I asked.

      “Says science,” she countered. 

      Wes flipped the bacon in the pan. “Don’t rain on his parade, babe. Dude, if you’re happy, then I’m happy for you. It’s about time you let a girl close enough to catch feelings for her.”

      I’d gone further than catching feelings but I wasn’t going to say that out loud when Briar was looking at me like I had a screw loose.

      Wes took the bacon out of the pan and set it on a plate layered in paper towels. He wrapped the bacon to absorb the grease, finished the eggs, and put everything on plates. He turned to me. “Hungry?”

      I shook my head. “I already ate.”

      He and Briar sat down on the other barstools and ate while I told them all the details of my whirlwind weekend with Nora. Well, most of the details, not the after-hour ones. Those were for my and Nora’s memories alone.

      My enthusiasm began to rub off on Briar. She started nodding along to what I was saying, and when I told her about Nora’s little hobby of purchasing trinkets at thrift stores and leaving them in public places for people to find, she perked up and grinned.

      “That’s kind of charming, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “It’s more than charming,” I said. “I think I fell in love with her while I watched her hang necklaces from tree branches.”

      Wes sputtered into his coffee.

      Briar blinked rapidly at me. “Love?”

      “I know, I know, it sounds crazy.” I leaned back on my stool and held my hands up. “Believe me. I get that. But I don’t know. I can’t explain it any other way. She’s different in the best way. She makes me think. She makes me see things differently. And here I was thinking I already saw things differently because I come at it from an artist’s point of view.” I laughed and shook my head. “She’s shown me how much I still don’t know.”

      “You sound inspired,” Briar said softly as she crunched on a piece of bacon.

      “I am.”

      Briar rolled out of her stool and went to the coffeepot on the counter to top off her mug. She offered Wes and me some but we shook our heads. “This is great, Wes,” she said as she stirred in some milk and sugar. “You know what we should do? We should totally plan a double date. We could do dinner and drinks. Keep it low key. What do you think?”

      I considered it but only for half a second. “I don’t think I want to throw her in the deep end like that.” Although I was pretty sure Nora could tread water anywhere, I didn’t want to overwhelm her so quickly. Not only that, but I didn’t want to share the time we spent together. For now, I still wanted her to myself while we tried to figure out what we were. “Give us a bit more time and we’ll work our way up to that.”

      “Deal,” Briar said with an eager grin. “What’s the next step for you guys, then?”

      The words came to me before I knew I’d even thought them. “I want to go steady with her.”

      “I never thought I’d hear you say those words,” Wes said.

      “Tell me about it,” I agreed. “But I mean them. I just need to bide my time. She’s not the kind of woman I can rush and I definitely don’t want to scare her off. And there are other variables to consider.”

      “Variables?” Briar and Wes asked in unison.

      “She started exploring the world a year ago and I don’t think she has plans to stop anytime soon,” I explained. 

      If I wanted to be with Nora, it would mean I had to get comfortable with the idea of not being here in New York as often as I was used to. Or on American soil, for that matter. I’d done a healthy amount of travel in my time but something told me seeing the world with Nora by my side would be a game-changer. 

      “I’ll have to make changes,” I said. “A lot of them.”

      “All the best things are worth changing for,” Briar said. “Take Wes for example. He made changes to win me and look how happy he is now.”

      Wes looked up with a piece of bacon pinched between his teeth. “She’s not wrong.”

      “You have our support, Walker,” Briar said, nodding matter-of-factly. “There is so much more to life than what is here in New York City. Sure, we have a bit of everything, but if this girl is your girl? You have to go for it.”

      I intended to. I would throw myself into this with so much vigor Nora wouldn’t know what hit her.

      “How would you feel about taking on more responsibility at the gallery, Briar?” I asked.

      Briar gave me a knowing smile. “And more money?”

      “Obviously,” I said.

      She collected her and Wes’s plates, went to the kitchen sink, and looked over her shoulder at me. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask.”
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      Grace put her car in park two blocks away from the convention center. My mother, sitting in the passenger seat directly in front of me, turned to Grace with a pristine white smile.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come in with us, Grace?” my mother asked. “I’m sure we could help you get your hands on some free products. Who doesn’t want a new electric toothbrush and teeth-whitening goodies?”

      Grace, who was always polite around my parents, caught my eye in the rearview mirror.

      “You should come,” I said, echoing my mother’s sentiments. It had nothing to do with my cousin getting free products, however. I just wanted backup. If Grace was there with us, that would take fifty percent of the attention off of me, and I was already up to my eyeballs in attention in the mere two hours I’d spent with my folks since Walker dropped me off.

      I’d have given my left foot to be back in his SUV with him. I didn’t even care where we were or what we were doing. If he wanted to take me to a stable to muck stalls for six hours, I’d have happily shoveled shit over making nice with dentists and pretending not to be bored out of my skull for the next four hours.

      “Thank you, but I want to get a head start on my week of work. I have some appointments to confirm in my calendar and dinner to get started.” Grace twisted in her seat so she could smile at my father sitting behind her. “How does everyone feel about lasagna and garlic bread?”

      My father rubbed his stomach in a circle. “Say no more. Lasagna sounds delicious.”

      My mother agreed wholeheartedly and looked expectantly at me to say something.

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      Grace smiled. “Perfect. We’ll eat at six thirty. I hope you don’t mind if our other roommate, Julie, joins us?”

      My parents said they were looking forward to meeting Julie before the three of us extracted ourselves from Grace’s car. I walked around to the driver’s side window and tapped my knuckles on the glass.

      Grace rolled it down two inches. “What?”

      I leaned over to talk through the crack. “Please don’t leave me alone with them. Do you know how boring this is going to be? I don’t care about new denture technology or veneers.”

      “They’re your parents, Nora. They just want to spend time with you. You haven’t seen them in a freaking year. Give them an inch, will you?”

      I sighed. There was no arguing with that logic without coming out looking like an asshole. She was right. I hadn’t seen my folks in over a year. It was almost divine punishment that this was how we would spend our first day together after all that time.

      At a dentist convention.

      My mother looped her arm through mine and steered me away from Grace’s car. We waved over our shoulders and I heard her winter tires bite at the asphalt as she pulled away. 

      My parents and I wandered the two city blocks until we rounded the corner and the convention center rose up before us. My mother let out a giddy squeal and gripped my arm, and my father started talking about the professionals inside that he was most looking forward to meeting. 

      As we stood in line waiting for entry, my mother bumped my hip with hers. “Maybe after today you’ll remember just how important our work is, Nora. Oral hygiene is a crucial part of our overall health. It’s a profession to be proud of. After your time away, I know you must have had some time to do some serious thinking.”

      I held my tongue.

      No good could come from starting today off by telling my parents I still didn’t want to be a dentist. A back and forth would ensue about how I didn’t know what was best for me, and my parents only wanted me to be financially stable with a respectable career that would put me in circles with respectable people.

      Where I could meet a husband.

      My mother and father spent the rest of the time in line talking to me about how important their work was and referred to studies about the increasing wages of dentists and projections of future increases. I smiled and nodded along to every word until we were through the doors and in the convention surrounded by booths with people passing out samples and offering smiles as white and rehearsed as my parents’.

      The distraction of the convention spared me from being bombarded by my folks.

      For a while, I was thankful for the pushy salespeople and reps trying to stop me at every booth I passed. Someone handed me a white bag which was literally snatched out of my hands and filled with swag by nearly every booth.

      After the first hour, I had a collection of waxes to press onto braces and protect the inside of the mouth from cuts from the wires and brackets, baking-soda-infused toothpastes, charcoal toothpastes, whitening strips, mouthwash, floss, toothbrushes, chewable dental gummies, and many more items. My parents were thrilled by the stash we’d all acquired when we happened upon the lunch area.

      The selection wasn’t very diverse. We could choose a salad, burritos, or soup and sandwiches. I opted for a bowl of soup and made my first mistake of the day by ordering tomato. When I sat down with my parents at our table, my mother peered over my shoulder into the bowl.

      “You should try to avoid acidic foods, Nora,” she said, clicking her tongue. “With all your travel, I’m sure you weren’t able to practice your normal dental care. You should be making up for lost time.”

      I filled my spoon with acidic soup and crammed it in my mouth.

      My mother sighed and set to work on her salad.

      My father looked back and forth between me and my mother. Of the two of them, he was more reserved. He kept his opinions to himself for the most part unless my mother called on him to speak. He and I hadn’t spoken for a while after I dropped out of dental school and up and left the country. He’d been insulted and, according to my mother, said it was like a slap in the face that I’d take advantage of them like that.

      Now I didn’t know how to talk to him.

      So, I ate my soup and thought about how they would feel about Walker if they were to meet him. I knew they wouldn’t like that he was an artist—at least they wouldn’t until they found out how much money he made. And I thought that was shitty but not surprising. They measured success through finances and life milestones like marriage, buying a house, and having children.

      They weren’t bad people. I knew that. They just wanted me to be more like them, and I wasn’t, and there was nothing I could do about that unless I wanted to lead an inauthentic life and pretend to be someone I wasn’t.

      That was something I wasn’t willing to do. Not anymore.

      My father cleared his throat. “How have you been spending your time since you got home, Nora?”

      I sipped my water. “Catching up with friends and job hunting mostly.”

      “Job hunting?” my mother asked with a quirked eyebrow. “What kind of work?”

      “Nothing related to teeth,” I said.

      My mother looked down at her salad. 

      “What then?” my father asked.

      I sat up a little straighter. “Travel writing.”

      My mother looked up at my father. She blinked, turned to me, opened her mouth to speak, and promptly closed it again. She skewered lettuce, cucumber, and feta cheese on her fork and stuck it in her mouth.

      “I don’t know what I want to do yet and I’m not going to make any hasty decisions. But I wrote an article for a website that is going to be published, and I’m excited about it.”

      “Does it pay well?” my father asked.

      “We haven’t had a chance to discuss pay structure,” I said, wishing that wasn’t the first question he asked. “We have a follow-up discussion coming up this week.”

      “You should have a bottom line in mind of what you’ll accept money-wise,” my mother said before dabbing at her lips with her napkin. “It never hurts to go in as prepared as possible. And it’s important to know your worth. You won’t want to shoot too high, of course, since you don’t have much experience, but—”

      “Mom,” I said firmly, “I don’t need to be coached.”

      “Of course not,” my mother said. “We just want to make sure you’re successful in whatever it is you end up doing. Even if it’s not dentistry.”

      “Which it won’t be,” I said.

      “Never say never,” my mother said cheerfully.

      Nothing had changed. Things felt exactly as they had when I was sixteen years old sitting at the dining-room table for dinner with my folks. They’d talk to me about school, about my grades, about exams, studying strategies, my schedule for the weeks ahead. It was never-ending helicopter parenting. 

      “Mom, I don’t want to—”

      I was cut off when my father abruptly stood up, held his hand over his head, and waved at someone. I twisted in my seat to see a young Asian man walking toward our table. He waved in return and smiled broadly. Like everyone at this convention, he had blinding white teeth and a perfect smile. He had dimples, too, and a strong jawline. He was quite handsome.

      My mother spotted him, fluffed her short blonde curls, and nudged my foot under the table with hers. This was code in my house growing up to be on my best behavior.

      The young man arrived at our table and shook my father’s hand. “It’s good to see you, Martin. I’m glad you made it out for the convention.”

      My father released his hand, clapped his shoulder, and gestured at the open seat across from me. “Care to join us?”

      The young man unbuttoned his suit jacket. “Don’t mind if I do. I’ve been stuck at my booth all afternoon. My feet could use a rest.” He settled into his chair and smiled across the table at me. “You must be Nora.”

      Oh God.

      He held out a hand. I shook it. His grip was firm and warm.

      My father nodded approvingly. “Nora, this is Spencer Kim. Your mother and I went to dental school with his parents and he’s just opened his own practice.”

      The son they never had, I thought bitterly before slapping a fake smile on my face. “Nice to meet you, Spencer.” 

      My mother put her hand on my knee. “Spencer works in the city, Nora. He’s quite close to where you live actually. You should see if you could get on his patient list and go in for a cleaning sometime.”

      I groaned internally.

      “No pressure.” Spencer chuckled. “But I’d be happy to have you come in. You have beautiful teeth.”

      I hate dentists. “Thank you,” I said thinly.

      My father put a hand on Spencer’s shoulder. “Spencer just bought his own house this year.”

      I frowned. Was I supposed to care about any of this? I didn’t know the dude. Sure, he was handsome, bright eyed, and friendly enough, but none of those things mattered to me in the slightest, and neither did his ascension to home ownership.

      “Congratulations?” I said, hoping that was what my father wanted me to say.

      My dad nodded approvingly.

      Spencer seemed a tad uncomfortable with all the praise. If I’d stayed in dental school and pursued a career I hated, I knew my parents would treat me the same way. The way my dad burst with pride over someone else’s son made me feel like shit.

      He’d never gushed over me like that.

      Nobody spoke for a minute and it grew uncomfortable until Spencer broke the silence.

      “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Nora. Your father has been talking about you nonstop for weeks, anticipating your return from your world travels. How was it? What country was your favorite?”

      His questions were genuine but I couldn’t get past the first part of what he said. He’d been looking forward to meeting me? My father had been talking to him about me for weeks?

      It hit me like a punch in the gut that this was all a setup. The convention was a coverup. The real goal my parents had in bringing me here was introducing me to the handsome, successful, young dentist with the hope that he and I would hit it off and I’d what, go on a date with him?

      My tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth.

      My mother nudged me in the ribs with her elbow. “Spencer asked you a question, Nora.”

      I gave my head a shake. “I’m sorry. I think… I think…”

      Spencer watched me innocently, his lips turned down in a slight frown as he realized I had no idea he was there to meet me.

      “Nora,” my father said.

      The words exploded out of me. “I’m dating someone!”

      My parents stared at me with wide eyes.

      I grimaced and looked at Spencer. “I’m sorry, Spencer. You seem like a really nice person but I didn’t realize what this was. I need to make it clear that I’m not available.”

      Spencer leaned back in his chair and smiled. “I understand, Nora. I had no expectations.”

      Sure you didn’t.

      I pushed up from my chair. “I think I’m going to leave now.” With that, I turned on my heel and marched away from the roped-off lunch section. I brushed strangers’ shoulders as I wove through the booths intent on escaping.

      My mother caught my arm and pulled me to a stop when I was within twenty feet of the exit. 

      “Nora,” she said sharply, her voice full of disapproval. “That was incredibly rude. Why didn’t you tell us you were seeing someone? We could have avoided putting Spencer in this position.”

      I pulled my arm free. “By we, I really hope you mean you and Dad, because I didn’t put Spencer in any position. I didn’t know he was coming today. I didn’t know this whole thing was a sneaky little ploy to introduce me to a guy because God forbid I’m happy on my own.”

      My father caught up with us. “Nora, what was that all about?”

      “I’m leaving.” I turned and walked out the exit doors. 

      My parents followed into the cold afternoon.

      “Nora,” my mother called after me. “Who is this man you’re seeing? What does he do?”

      “Why is that the first thing you want to know?” I asked, spinning to face them. “Why does his job matter so much?”

      “We want to make sure he can take care of you,” my father said.

      “I can take care of me. I don’t need a man. I don’t need anyone. I’m—”

      “But you’re with someone now?” my mother asked.

      I raked my fingers through my hair. I didn’t want to explain this to them. I shouldn’t have to.

      “Why didn’t you tell us about him?” My mother looked at my father and back at me.

      “Because,” I said desperately, aching for them to understand me for once. “You might scare him off. And I really, really like him. The last thing I want is for him to decide I’m not worth it because I have parents who act like my managers and might make him feel like he’s not enough for me when in reality he’s more than I ever dreamed I could have.” I’d said too much already. My parents shared a look I’d never seen before, and something inside me shriveled into a frightened little knot. “It’s still really new and I want to go at my own pace, okay?”
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      I missed Nora.

      We’d been apart for a grand total of five hours but it felt like a lifetime.

      After spending an hour or so with Wes and Briar, I’d gotten back in my SUV and headed for my studio to put the finishing touches on the painting of Aayla, which was going to be picked up this week by my tweed-jacket customer. Now at two in the afternoon, all that was missing was my signature on the bottom right corner beneath the puddle of gold at Aayla’s fingertips.

      I left my signature on the canvas and leaned back in my chair to soak in the sight of the final product.

      It had taken a long time to get to this stage of the game. Just weeks ago, it had been one of my favorite pieces I’d ever done. That had changed after my date with Aayla where I learned more about her. Now I couldn’t help but see vanity in the reflection of her eyes on the canvas and insecurity in the curve of her hip.

      She was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever laid eyes on, but what had that cost her?

      I was glad the painting would be moving along to a new home soon. I didn’t want it in the gallery and was ready to move on to new, brighter things.

      Like Nora.

      Everything circled back to her. Over and over, I found my thoughts tracing back to Nora. To the tranquility of her eyes, the curl of her lips, the swell of her breasts, ass, hips—all of it. I had her body committed to memory, and as I stepped back from the portrait of Aayla, I had half a mind to start working on the rough outline I had going of Nora.

      I obliged the urge.

      An hour passed as I sat working on her canvas. Now that I knew her more intimately, I was able to fix the parts of her silhouette that weren’t quite right. I didn’t have the dimensions of her shoulders or hips right. I chased away shadows, lightened high points like her forehead, nose, and chest, and began darkening the background before committing to one of the details I usually started with that opened up the rest of the process—the eyes.

      I captured the brilliance of her stare the way I saw it when I closed my eyes. A galaxy dazzled in her irises, held by the whites of her eyes. From there, long lashes cast shadows onto high cheekbones speckled with freckles that started to look like shimmering stars the more I progressed with the painting.

      I’d never painted a woman without her sitting right in front of me before. I pushed my own limits and kept going even though I was beginning to question if the choices I was making were the right ones. What started as a realist painting soon morphed into something fantastical. Something magical.

      Nora came to life on the canvas the way I saw her. Her aura was bright and colorful against a stormy backdrop of heavy gray clouds bursting with fragmented bursts of lightning. The lightning started out white but soon turned silver, and as I brightened it up, it appeared to glow behind her as the clouds darkened and became one with Nora’s wild mane of dark hair.

      It was quickly becoming the best piece I’d ever done.

      More brush strokes put extra curls in her hair. I darkened and thickened her eyebrows. I made her cupid’s bow and upper lip more dramatic until her lips looked as real as the ones I’d kissed when I dropped her off today. Some shadow and highlighting there made them look dewy and wet beneath blushing cheeks dotted in white-star freckles. 

      I moved down to work on her torso. The painting ended right below her navel, which I’d committed to memory and captured perfectly on the canvas. Her breasts held my attention for some time. I wanted to get the curves right. Her nipples. The swells. The space between them where I’d run a finger down last night to a place that didn’t exist in the painting. 

      I nearly leapt out of my skin and messed up the painting when my phone rang.

      I set my brush down and went to my phone where I’d left it on one of the studio tables. I picked it up and saw Nora’s name across the screen.

      “Couldn’t stop thinking about me, could you?” I asked.

      Nora’s soft laughter filled the line. “I regret calling already.”

      “Do you?”

      “No.”

      I grinned. “How’s it going so far? Tell me you haven’t locked yourself up in a bathroom or something to get away from your folks.”

      “Not a bathroom,” she said. “My bedroom.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Oh, you have no idea,” she said. I could hear frustration in her voice. What could have possibly happened in the four or five hours we’d spent apart? 

      “Tell me.”

      She sighed heavily before launching into her story. “Well, they dragged me to the dentist convention, which was an absolute snooze-fest until, much to my horror, my dad invites this friendly, handsome guy named Spencer to sit and have lunch with us.”

      “Who’s Spencer?”

      “Nobody. He’s literally nobody. Wait until I get to the end.”

      “Okay,” I grumbled.

      “Turns out, Spencer is also a dentist. By default, this means he’s a catch in my parents’ books and they thought they’d do me a favor by introducing us in the hopes he and I hit it off and went out on a date. Or ten.”

      “The audacity.”

      “Tell me about it! Before I knew it, I was storming out of there and they were demanding to know what the hell was wrong with me so I… well, I told them I was seeing someone.”

      “Seeing someone?” I asked, grinning like a fool. “There you go again, saying we’re together. Maybe we should just save ourselves both some time and make it official.”

      Nora hesitated but only for a second. “Are you asking me to go out over the phone?”

      “Is that not good enough for you?”

      “No, it’s not. I require it in person.” 

      “That could be arranged.”

      “Maybe you should write it down for future reference.”

      “Do you think I would forget?” I asked.

      “I just want to be sure.”

      “You’re really desperate for me to ask you out, aren’t you?”

      Nora laughed. It was such a glorious sound. “I don’t know if I’d go so far as to say desperate, but when you do ask, I know what my answer will be.”

      “You do? You’re absolutely certain?”

      “Positive.”

      “And it has to be in person?” I asked.

      “Absolutely. There is no room for compromise.”

      “All right,” I said. “Consider it done. Buckle up, Nora.”

      “Buckle up?”

      “I have to go.”

      “Where?”

      “Mind your own business,” I said.

      Nora laughed again, and I hung up before the sound could keep me on the line any longer. I grabbed my keys, dropped my phone in my pocket, and shrugged into my jacket before locking up the studio and hurrying to my SUV parked in the back lot.

      I drove a little faster than necessary. Several people on the road shot me dirty looks or, in one instance, the middle finger. I was in too good of a mood to let any sour New Yorker spoil my day. I had somewhere to be.

      I had a beautiful girl to make mine.

      Officially.

      There was a chance I was taking too big of a leap by showing up on her doorstep when she was hosting her parents for the weekend. Nora was already overwhelmed. Either this would be too much on her plate at one time or it would be the thing that spared her from the misery she was currently enduring.

      Seeing as how she was holed up in her bedroom trying to get away, I had a good feeling this might be a redeeming action.

      It took less than fifteen minutes for me to get to Nora’s house. I parked at the curb right behind her parents’ Volkswagen, got out, and stopped at the bottom of the stairs leading to the front door.

      It was dark out, so the curtains were half closed, leaving about a one-foot open space between them for warm light to pour out of. Inside, I could see people walking back and forth. It looked like perhaps someone was setting or clearing a table for dinner.

      I hoped this wasn’t a bad time.

      “Don’t get cold feet now,” I told myself.

      With that, I made my way up the stairs to the black front door, lifted a hand, and knocked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      “Nora!”

      I rolled over on my bed so I was lying on my stomach. Then I dragged a pillow under my face, and screamed into it.

      “Nora!”

      Leave me alone. Can’t I have half an hour of peace?

      How long had I been up in my room? Forty-five minutes? An hour? On a scale of one to rude, where did that fall?

      Grace hollered one last time up the stairs for me.

      I rolled off the bed, stormed to my door, and threw it open to bellow back at her. “What?”

      “Someone’s at the door for you.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Why don’t you drag your lazy ass down here to find out?” 

      Grumbling and already in a piss-poor mood from the dental convention fiasco, I made my way to the top of the stairs and began to descend. As I made my way down to the main floor, I heard Julie’s feminine laughter flowing around the house. It smelled like lasagna and garlic, and when I came around the corner at the bottom of the stairs, I was half expecting Grace to be there with an oven mitt to slap me silly. I’d have deserved it.

      But I didn’t happen upon Grace at the front door.

      Instead, I found myself face to face with Walker, who’d just closed the door behind himself and was rubbing his hands together to warm himself up.

      He smiled when he saw me. “Hey.”

      Right on cue, my cheeks began to burn. “Hey.”

      I noticed several things about him. He had paint under his nails and on his dark gray sneakers. Shades of blue competed with shimmering silver that somehow looked wet but I knew it wasn’t. His hair was a bit disheveled and untidy, and his cheeks were a little rosy too, and I wondered if it was from something else other than the cold.

      “Were you at your studio?” I asked.

      He looked down at his hands. “Yes, I was. Then you called and I had to come here straight away.” He peered over the top of my head into the house, where my parents, Grace, and Julie were all gathered in the kitchen sipping wine in my absence. “I hope I didn’t interrupt.”

      “I was still in my bedroom.”

      His eyes flicked to me and he smiled. “Coward.”

      I reached out to shove him, but he caught my wrist. I tilted my head back to look up at him. Curiosity rolled through me. What was he playing at?

      Walker’s smile slipped away and his expression softened into something more serious. “Nora, I didn’t want to wait another minute to ask you if you’d be my girlfriend. To be exclusive. Whatever the term is.”

      I thrummed with joy. Had he really driven over here just to ask me that?

      My answer was simple. “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      “Yes,” I said, nodding eagerly. 

      He leaned over and met my lips with his. We broke apart and he glanced up to the kitchen once more. “Your parents are glaring daggers at me. Do you think I should get out of Dodge and let you finish your evening?”

      “You’re not getting out of it that easy,” I said, taking his hand in mine. “If we’re exclusive, then my parents are also your problem. Which means you’re staying for dinner.”

      His eyes still lingered on my parents. “Your father won’t try to pull my teeth out or anything, will he?”

      I giggled. “Having second thoughts?”

      “About you?” Walker asked, chuckling. “Never.”

      With that, he took the lead and walked me into the kitchen with him. He held himself with confidence as he apologized for crashing the evening. “There was something important I had to ask Nora,” he amended after his apologies were made. 

      Grace pulled the lasagna out of the oven and rested it on a hot plate on the counter. “And what might that have been?”

      I blushed and failed to wipe the smile off my face. “Walker is my boyfriend.”

      I felt like a childish teenager when I said it like that. It took everything I had not to giggle and make a fool of myself. I turned expectantly to my parents, expecting enthusiastic smiles or sighs of relief, but all I got were stiff shoulders and lackluster smiles.

      Walker held out his hand to them. “Mr. and Mrs. Riley, it’s nice to meet you both. I’ve been curious to meet the people who made Nora. She’s not like anyone I’ve ever met before.”

      Grace smiled to herself as she cut up garlic bread. Julie fetched an extra wine glass for Walker. She poured him a glass and held it out to him.

      He thanked her but didn’t sip it yet. I assumed he was letting it breathe.

      My mother’s gaze roamed all over the man by my side. Her attention settled on his paint-stained sneakers and it wasn’t hard to imagine what she was thinking. She didn’t like the way he presented himself. 

      Of course, she wasn’t seeing all of him.

      She was only seeing this moment of Walker. She saw the paint, the denim, the leather jacket, the stained hands, the unkempt hair. I saw the wrinkles near his eyes from smiling so big, the warmth in his gaze, the kindness in his touch.

      I wished desperately that all of that wasn’t so lost on my parents, who were undoubtedly wondering what his salary was.

      “Dinner is ready,” Grace announced. “Grab your plates from the table. Walker, I’ll get you one and make a quick extra setting.”

      “I appreciate your efforts,” Walker said. “Are you sure there’s room for me to join? If it’s too—”

      “You’re staying,” Grace said. 

      Julie grinned. “You’ll be glad you did once you try some of Grace’s lasagna. She’s a fantastic cook.”

      “It’s true,” I said.

      My mother chimed in as she swirled her wine. “One would think after living with her for so many years that Grace’s talents would have rubbed off on you, Nora.”

      Grace answered smoothly before I even had a chance to get my hackles up. “I’m sort of a control freak in the kitchen. Nora hasn’t had many chances to learn from me because I don’t share the kitchen well while I’m in here.”

      That shut my mother up tactfully. I made a mental note of how well Grace had handled that.

      Together, everyone collected their plates while Grace made an extra setting for Walker beside me. We put lasagna, garlic bread, and Caesar salad on our plates before taking our seats, where Walker toasted to a homecooked meal and Grace’s control-freak tendencies.

      “I feel lucky to be here to reap the benefits,” he said before taking a sip of wine.

      Grace liked his compliments. She nodded, toasted him one extra time, and took a sip from her own glass. “Bon appétit.”

      Walker savored every bite of his meal and made it known how much he was enjoying it. Whenever he rested his fork to sip his wine or chat with Julie or Grace (my parents were steadfastly ignoring him as they dined), he’d reach one hand under the table and put it on my thigh or hold my hand. He constantly reassured me that he was comfortable here and could hold his own even though my parents were being far from welcoming.

      And this wasn’t even their damn house. It was mine.

      My temper began to prickle. Walker must have sensed it because he put a hand on my knee and squeezed as if to say, breathe.

      I did, and it helped a little.

      An hour into the night, once all our plates were nearly licked clean and I’d removed them from the table, my mother finally spoke directly to Walker.

      “Do you work with paints?” was all she managed to ask.

      Walker nodded. “I’m an artist, yes. I do mostly portraits.”

      Grace must have sensed where this was going because for the first time all night she went tense. She knew how disapproving and condescending my mother could be. She sat up straight. “I have one of Walker’s pieces up in my office. It was a beautiful gift he gave me. You should come see it.”

      “How long have you been painting?” my father followed up.

      “Two and a half decades or so,” Walker answered smoothly. “It started out as just a hobby, as most of these kinds of things do, but as time went by and I honed my skills, my work started to get noticed. Over the years, I started acquiring personal orders and requests and didn’t have to rely on traditional brick and mortar stores for sales.”

      I swelled with pride and sat up a little straighter in my seat.

      The way Walker spoke about his work seemed to intrigue my parents because they exchanged a curious look that said, maybe he’s not as much of a loser as we first thought. I still loathed how dismissive they’d been of him but I hoped it would turn around by the end of the night and they would start to see him the way I did.

      “So you are successful then?” my mother asked.

      “Mom,” I said, “that’s impolite.”

      Walker chuckled, unfazed by her forwardness. “I see where Nora gets her lack of a filter from. I’m successful, yes.”

      I blinked. So did my mother.

      Then she grinned. “I have been told on more than one occasion that I have a tendency to step right into shit instead of tread around it.”

      Walker laughed. “I’ve never heard that expression before.”

      “I think it applies strictly to me and my daughter,” my mother said.

      Walker twisted in his seat, rested his elbow on the table, and gave me a devilish smile. “Why don’t you tell them about the first conversation we ever had?”

      I looked everywhere but at him. “Oh, I don’t think that’s necessary.”

      “Okay, I’ll tell them,” he said and launched into the whole mortifying tale of how I’d openly criticized art and artists alike while unwittingly standing right beside the artist of the painting I was insulting.

      My father thought this was hysterical. Grace and Julie enjoyed hearing the story again. And my mother? Well, she couldn’t stop smiling at Walker.

      This was new territory for me. No guy I’d ever been with would have stood a chance of charming my parents. But Walker? He did it with ease and transparency. He wasn’t trying to be someone else. He was authentically himself and they were eating it up.

      Just as I had.

      Had I been nervous over this for no reason?

      “I’d love to see some of your work, Walker,” my mother said, now nursing her third glass of wine.

      Grace invited all of us to go upstairs to her office to see the painting she’d taken home from his gallery. We all made our way up the stairs and into her office, which was done up in bright, airy colors. The painting behind her desk pulled all the focus to it. Nothing else could even compete. The colors and the woman in the sari were an absolute showstopper.

      “Wow,” my mother breathed, stepping up close to admire his work. “This is impressive.”

      “Very impressive,” my father echoed.

      “I fell in love with her the minute I saw her,” Grace sighed, gazing up at the picture. I’d caught her staring at it like this on weekday mornings several times over the past week before starting her workday while I was walking down the hall to get in the shower. “All of Walker’s art is equally as beautiful as this. He’s really talented.”

      Walker grinned. “Keep the compliments coming. Us artists run on praise and flattery like writers run on coffee and whiskey. I can say that,” he added. “My best friend is an author.”

      I rolled my eyes at him and he wrapped an arm around me to whisper in my ear. 

      “I think this is going well?”

      I nodded. “Very well. You’re lucky you’re so charming.”

      “And handsome. Don’t forget handsome.”

      “Like you would ever let me forget,” I teased.

      After everyone had enjoyed the mini art showing, Walker told us he should leave and let us finish our family evening.

      We all followed him to the front door and I tried to get him to stay a little later.

      He shook his head as he put his hand on the door handle. “I crashed your dinner long enough. You only have a short amount of time while your folks are in town. Enjoy it. We’ll see each other soon.” His attention shifted to my folks. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Riley. I hope we get the chance to see each other soon.”

      “Goodnight, Walker,” my mother said.

      My father shook his hand, clapped his shoulder the same way he had Spencer’s, and led my mother back into the kitchen with everyone else so Walker and I could step out onto the top of the stairs outside and steal a kiss in private.

      “I can’t believe how well that went,” I breathed.

      “I think they like me.”

      “Like you? I think they want to adopt you.”

      “Well, that would make this a little weird, wouldn’t it?” He gestured back and forth between us.

      I grabbed the front of his jacket and pulled him down for a kiss. “Sometimes you just need to stop talking, hotshot.”
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      Monday rolled around with lingering memories from a dream about Nora.

      Flashes from said dream played in the back of my mind on the drive into the gallery that morning. I arrived well before Briar, and in an attempt to think of something else, I wandered across the street to the coffee shop on the opposite corner from the gallery and ordered us some coffees. By the time I returned, Briar had arrived and was behind the desk in the gallery turning on the computers and getting ready to open for the day.

      I handed her a latte with cinnamon sprinkled on the foam, just how she’d been drinking it lately.

      She pursed her lips on the lid and sipped. “Thank you. I needed that this morning.”

      “Long night?”

      “Long weekend,” she sighed. “Wes and I did some decluttering and it felt like we never had a chance to sit down. And someone interrupted the first morning we had to sleep in.”

      I grimaced. “Oops.”

      She held up her latte. “You are officially forgiven.”

      I was glad I’d shown up early.

      Briar walked around the studio and began opening blinds. “So, any more updates on the Nora front?”

      “I asked her to be my girlfriend. Officially.”

      Briar paused with the blinds half open and looked over her shoulder at me. “Are you serious?”

      “Yep.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      She smiled. “I’m happy for you, Walker.”

      “I’m happy for me too. I even met her parents.”

      Briar laughed and opened the last set of blinds. “Steady there, Romeo. Two big milestones in one weekend? Who are you and what did you do to my boss?”

      “One evening actually.”

      Briar snickered and returned to the counter to sip on her latte some more. “I’m proud of you.”

      “That’s all it took?”

      “Some nerve and a step in the right direction? Yeah, I guess so. The latte didn’t hurt either.”

      “Noted.”

      Briar pulled up my inventory list that displayed every piece I had in all three of my galleries. On the to do list today was some sprucing up. I wanted to move things around and ship pieces to other galleries to keep things fresh. My new collection would be hitting my New York gallery within the next few weeks, which meant the pieces I had on display now were free to be moved and transferred to the other stores.

      “Do you think you can handle making most of the decisions?” I asked Briar as we clicked through all the pieces and began working through which ones complemented the others. I liked collections to stay intact. They showed best together, not apart. I wanted to give Briar a bit more responsibility in preparation for potentially letting her run the galleries if I was to ever up and leave and travel with Nora. This seemed like a great trial-run opportunity.

      “Of course,” she said confidently. “You know I have good taste and an eye for detail.”

      “Perfect, because I have a client coming in to start working on a special order.”

      “Right.” Briar nodded. “Mr. and Mrs. Ronfield.”

      “Yes.”

      Mr. Ronfield and I had been in contact off and on for the past few months. He’d wanted to hire me for some time to paint a collection of portraits of his wife, Morianna. She’d been a fashion model about ten years ago and the pair of them were used to a life of luxury and glamour. Now she was a new mother, and the changes in her body had her feeling unlike herself. Mr. Ronfield wanted me to capture her likeness and remind her how beautiful she was.

      I was more than happy to help. Not only was Mr. Ronfield a good guy, but he was also willing to pay handsomely for the project. And his wife? Well, I would do everything in my power to show her that tiger stripes, a soft tummy, and squishy thighs were not worth disliking what she saw in the mirror. 

      Her husband adored every inch of her. If I was lucky and did a good job, maybe I could help her see herself the way he saw her.

      It wouldn’t be easy but it was a challenge I was willing to take on. Today would be our first in-studio session together where I would start painting after months of consultations and attempts by Morianna to back out. She was nervous and I understood that. It wasn’t easy to strip down to your birthday suit in front of a stranger and have him scrutinize every inch of your body to paint you properly.

      Briar and I spent the first couple hours of the day working together. We shuffled some inventory around in between bursts of guests coming into the gallery. It was unusual to have much foot traffic on a Monday but today proved to be an exception. I even managed to make two sales before Mr. Ronfield and his wife arrived for their appointment at one in the afternoon.

      Briar greeted them with warmth and two glasses of chilled lemon water. Morianna accepted gratefully, claiming it would help with her bloating, and Briar simply smiled, put a hand on her shoulder, and told her to relax in the studio.

      “All the models who go in nervous leave feeling rejuvenated and beautiful,” Briar told her. “I know it’s really uncomfortable at first, but trust me, it will be worth every minute of discomfort when you see the finished product.”

      Briar’s words reassured her, and Morianna and her husband followed me into the studio, where I gave them a brief tour before inviting Morianna to choose which painting she wanted to start with.

      Her husband had no intention of only having one piece done. He wanted three portraits of Morianna to hang on the accent wall behind their bed in their New York City mansion. The man was made of money and I could only imagine what their home looked like on the inside. If this job went well, chances were high I’d be invited to the occasional soiree at their estate.

      I liked the idea of arriving with Nora on my arm. We’d indulge in the fancy food, expensive champagne, and surface-level conversations with the city’s socialites before getting back into the car and making fun of the whole lavish affair the entire drive home.

      Or we’d find ourselves pleasantly surprised. The Ronfields might be extravagant people, but they were also good, steady, and respectable.

      Morianna fidgeted with the rings on her fingers as I explained the three poses we would do. One, the largest portrait, would be of her standing tall and proud. The two on either side would be of her sitting so I could capture the right and left profile. Her legs would be stretched out in front of her so her body formed an L shape.

      She fretted.

      Her husband took her hands in his. “You have nothing to be worried about, darling. Mr. Vice has painted countless women in this very studio. He has an artist’s eye. He sees beauty in all things. And you, my love, are the epitome of beauty. Let him work.”

      His words were soft and full of affection.

      Had I not been falling in love with a girl, I might have thought it was lame. But I was falling, so his words didn’t feel lame. The support he offered her was inspiring.

      Morianna nodded nervously. “I’ll stand.”

      I grinned. “Excellent. I always like to start with the one that makes the loudest statement. Trust me. After our session today, I’ll show you the progress I’ve made and you’ll be looking forward to our next session.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Morianna muttered.

      I led her to the changing room near the studio bathroom, where a freshly washed and pressed white hotel-style robe hung on the back of the door. I invited her to undress and put the robe on. It was much less vulnerable for a woman to remove a robe in front of me than to remove all her clothes.

      While her husband and I waited for her return, I indulged him in a tour of the studio. Mr. Ronfield pointed out techniques he liked, most of which related to texture and use of foils and metallics. That was a good sign because I intended to use both on Morianna’s pieces.

      Mr. Ronfield stopped in front of the incomplete portrait of Nora.

      He slid his hands into the pockets of his gray trousers and cocked his head to the side. “Who is she?”

      “My most recent muse.”

      “She’s a real woman?”

      “All of my work is of real women,” I confirmed. “This woman, I know personally. She’s special to me.”

      “It shows,” Mr. Ronfield said.

      “Thank you.”

      “How much?”

      “Pardon?”

      Mr. Ronfield turned from the painting of Nora with an expectant look on his face. “How much?”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t expected him to take interest in anything in my studio. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have walked him through. He was here for a special order, not to shop. “It’s not for sale.”

      “Everything is for sale for the right price. Name it.”

      “While I agree, this piece is not for sale. It’s a gift. No amount of money could make me part with it.”

      Mr. Ronfield stroked his chin. “That’s a shame. I’d have taken it off your hands for whatever number you gave me. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “You should see the real thing,” I told him.

      He shared a knowing smile with me. “You are a lucky man.”

      Before I had a moment to reply, Morianna returned from the changing room all wrapped up in the white robe. She walked with more confidence than she had when she first arrived in her sleek ensemble and high heels, and she moved into the middle of the studio to stand before me as I set up her canvas.

      Her husband approached her, put a hand on her waist, and whispered something in her ear that made her smile as I went about preparing my paints and brushes. She giggled softly and I glanced up as he nudged the shoulder of her robe down. 

      That was the kind of love I wanted. 

      And I truly believed it was the kind of love I was growing with Nora.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      Time stood still as I sat at the dining-room table with my laptop open waiting for the clock to roll over to four o’clock. Precisely at that time, I’d been told to expect a video call from Helen Dolly from Words from Abroad, the travel website I’d sent my article to. To say I was nervous to speak with Helen was a gross understatement.

      I’d been gnawing at my nails for the past two hours anxiously anticipating this call. Not only that, but I’d chewed the inside of my cheeks raw, picked at my lips until they were so red in spots I had to apply some of Grace’s tinted lip moisturizer to cover the damage, and made my jeans damp from running my sweaty hands over my thighs a thousand times.

      One more minute to go.

      I took a slow, deep, controlled breath. I held it at the end to four counts.

      Exhale.

      The air came out of me and I repeated the process two more times. By the end of the breathing exercise, I felt a little calmer. More still somehow. It was a welcome reprieve to the nervous sweating.

      Thirty more seconds. 

      I drummed my fingers on the table and tapped my foot on the bar of my chair. 

      Walker had told me I had nothing to be worried about, that I was a shoo-in for this job and if the interviewer couldn’t see that it meant there was something bigger and better waiting around the corner for me. Naturally, I wanted to believe that, but I had a hard time believing I’d be the girl they would want to hire out of what I was sure was a healthy batch of eager writers with far more experience and skill than I had.

      When I expressed this to Walker, he’d stuck his nose in the air and scoffed at me. He called me a pessimist for the second time. I gently reminded him I was a realist. He’d shaken his head and told me that I was mistaken. He said I needed to go into this interview confident because the value I brought was my experience out of the country.

      That was my asset.

      That was my golden ticket.

      I just had to hope other candidates weren’t as well traveled as me, and if they were, they hopefully wouldn’t be as good with words as I was. 

      The piece I’d submitted had been ripe with my own personal voice. There was sarcasm layered in the prose. Beautiful descriptions were contrasted with the occasional dose of crass language. In my opinion, it made for a more balanced piece. Perhaps Words from Abroad agreed.

      Either that or they were just downright curious about the foul-mouthed young New Yorker who fancied herself a writer with literally no qualifications and a confused resume. 

      Five more seconds.

      This is it. You can do this.

      I watched the time until it rolled over. Four o’clock.

      It took another ten seconds for the call to come in. The anxious sweats returned in full force but I didn’t let anything make me hesitate. Now was the time to slap on a brave face and pretend to know what the fuck I was doing even though I felt more out of my element than I had that first day I set foot in London.

      Helen appeared on the screen.

      She wore glasses with thick black frames and little rhinestones in the outer corners. Shimmery chains dangled down the sides of her neck, which were attached to the arms of her glasses. She had a dramatic flair. I would give her that. Her eye shadow was purple and brilliant behind her glasses. Her lashes were lined in thick black winged liner, her lashes either extremely long or potentially fake. Either way, she was beautiful.

      And probably around fifty years old.

      Helen swelled up like an excited, brightly colored bird on my computer screen. “Ah, Nora Riley. It’s so nice to see your face after all our email conversations. How are you?”

      “I’m good,” I squeaked. Clearing my throat, I regained my composure. “I’m doing well, Helen. How are you? Sorry, I’m a tad nervous. Is that bad to admit right out of the gate?”

      Helen had a pleasant laugh that reminded me of the way older women laughed in movies at fancy weddings. “Not bad at all, my dear. I appreciate honesty and you are seriously honest. Your writing suggested as much. I’m glad to see the woman behind the words is as raw as her article.”

      Was that a compliment? “Thank you,” I said. 

      Helen nodded graciously. I’d read the room—or rather, computer screen—well. “You’re much younger than I expected you to be. Most of our writers who’ve done year-long trips like you have are closer to their mid-thirties and up.”

      “I’m twenty-eight,” I told her. My inner critic rolled her eyes. She hadn’t asked me how old I was. She’d merely implied she was surprised by how young I was.

      Helen clasped her hands together and rested her chin on them. She wore many rings on her fingers in all types of metals. Gold, silver, copper, rose gold. It was all there. There were several types of stones and crystals, too. The video was a bit grainy but I was pretty sure there was a sapphire and an opal on those elegant hands of hers. Her nails were long, sharp on the ends, and glossy black.

      She had style. She had edge. She was the sort of woman who commanded attention when she walked in a room.

      Helen was intimidating.

      “So, Nora,” Helen said, looking down at something in front of her. I assumed it was a notebook or a reference guide of some sort for conducting interviews. “Let’s hop right into it, shall we? No need to dilly-dally and waste either of our afternoons. I’m sure you have things you’d rather be doing than talking to little old me.”

      “Quite the contrary,” I said.

      The only thing I’d rather be doing was Walker, but he’d told me there was plenty of time for that after my interview.

      I intended to hold him to it.

      Helen smiled graciously. “What was it that first inspired your urge to travel? Your application mentioned you’ve only left the United States one time, and that was for the solo trip you just returned from a couple of weeks ago. Is this correct?”

      I nodded. “It is. I… I never really had much of an urge to travel when I was growing up. I was your typical teenage girl who dreamed about going to all-inclusive resorts in Mexico or the Caribbean with girlfriends when we turned legal age. I envisioned going to parties in the city and drinking those horrendous-looking margaritas out of those huge glasses with the beer dumped in them upside down. Have you ever seen those things?”

      “I’m afraid I’ve seen, tasted, and suffered the consequences of them.” Helen laughed.

      I laughed, too. Maybe she wasn’t as scary as I initially thought. If she could drink one of those things, she definitely had some stories of her own to share.

      “Well,” I continued, “after high school, my focus still never went to traveling. Instead, my parents put me in dental school. I didn’t have a say in the matter. It was the family business, you see. I hated every second of it. I tried to force myself to fall in love with it the way my mother and father had because I wanted to like it for them so badly but I couldn’t get there. They disapproved of my terrible grades and couldn’t understand why I wasn’t a natural. They kept insisting it was in my blood. But the only thing in my blood was fear that I was going to make a terrible mistake if I didn’t shake my life up and do something drastic. So, I booked a one-way flight to London, and forty-eight hours later, I was on an airplane.”

      Helen beamed at me. “Marvelous. Just marvelous.”

      “It didn’t feel so marvelous at the time. I was scared and overwhelmed. I had no idea what I was doing or how far my money would last me, but as the days turned to weeks, I figured my shit out. Sorry, figured my stuff out.”

      Helen waved a dismissive hand. “Drop as many swear words as you like, darling. If things work out for you and you work for us, you’ll be among writers and editors. We curse like pirates. Drink like them, too.”

      I giggled. “Right.”

      “So, London was the first place you saw?”

      “Yes. I remember standing in front of Westminster Abbey for the first time feeling so small and so out of my depth. At first it frightened me. I’d never seen architecture like that. I’d never imagined what sort of history had happened in the very spot I stood hundreds, if not thousands of years ago. But that moment made me question all those things. From that day on, I had to see everything I could. I had to experience everything I could. I never turned down an opportunity no matter how reckless it seemed.”

      “Give me some examples,” Helen said.

      I paused to consider my answer for a moment. “Okay, well, I never booked a hotel room for the entire course of that year I was traveling. I traveled with my single backpack and booked day of at hostels. Mostly shared rooms. I met people from all over the world in those hostels. Some had connections to locals that gave me a glimpse of life in that country unlike anything an ordinary tourist could experience. I stayed at a farm in Italy and drank wine nobody else has ever tasted but their friends and family. I crushed grapes on that farm actually. And got more drunk than I’ve ever been in my life.”

      Helen chuckled and invited me to keep going with a polite nod.

      I pursed my lips.  

      “Yes?” Helen asked, leaning toward her camera so that her face seemed top heavy.

      “Well, I’m wondering if I should share. It’s kind of illegal.”

      “Tell me where, not how.”

      “Deal,” I said, sitting up a little straighter. “I let a local sneak me into the Colosseum in Rome one night. We had the whole place to ourselves. Unlimited access to the underground where the gladiators were held, as well as lions and other animals like wolves, tigers, and even elephants. I’ve never seen anything more incredible in my life. I’ve also never done anything so illegal in my life.”

      “It would make a spectacular article.”

      “Or it would bar me from ever going back to Italy,” I said.

      Helen laughed and dismissed my comment with a wave of her hand. The bangles on her wrists jingled. “Nonsense, my dear. If you write for us, you would have special access to such places all over the world. We even have a partnership with National Geographic.”

      My eyes nearly popped out of my skull. “Are you serious?”

      I hoped she didn’t think I sounded unprepared for this interview. That was perhaps something I should have known before accepting this call.

      “Oh yes. Antarctica, Peru, Italy, Turkey, Istanbul. We have locations all around the world where our writers have private access to historic sites that have been closed to the public for a long time now. Is that something that appeals to you?”

      I was sure my eyes were still two times their normal size. “Definitely. My year away only made my travel bug ten times stronger. All I want to do is make enough money so I can pack up and leave again and continue exploring.”

      “That’s good news. This writing position might make it possible for you to do just that and skip the part where you have to save up.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      Helen smiled. “I like you, Nora. You have something unique. Something in-person that you somehow manage to put on the page as well. You’re relatable. Readers and travelers will take quickly to you. I’m sure of it.”

      She was talking like I already had the job.

      My heart started racing.

      “The starting salary isn’t noteworthy,” Helen said, “but it would be enough for you to pay for a comfortable lifestyle while you lived abroad.”

      Lived abroad? Was this real life?

      “How does forty thousand per year sound? Before taxes, of course,” Helen added.

      Forty grand? Before taxes?

      I couldn’t find any words, so all that came out of me was a hitching, stalling, stuttering sound.

      Helen smiled broadly. “You’re humble, too. I like that. A lot of writers we come across assume they have the job in the bag as soon as we lay eyes on them. You? You underestimate yourself. You’re still fresh. There’s a lot you can learn and Words from Abroad is a good teacher. We encourage development. We offer critiques and feedback geared to improve your writing. We’re dedicated to equipping you to flourish, not stay stagnant. What do you say, Nora? Are you interested in the job?”

      “Are… are you offering me the job?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Yes,” I gushed. “Yes, I’m interested. Of course I’m interested!”

      Helen clapped four times in rapid succession. “I’m so pleased to hear it. Let me cross my T’s and dot my I’s over here. There is some paperwork I need to fill out. Expect an email from me before noon tomorrow with all the details about the job. You’ll want to familiarize yourself with our formatting requirements and submission guidelines. We require a piece every two weeks. Is that doable for you?”

      “Definitely,” I said, even though I had no grasp of how much work that would actually be in relation to travel. Could I see enough in two weeks to write a good article?

      Of course I can.

      “Perfect! I’m going to let you go now, Nora, but we’ll talk soon. Now might be a good time to start looking at airfare and hotel rates, my dear. I think you’ll be thousands of miles from home before you know it.”

      With that, the call ended, and I sat there grinning at a blank screen like a loser until slowly, reality settled on me.

      You’ll be thousands of miles from home before you know it.

      My heart started to pitter-patter in my chest, panicked. My mouth went dry.

      What about Walker? 

      How did he and I keep this thing going strong when I was on the other side of the world? How could I ask him to wait for me while I went off and lived my dream for an indefinite amount of time?

      The answer was simple. I couldn’t.

      And just like that, my heart crumbled to pieces and left nothing in its wake but an aching, wretched hole.
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          Walker

        

      

    

    
      I’d been looking forward to seeing Nora all week. I couldn’t wait to celebrate her new job with her tonight and I’d planned a date for just the occasion.

      We’d start with dinner and drinks before heading to the movies, where we’d catch a late showing of a romantic comedy. Then as long as things went well, which they always did with Nora, we’d head back to my place for some quality one-on-one time.

      I pulled up outside of her townhouse close to six thirty in the evening. It was dark out and had been raining all day, but the clouds had cleared and left behind a clear, starry night sky. I was about to get out of my car and make my way to her door when it swung open and she stepped out wearing the indigo coat from the antique store in Hudson.

      She locked her front door and came down the steps to my car.

      She looked beautiful, as always.

      Under her coat, she wore black pants and black leather boots with silver tips on the toe. Her hair was down and curly and her lips sparkled with gloss.

      I got out of the car and hurried to the passenger side. I leaned in to steal a kiss when she brushed past, but she stepped forward and slid into the seat instead.

      Assuming she missed me leaning in, I closed the door behind her and walked around the hood to get behind the wheel. She’d already buckled up and was fixing her hair as I pulled back into the street.

      “So,” I said, testing the waters to see if it was in my head or if she was a little off, “how did all the paperwork go today?”

      After Nora’s interview yesterday, she’d been sent pages upon pages of material to review about Words from Abroad. It detailed what the expectations were if she were to work for them as a writer.

      She fidgeted with a buckle on her purse. “I managed to get through it all. It wasn’t too bad.”

      “You sent it all back to them? Is it official?”

      Nora nodded but didn’t look over at me. “It’s official. I’m a writer for Words from Abroad.”

      I reached over and put a hand on her thigh. “That’s great, Nora! Congratulations. I’m so proud of you. It must feel good to know everything you’ve wanted is right in the palm of your hands. Do you have free rein to decide where you want to go first or do they tell you?”

      “I can choose.”

      “And?”

      She finally looked up at me. “And what?”

      “And what?” I asked incredulously. What did she mean? This was it. Her big moment. After all her talk about travel and longing to be anywhere but in New York, she had to know where she wanted to jet off to first. “Where are you going to go?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not sure.”

      Something tugged at my gut. There was definitely something bothering her. Had I done something? Said the wrong thing? Crossed a line somewhere?

      “Is everything okay, Nora?” I asked.

      She nodded eagerly. “Yes, of course, everything is okay. I’m just hungry, is all. It’s been a long day. I hate paperwork.”

      “Let’s rectify that situation then.”

      Nora hardly said a word for the rest of the drive unless I spoke to her first. Even though she’d said everything was fine, by the time I parked outside the restaurant, I knew in my bones she wasn’t telling me the truth. She might have had her own reasons to hold back but I hoped it wasn’t something I’d done. Maybe she was being honest when she said she was just tired and hungry. Maybe the food would help.

      But something told me that was wishful thinking.

      We were taken to our seats by a bubbly waitress with short blonde hair and giant hoop earrings. She had a pretty smile and friendly personality, and after she sat us at a booth in the middle of the restaurant, she said she’d be back with water. She left us with two menus. Nora stared at hers but her eyes didn’t scan the page. She just stared at it, unseeing.

      “I’m craving a burger,” I said as I slid the menu to the edge of the table. “What are you going to get?”

      Nora put her menu on top of mine. “A burger sounds good.”

      It wasn’t like her not to scan the entire menu and make sure she was making the right choice—especially if she was starving. 

      She rested her forearms on the table and gazed at the candle flickering in the square glass votive holder beside the salt and pepper. The flame danced in her eyes and she hardly blinked.

      I decided to try one last time to cheer her up. “What about Bali?”

      “Hm?”

      “Bali,” I said. She wasn’t paying any attention to me. Her thoughts were somewhere else. For the first time ever in Nora’s company, I began to worry. “I’ve only heard good things. I’ve always wanted to go. It’s a destination hot spot for young travelers because of affordability. It might be a great way for you to break into acquiring a younger audience base to bring along with you for following articles.”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      Our waitress returned with our waters. Lemon wedges balanced precariously on the rims of the glasses while she plucked a notepad and pen from the front pocket of her apron. “You both look ready to order. What can I get for you?”

      We placed our orders. Nora hardly looked up from the table.

      When our server was gone, I bit the bullet. I couldn’t stand all this not knowing. Something was up and I was going to get to the bottom of it. If she hadn’t wanted to hang out with me tonight, she could have told me so rather than give me dejected answers and hardly make eye contact.

      My worry was turning into irritation and I wanted to stop that before it progressed any further.

      I reached across the table and took her hand in mine. Her eyes slid up to meet my gaze.

      “Nora, something is wrong. You’re not doing a good job of hiding it. Please, tell me what it is. Let me help.”

      Nora crumbled to pieces right before my eyes.

      It started with her shoulders. She pulled them inward, like she was trying to make herself as small as possible, before they slumped in defeat. She bowed her head, pulled her hand away from mine, and buried her face in her hands as tears started to flow. She shook her head and apologized over and over while my stomach turned into a giant, heavy, freezing cold stone.

      Oh no.

      I knew what was coming before she got herself under control and let her hands fall from her face. Her mascara left dark rivers down her cheeks that she didn’t bother to wipe away. Instead, she sniffled, cleared her throat, swallowed hard, and forced herself to speak.

      “Walker… I… I can’t do this anymore.”

      There it was. The kick in the gut I’d feared.

      I tried to navigate a response. How did one respond to something like this? I became acutely aware of the fact that I’d never had my heart broken before. Was this what it felt like? Cold, sharp, desolate?

      Merciless?

      I wanted to say something. I wanted to tell her it was okay. But no words came out.

      Nora wiped at her tears now, but they continued to fall. “I thought this was what I wanted, but now that I have this job, I’m not sure anymore. Travel is my dream right now. It has been for over a year. Two weeks ago, I would have done anything to get back on a plane and fly far, far away from here. Then you came into my life and turned everything upside down.” Nora looked down and picked at a splinter on her side of the table. “I always told myself that I would never give up on my dreams for a man—or for anyone else for that matter. I’d hate to give up on travel and look back and resent you for something that never would have been your fault in the first place.”

      That was a lot to take in. I was still hung up on the words, I thought this was what I wanted, because I knew she was what I wanted. I’d known it since our first date.

      And now she was slipping away from me with every passing second.

      “Say something,” Nora pleaded.

      “I…” I trailed off, ran my fingers through my hair, and shook my head. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “Please don’t hate me.”

      “Nora, I could never hate you.”

      She groaned and hid her face in her hands again. “Can’t you just scream at me or something? It would make this so much easier if for once you could just be mean to me.”

      I tried to smile, failed, and sighed. “I’m not going to do that.”

      “I know you aren’t.”

      My heart didn’t know whether to beat quickly or slow down. My skin felt cold but my insides felt like they were burning. What was this turmoil? How could I make it stop?

      I need a drink.

      I pushed away the impulse to drown my misery and instead tried one last time to change this around before it was too late. “Nora, this job doesn’t mean we have to end our relationship. People make things work all the time that are much more complicated than this. They talk it over. Work things out. Make compromises. How often will you be out of the country?”

      “Months at a time. Maybe another year. I don’t know.”

      “Right, well, we could—”

      “I can’t ask you to put everything on hold while you wait for me to maybe decide I want to settle down, Walker. That isn’t fair. You deserve so much more than that. I would never forgive myself for doing that to you.”

      “You wouldn’t be doing anything to me. We’d be choosing to see this through even if it wasn’t conventional.”

      Our waitress returned with our burgers and her cheery sing-song voice. “Anything else I can get for you, loves?”

      Nora looked away, hiding her tear-stained cheeks, puffy eyes, and pink nose.

      I shook my head. “No thank you.”

      The waitress seemed to pick up on the emotions at the table and excused herself immediately, leaving Nora and me alone in silence for what felt like an eternity before Nora finally turned her gaze back to me.

      “Walker? I think… I think…”

      “This is it?” I asked.

      Someone dropped their fork nearby. It crashed against their plate and hit the floor as they muttered a string of curses. My senses were working on overdrive as every fiber of my being prayed like hell Nora would change her mind in this final moment. A child screamed on the far side of the restaurant. Two waitresses giggled behind a glass partition while they poured glasses of soda. The mother of the screaming child took him outside to calm down.

      And all the while, Nora watched me, her eyes filling with more tears, her bottom lip trembling.

      Finally, she nodded. “This is it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I never touched my burger. Walker didn’t touch his food, either. 

      We’d sat in sullen silence for ten or so minutes after I stomped on his heart with my shoe, after which the waitress, a sweet girl with a good heart, asked if she could pack up our food for us so we could get out of there. Walker spoke for us, and five minutes later, the bill was paid and we were back in his car, which was beginning to smell like burgers and fries from our takeout boxes in the backseat.

      We made for my townhouse while my stomach rolled with guilt. He hadn’t said a word in over ten minutes. The music played but it was too soft to hear the lyrics. Traffic was bad but neither of us complained. The car was cold but neither of us seemed to notice.

      I turned myself toward the window and gazed out at the passing streetlights and pretended I was somewhere else. Somewhere far away.

      Somewhere like Prague, one of my favorite cities on my trip.

      If I were there walking the cobblestone streets and making friends with locals, my heart wouldn’t feel this way. I’d be carefree just like I was the last time I was there. 

      Wouldn’t I?

      The townhouse appeared as we turned onto my street and I found myself wishing for another five minutes with Walker even though we weren’t talking. He was consumed by his thoughts as I was with mine. If we had only a bit more time.

      I sighed. It wouldn’t have mattered. Getting out of this car and going inside were going to hurt regardless of how many more minutes we had. I might as well get it over with.

      Walker pulled over in his usual spot at the curb outside of my townhouse. He put the car in park and looked up at the front door. “Well, here we are.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I walk you to the door?”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t bear it. “It’s easier if I get out and you stay here.”

      “Is it?”

      It hurt to search his eyes and find pain there, along with grief. Both of those were my fault. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, my breath hitching.

      Walker nodded slowly but didn’t say a word. He didn’t tell me it was okay or that he forgave me or even that he understood. Part of me wanted him to. Couldn’t he say something? If he couldn’t say one of those things, couldn’t he get mad at me now that it was just the two of us and we weren’t in a busy restaurant?

      “Say something,” I pressed.

      Walker leaned back in his seat and rested a hand on the steering wheel. His chest rose in a sigh I couldn’t hear when he exhaled. “I wish you hadn’t made this decision for me.”

      That wasn’t what I’d been expecting. “Someone had to do what was right,” I said. 

      He grunted. It was half a scoff but somehow not a rude one. He disagreed.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again, knowing the words were falling flat and they didn’t change a damn thing. “And thank you. For everything. I loved every minute of being with you, even if it was only for a short time. You have no idea…” I trailed off. If I said too much, it was going to be impossible for me to get out of his car and get inside my house. I needed to cut it short for both our sakes. I lifted my chin and took a steadying breath. “Good luck with everything, Walker.”

      He looked over when I opened the door. “You too,” he said.

      And with that, I closed the door behind me, drew my jacket—the jacket he’d bought for me in Hudson—tighter around myself. I tucked my chin into my collar in hopes that if I ducked my head and bunched up my shoulders he couldn’t tell I was sobbing my heart out as I made my way up the stairs. 

      I struggled to find my keys in my purse and had an even harder time getting it in the lock because my tear-filled eyes made my vision so blurry. I opened the door a crack and light spilled in and I heard Walker drive away.

      When he was far enough down the street, I turned around and watched his brake lights disappear.

      Right when I thought my heart couldn’t hurt any worse, he disappeared around the corner and the grief doubled.

      It was over. We were over.

      “Fuck,” I whispered, the grief morphing with anger. Anger at myself for wanting more, for wanting to explore, for letting go of the best man I’d ever met in my life.

      Anger at the fact that I had to go inside and face both of my roommates when all I wanted to do was curl up in a ball on my bed and pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist for a while.

      Out there on the welcome mat, I decided I couldn’t let Julie and Grace see me falling apart like this. I wiped my eyes and took some breaths to get myself under control. All I needed to do was get past them and hurry up the stairs.

      How hard could that be?

      I swung into the house, closed the door behind me, and made for the bottom of the stairs immediately.

      “That was quick,” Grace said from the kitchen where she was chopping vegetables. “Did you guys not have dinner?”

      “I wasn’t feeling well,” I said, my voice thin and a little crackly. “I just need to go lay down. I’ll come back down in a bit. I just need some quiet.”

      “Okay.” Grace’s voice had an edge of uncertainty in it.

      I made my way up the stairs. Right as I rounded the railing at the top, I bumped right smack into Julie, who was coming out of her bedroom wrapped up in a bathrobe with a face mask on.

      “Oh!” She started. Julie put a hand on her chest. “Sorry, Nora. I didn’t see you there. I thought you were out? Did you—” She broke off and cocked her head. “Nora, are you okay?”

      I couldn’t keep it together any longer. “No, but I need to be alone. Please just give me some time before you tell Grace?” The tears started to flow. “I can’t—I can’t talk yet.”

      Julie, who I still hadn’t entirely warmed up to, gave me an understanding nod. “Grace and I will have dinner. I’ll keep her downstairs for at least an hour. Okay?”

      My voice cracked. “Thank you, Julie.”

      “But if you need anything, you know we’re here for you, okay? Whatever it is. For me, it’s mint chocolate-chip ice cream.” She moved to the top of the stairs and began descending. “Or a hot shower.”

      A hot shower didn’t seem like such a bad idea, so I went to my room, stripped out of my clothes, wrapped myself in my robe, and made my way down the hall to the bathroom where I turned on the water and waited for it to warm up. When the mirrors were fogged, I dropped my robe and stepped into the shower to let the water beat down on my back. All I managed to do before I fell apart was wash my face.

      After that, I pressed my back to the wall of the shower and slid all the way down until I was sitting on the floor in an inch of water with my knees drawn up to my chest. I rested my forehead against them, closed my eyes, and let the wave of pain I was holding back finally break over me.

      I cried for me and I cried for Walker.

      I cried for what I’d lost and what I’d stolen from him.

      Did he hate me? 

      Did he wish he’d never come and talked to me at his gallery that night?

      Did he think I was a coward?

      Every thought was followed by another, and each and every one only left me feeling worse. It had just been days ago when I couldn’t imagine my life without him, and now here I was, suffering in the first hour of losing him.

      How was I supposed to get through a night? A day? A week?

      How long would this last?

      How much was he hurting?

      God, I hoped he wasn’t hurting as much as I was. I couldn’t bear that.

      What is he doing right now?

      In the darkness behind my closed eyelids, I pictured Walker driving home alone and regretted it instantly. He didn’t try to be strong for me since I wasn’t there. He let the pain in and broke just like I had.

      “Fuck!” I plunged my fingers into my wet hair and cried until my throat hurt.

      The water had turned cool by the time someone knocked on the bathroom door.

      I lifted my head from my knees. “What?” I croaked.

      The door opened. “It’s me,” Grace said. She didn’t come in the bathroom, but she spoke into the steam, her voice soft and soothing. “Nora? You should get out of there before you turn into a prune. Come downstairs. We don’t have to talk about it. We can just put a movie on or something. There’s leftover chickpea salad. You should eat something.”

      I’d cried myself numb. Food had no appeal. Nothing did. “Five more minutes.”

      “No,” Grace said. “There’s no way the water is still warm. You’re going to freeze in there. It’s time to get out.”

      I tried to fight off another round of tears. How was it possible to hurt this much? “Please, Grace.”

      “No,” she said again, more firmly this time. “You don’t have to come downstairs if you don’t want to but I need you to get out of the shower, okay?”

      It took every ounce of strength I had to reach up and turn off the water. The bathroom got quieter and a steady drip from the showerhead drummed a steady numbing beat by my feet. 

      “Thank you,” Grace said. “I’m going to wait in the hall until you come out.”

      “Grace, I don’t need—”

      “I said I’m going to wait in the hall until you come out.” With that, she closed the bathroom door.

      I grumbled under my breath about how overbearing my cousin and best friend was. I knew she was doing it for my own good and I needed someone there looking out for me clearly. Otherwise, I’d have let myself turn into a popsicle in the shower. 

      By the time I dried off, I was shivering. Grace had been right. Nevertheless, I didn’t mind because at least I could feel something other than my broken heart. My teeth clattered as I wrapped my robe around myself and stepped out into the hall.

      Grace was leaning up against the wall with her arms crossed. She pushed off the wall when I came out and faced me. Her expression tightened, her brows drawing together, and she pulled me in for a warm hug. “I’m sorry, Nora.”

      I sniffled into her shoulder. “Me too.”
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          Walker

        

      

    

    
      My phone ringing on my nightstand woke me from a dream where Nora and I were still together.

      Reality came crashing down around me as I rolled over in bed and searched for my phone on my nightstand. I lifted it to my ear. “What?”

      Briar’s voice filled the line. “Walker? Where are you? Is everything okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re supposed to be here,” she said, her voice low like she didn’t want someone nearby to hear her. “Morianna and her husband have been waiting for almost forty-five minutes. I’ve been trying to call you.”

      Shit.

      Fuck.

      Shit.

      “Damn it.” My head spun when I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed. I’d indulged in a few too many glasses of bourbon after getting home from dropping Nora off last night and they’d done quick work on my system since I’d skipped dinner. “Tell them I’m on my way but I understand if they don’t want to wait.”

      “This isn’t a good look,” Briar said.

      “You don’t think I know that?” I snapped.

      “I’ll try to stall them.”

      She hung up on me.

      I cursed my spinning head, rolling gut, aching heart, and irritability. It wasn’t Briar’s fault everything had fallen apart last night and I was a miserable bastard this morning. She didn’t deserve any backlash. Not only would I have to make it up to the Ronfields somehow, but I’d have to make it up to Briar as well.

      Perhaps I’d be bringing her lattes for the next week or two.

      I didn’t have time to shower, so I brushed my teeth, put on some deodorant, threw on a pair of jeans and a crew neck, stepped into some sneakers, and rushed out the door with bed head, more than a five o’clock shadow, and a desire to throw up what liquor might still be in my stomach.

      The drive to the gallery was unpleasant. On three occasions, I thought I’d have to pull over and be sick. Somehow, I stayed in control, got to the gallery, and hurried inside to find Briar alone behind the reception desk.

      “Are they in the studio?” I asked.

      Briar looked me up and down, winced, and shook her head. “No, you missed them.”

      I wished there was something in this place I could beat the shit out of. “Son of a bitch.”

      Briar rolled her eyes and looked back down at whatever she was working on. “What happened to you? You look like hell.”

      “Did they seem angry?”

      “Morianna was annoyed that she got all prepared for another session and you didn’t show. A woman puts in a lot of work to feel confident for something like this. A man could never understand.”

      “And her husband?”

      “I think he’ll forgive you,” Briar said, “but he expects an explanation and an apology. And perhaps a discount.”

      “He’ll get one.”

      Briar put down her pen and rested a hand on her hip. “Are you going to answer my question?”

      I stared blankly at her.

      Briar sighed and walked around the desk. She was dressed nicely this morning in a white business dress with gold earrings and bracelets. Her shoes were royal blue. “Why are you late?”

      “I overslept.”

      “And why do you look like you just rolled out of a nightclub?”

      “I… had a few drinks too many last night.”

      “That’s not your style.” She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes skeptically. “Are you going to spit it out or do I have to keep asking questions?”

      This was getting me nowhere. I didn’t want to say the words aloud because I was afraid of what they’d do to me, but Briar deserved to know what was going on. I sighed, rubbed the back of my neck, and spilled. “Nora ended things last night.”

      Briar blinked. Her expression softened, as did her posture. She let her arms fall to her sides. “Are you serious, Walker?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “What happened? I thought everything was going so well.”

      “So did I.”

      Briar struggled to find the right words, and when she failed, she offered me a simple, “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah. I think there’s a lot of that going around right now. That’s all Nora could say, too.”

      Sympathy was written all over her face, in the thin line of her pursed lips, her furrowed brow, and the way she was looking at me. “You stay here. I’m going to get us coffees. You need a pick-me-up.”

      “Let me. I snapped at you on the phone and—”

      “Walker, just sit down and drink some water or something.” She picked up her purse from where she kept it in a cubby under the desk. She snapped the clasp open and rummaged around for her wallet, which she pulled out before tucking her purse away. “I’ll be five minutes. Maybe call Mr. Ronfield while I’m gone and get it over with? The less time he waits, the better. For you, too.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      She flashed me a smile. “Be honest with him. He’ll understand. He’s a romantic, that man.”

      I recalled the way he and his wife had looked at each other during our last painting session and how sweetly they’d spoken to each other when they thought I wasn’t paying attention. Briar was right, he was a romantic, and maybe there would be some room for forgiveness if I was open with him.

      Then again, it felt a little unprofessional.

      Nevertheless, after Briar stepped out of the gallery to grab coffees, I called my highest paying client and caught him on the third ring. “Mr. Ronfield,” I said. “It’s Walker Vice. I’m calling to apologize for missing our appointment this morning. That was unprofessional of me and I regret wasting your time as well as your wife’s. I understand if this jeopardizes our partnership.”

      He had me on speakerphone in his car. I could hear the telltale sounds of surrounding traffic and his wife’s murmur as she said something under her breath.

      Mr. Ronfield finally spoke. “It wasn’t how Morianna and I intended to start our day, Walker.”

      I didn’t say anything. What else was there?

      “But we do hope to make another appointment with you and continue our work together. Morianna is pleased with how the first piece is turning out and neither of us want to stop now that we’ve gotten started. However, if this happens again, we will be forced to re-evaluate.”

      “I understand and I appreciate your flexibility.”

      Morianna’s voice filled the line. “We hope everything is okay, Walker. Your assistant seemed concerned this morning and said it was quite out of character for you to not show up.”

      Briar had quickly become the backbone of my operation and I was eternally grateful I’d hired her—and to her for making my life easier. She cared about my work, my success, and, well, me. Her advice had been to be honest with my clients, so I did as she said.

      “I’ve never missed an appointment,” I said. “I had some personal—” I broke off. That wasn’t being honest. That was a politician’s answer. Vague. Thin. Masked. I sighed. “The girl of my dreams broke up with me last night and I went on a bit of a bender. It never should have conflicted with my work, though.”

      There was quiet on the other end.

      “She’s a fool,” Morianna said.

      Mr. Ronfield scolded her. “Morianna, that’s not our concern.”

      “She’s a fool,” his wife said again, “to walk away from a man like you. You are forgiven, Walker. There is always room to step back when it comes to matters of the heart. Take some time. We’ll reconnect in a week or two and discuss more sessions.”

      Her graciousness did not go unappreciated. “Thank you.”

      I ended the call feeling a little less like a piece of garbage who’d wasted the precious time of my most valuable clients and more like a hollow skin suit. Telling people that Nora and me were over left less room to delude myself into thinking she might change her mind and come back to me.

      Briar returned with coffees and breakfast sandwiches. The thought of eating made me nauseated and clammy, so I started with the coffee and a bottle of water from the bar fridge under the desk while Briar set to work on her sandwich.

      Between bites, she dabbed at her lips with a napkin. “Did you call them?”

      “We worked it out,” I confirmed. “They’re good people.”

      Briar nodded. “Can I ask what happened between you and Nora?”

      I shrugged. “Nothing happened. She was offered a writing job that will allow her to travel the world, and she didn’t want me to sit around waiting for her. Traveling has always been her dream and she told me she made a promise to herself a long time ago that she would never choose a man over her dreams.”

      “It takes a strong woman to stick to those convictions, especially when she has a man like you falling at her feet.”

      I didn’t have it in me to crack a joke and tell her I wasn’t falling at her feet. Instead, I just nodded solemnly. “I don’t understand how this can hurt so bad when I only knew her for two and a half weeks.”

      “You don’t?” Briar asked with a knowing smile.

      I blinked at her over the lid of my coffee cup. “No, I don’t.”

      She chuckled and shook her head at me the way a mother might at a toddler misbehaving in the cutest way. “Because you’re madly in love with her, Walker.”

      I groaned and hung my head. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah.” Briar nodded. “Fuck.”

      “It doesn’t change anything.”

      Briar’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Are you sure?”
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I hovered my mouse over the “Book Now” button at the bottom of the booking engine page. I’d spent the last three hours online looking at flights and hotels. This was an entirely different approach to travel than what I was used to, mostly the hotel part, and I thought I would have butterflies in my stomach before I bit the bullet and committed to my first destination, Bali.

      But there were no butterflies. Instead, my stomach felt like it was full of cold, wet, slimy slugs.

      This was the fourth time I’d reached this stage in the booking process and gotten cold feet since I sat down on the sofa. Why couldn’t I just buy the damn tickets? I didn’t have anything to lose. My first check from Words from Abroad would more than cover my airfare and the promise of more money two weeks from now would keep me fed and housed while I enjoyed everything Bali had to offer for the two weeks I was there.

      Then I’d move onto the next destination.

      But I had to book the first flight in order to get there. Why does this feel so scary?

      There was way less at stake this go around compared to when I booked my trip to London. I wasn’t running away from disapproving parents or abandoning several years worth of study in a subject I wasn’t passionate about. I wasn’t going in blind. I knew what to expect. I knew how to be alone.

      So why did my chest feel like it was caving in and I could hardly breathe?

      I slapped my laptop closed and slumped low on the sofa with a disgruntled huff. “This is bullshit.”

      Now was the time I was supposed to be happy. Elated even.

      This is what I want, isn’t it?

      Julie, who’d been puttering around the house all day because she didn’t have any appointments, looked up from the drawer she was organizing in the kitchen. “Anything I can help with?”

      “No,” I said morosely.

      “Did you book your flight?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      I shot her a dark look. “Because I didn’t book it, okay?”

      She smiled. She’d gotten used to my poor attitude and seemed not to hold it against me even though I held everything against her. In my eyes, she was still too perfect, too refined, too wise to be a real person. She was the sort of woman who hardly ever made mistakes, and when she did, they somehow worked out in her favor.

      We all know someone like that and there is nothing more irritating than a beautiful woman with the world at her fingertips and horseshoes up her ass smiling at you when your life feels like it’s falling apart.

      Her good intentions didn’t matter to me at the moment.

      Julie came over and joined me on the sofa. She kicked her heels up onto the coffee table. “Are you second-guessing Bali as your first stop?”

      “I don’t know.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and squeezed my eyes closed. 

      “Are you experiencing doubts?”

      I cracked open one eye and peered at her. “Don’t try and therapize me right now.”

      Julie giggled softly. “I would never. I’m merely asking questions.”

      “Fine, I may have some doubts. But I don’t know what they are and I don’t know why I have them. Three days ago, I knew what I wanted. Now that I have it? Well, it doesn’t feel like a victory anymore. What’s wrong with me?”

      “Maybe you didn’t want it as badly as you thought you did.”

      I considered that but I knew it wasn’t correct. This was a dream come true. “That’s not it.”

      Julie pursed her lips. “Maybe you want something else more. Or should I say someone else?”

      I sighed. There it was. The glaring, neon, flashing red warning sign. Stop.

      “Walker,” I breathed.

      Julie nodded. “Walker.”

      “I did what I had to do.”

      “You did what you believed you had to do.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      Julie tucked her legs up under herself and turned sideways to face me. She rested one elbow on the back of the sofa so she could press her temple into her palm. “Just because we believe something is the right choice doesn’t make it so. Sometimes we need to misstep to realize we’ve made a miscalculation.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Is miscalculation the fancy word you use with your clients instead of ‘mistake’?”

      “Sometimes.”

      I surprised myself by chuckling. “I thought you weren’t therapizing me?”

      “I lied.”

      I chewed my inner lip. “So… what is someone to do when they think they might have made a miscalculation?”

      “You have to gain some objectivity.”

      “And how do I do that?”

      Julie gave me a shit-eating grin. “We talk about it.”

      “Fuck me,” I growled.

      She snickered and patted my knee. “Just indulge me, okay? We can stop at any time.”

      “Fine.” I leaned forward and put my laptop on the coffee table before mimicking how she was sitting in the opposite corner of the sofa so we were facing each other. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Why did you break up with Walker?”

      “Because it wasn’t fair of me to leave him behind and go traveling to pursue my dream while expecting him to wait for me to get it out of my system. What if I never did? What if I made him wait for me for six months and realized I wanted to live in Australia? What if I broke promises? What if—”

      “What if he wanted to come to Australia with you?”

      I hesitated. “Sorry?”

      “Did you ask him if he was open to travel?”

      “Well, no, because his life is here.”

      “You made his choice for him, Nora. He said as much to you when you got out of the car.”

      After I got out of the shower last night, I’d told Julie and Grace all about the last time I saw Walker. They’d sat and listened and supported me. They’d shed tears with me. They’d made me feel better when I didn’t think that was possible.

      But now Julie could use the truth against me. I wasn’t sure I liked that very much.

      “I made the hard choice for both of us before we got in too deep,” I said.

      “If you’re questioning booking your trip like this, how can you be sure the hard choice was the right choice?”

      Why did she have to have her follow-up questions locked and loaded? Was this what therapy was? I felt like I was coming under fire for looking out for the man I loved.

      That was what I’d done last night. I’d broken things off to spare him more hurt down the road. I’d made sure we could both move forward with our lives.

      That was what mature people did when they cared about each other. Wasn’t it?

      I massaged my temples. “I’m confused now.”

      Julie sat up a little straighter. “Can I be honest with you, Nora?”

      “Yes.”

      “We don’t always get to choose when and who we fall in love with. There are some things that are completely out of our control. What’s within our control is how we respond to changes. Travel makes you happy, but so does Walker. Maybe there is still a way that you can have both without having to sacrifice the other.” Julie smiled reassuringly and put her hand on mine. “You’re not a traditional woman, Nora. You blaze your own trail. I think it might be time for you to find one that’s a little wider so there’s room for two people. What do you think?”

      Room for two people?

      I licked my lips. “I think it’s getting harder and harder for me to dislike you, Julie.”

      Julie threw her head back and laughed. “Well, that’s good to hear because I’ve been biding my time waiting for you to warm up to me.”

      The laughter died in her eyes and I stared down at my lap. “I’m scared.”

      “Of what?”

      “I don’t want to hurt him again down the road. What if I take your advice? What if we try to make this work while I travel and things fall apart and we can’t make it work and I end up in the exact same position a year from now? What if it hurts even more than this?”

      “You have to decide if that’s a risk you’re willing to take. You know for a fact Walker is. He didn’t want to end things. He wanted you.”

      I grimaced. “He doesn’t know how hard it will be.”

      “Nora, it doesn’t have to be hard. Make room for adjustments. Maybe you want to start by booking two seats on your flight to Bali instead of one.”

      “That seems extreme.”

      Julie nodded. “Or you could just talk to him now that you’ve both had some time to think and process and wade through the muck.”

      “And if he doesn’t want to talk to me?”

      “That’s your fear talking. I saw the way he looked at you when he was here for dinner. He’s head over heels for you, Nora. And you’re in love with him, too. It’s obvious. And even though this might be overstepping and I never like to give my clients straightforward advice like this, I need to tell you, I think you’d be making a huge miscalculation if you never gave him a chance to start this adventure with you.”

      I didn’t realize I’d started crying again until Julie stood up and grabbed a box of tissues from the counter and brought it back to me.

      “Thank you.” I sniffled as I pulled one free and dabbed at my eyes.
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          Walker

        

      

    

    
      I blew through the intersection on a yellow light. The person in the left-hand turning lane going the opposite way laid on their horn before completing their turn. I watched them go in my rearview mirror as I dropped from fifth to fourth gear and stepped on the gas. My Maserati hummed and booted forward, and I wove between a taxi and a minivan going far too slow to be considered reasonable. Another horn honked, presumably the minivan.

      I didn’t care who I pissed off. I had a girl to get to.

      A girl who I wasn’t going to let throw in the towel without a proper fight.

      I never should have let her get out of my car last night without trying harder to keep her. I never said my point of view. Not really. I never took my chance to get her to see reason and explain that this dream job of hers didn’t have to mean the end of us.

      Why had I been so willing to roll over?

      Shock.

      That was what I chalked it up to as I left the core of Manhattan behind and sped toward the more residential areas and older neighborhoods of the city. Finally, after what felt like ages, I made it to Nora’s street.

      My usual parking spot was taken.

      “Seriously?” I growled at the blue coupe parked in my spot. 

      This was just my luck. I crawled down the street, minding the speedbumps, and kept my eyes peeled for an open spot. Apparently, noon was a hard time to find a spot to park. People must have come home on their lunch breaks or picked the kids up from school or something. It was a family friendly neighborhood, after all.

      Someone pulled out of a spot on the opposite side of the street. I picked up a bit of speed and grimaced as I went over a speedbump a little too fast and scraped my front fender. I turned into the first driveway I came across and reversed back out onto the street to turn around. 

      Yet another person honked at me.

      I didn’t give a damn if I cut them off. I needed that parking spot. Otherwise, I was going to abandon my Maserati in the middle of the road while I knocked on Nora’s door and told her everything on my mind and heart. Would I get towed? Highly likely.

      Would it be worth it?

      Only if she takes me back.

      The car behind me rode my ass as I circled back to the open parking spot. I parallel parked while the woman behind the wheel of the SUV behind me threw her hands in the air. I assumed she’d been planning on taking this spot.

      You snooze, you lose.

      I got out of my car after she sped past while shooting me a dark glare. I waved back with a tight-lipped smile and hoped it didn’t put too much of a damper on her day. Then I jogged across the street, hopped up on the curb, and ran three townhouses down until I reached the bottom of the steps of Nora’s unit.

      I swallowed as I stared up at the door.

      This was it. 

      It was either all up or all down from here.

      She might kick me out on my ass and get angry with me for not respecting her wishes. Knowing Nora, that wasn’t entirely unlikely. She was a woman who knew her mind and I was showing up about to question that.

      Is this really the right thing to do?

      I thought of Briar. Before I left the gallery, she’d reminded me that she and Wes almost didn’t work out, and they never would have had their happy ever after if he hadn’t fought for her and put it all on the line. She reminded me that people constantly think they know what they want when in reality the thing they really want is the thing they’re running from.

      It was a mind-bender but it made sense.

      It was crystal clear in my mind what I wanted, and that was Nora. I wanted her in any capacity I could have her. If that meant I wouldn’t see her much because she was solo traveling, so be it. We could make that work. If it meant I got to travel the world with her?

      Well, that hardly seemed like a con to me.

      I ran my fingers through my hair in an effort to tame the wild case of bed head I’d woken up with. I was still a bit of a mess. I hadn’t showered and my clothes were as disheveled as my hair. I’d been struggling and Nora would be able to see that as soon as she laid eyes on me.

      Assuming she was home, of course.

      Oh fuck me, what if she’s not even home?

      What if I’d gone through all this panic and cut off thirty strangers in traffic for nothing?

      Just go knock on the damn door.

      I put one foot in front of the other and climbed the stairs to the black front door. It seemed to taunt me. Its glossy black surface reminded me that I’d been kicked aside. I wasn’t wanted here. The woman inside was doing just fine without me. She wanted this. The pain of the goodbye was worth it to her.

      I gave my head a shake.

      My internal voice was wreaking havoc on my confidence. 

      Before I had a chance to second-guess any longer, I lifted my hand to knock.

      Seconds before my knuckles hit the door, it swung inward. Nora, wrapped up in layers to brave the cold, had her back to me as she pulled the door closed behind her, and she backed right into me. She yelped and stumbled before unceremoniously pitching forward as she caught the toe of her shoe on the lip of the doorway.

      I reached out and caught her arm to steady her. I pulled her up and turned her around.

      Nora gazed up at me with huge, startled eyes. They were still puffy from crying. Had she been up all night? Had she been crying this morning? Was she suffering just as much as I was?

      God, I hoped not.

      “Walker?” she breathed. Her eyes slid past me and she looked up and down the street for my car. “What are you doing here?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “Yes, we do. I was just about to come to your gallery and—”

      “Nora?”

      She gazed up at me with slightly parted lips. Her breath evaporated between us. “Yes?”

      “I’m in love with you.”

      Somehow, her eyes widened even more.

      “I think I’ve loved you since the minute I saw you,” I continued. I hadn’t meant to come out of the gate so strong like this, but now that the words were tumbling out of me, I couldn’t make them stop. “You lit something in me that hasn’t burned in a long time and I didn’t realize it until you ended things last night. Nora, I’m falling apart without you. I can’t think straight. I can’t taste my food. Hell, I can’t even eat anything. I drank myself to sleep last night hoping the liquor would keep dreams of you at bay because you were all I could think about when I was awake and it was literally killing me to know you were no longer mine. But you found me in my drunken dreams anyway, and when I woke up…” I trailed off and ran an exasperated hand through my hair as Nora looked at me like she hung on every word I said. “When I woke up, the world felt so much darker than it ever used to be and I can’t imagine spending another day without you. I know this is a lot. And I know it’s unfair to unload all this shit on you when you have your own plans but I couldn’t let you end things without telling you exactly how I feel about you.”

      Nora pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead.

      I winced. “I’m sorry. Fuck, Nora. I’m not trying to make this harder. I just—”

      “Stop talking.”

      I shut my mouth.

      Nora looked me over. Her eyes landed on my hair, my untucked shirt, my unshaven jaw. “You’re a mess, Walker.”

      “I know.”

      She smiled. “So am I.”

      “You are?” I asked hopefully. I gave my head a shake. “That came out wrong. I don’t want you to be a mess. Well, I kind of do because that means maybe you’re having second thoughts. Please for the love of all that is good, tell me you’re having second thoughts.”

      Nora pinched her bottom lip between her teeth. It wasn’t the kind of lip biting she did when she was anxious. This was bashful, charming.

      This was the Nora I loved.

      “Walker?”

      “Yes?”

      “I love you, too.”

      The pit in my stomach and the hole in my chest suddenly filled in with hope. “You do?”

      “I do. And I have for a while. Maybe not as early as you but I can’t help that I’m so loveable.”

      I chuckled. “That you are, in a prickly, snarly, twisted sort of way.”

      “Hey,” she said firmly.

      “Just saying.”

      She rolled her eyes and stepped in so close that I could smell her citrus shampoo and vanilla body spray. “I’ve loved you since Hudson,” she cooed. “I don’t think it will be easy for us to make this work but I’m willing to try.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I said. “Anywhere you want to go, take me with you. I’ve talked to Briar and she’s willing to step up and run the galleries while I’m gone. Everything would be in good hands with her. She’ll give us room to figure out what balance works for us.”

      Nora’s eyes were glassy with tears. “Are you really willing to change your whole life around for me?”

      “I’m all in. Are you?”

      She nodded. “I am.”

      I couldn’t wait any longer. I surged forward and gathered her up in my arms. She let out a delighted squeal that I silenced with a kiss. She wrapped her arms around my neck and plunged her fingers into my hair. The kiss deepened and I savored every second after thinking I’d never feel the warm press of her perfect lips again.

      Just then, the door opened.

      I put Nora down and we both watched Julie come out of the townhouse. Her cheeks were flushed as she offered us a flustered smile. “I’m going to go into the office for an appointment. You two head inside where it’s warm and enjoy having the house to yourself. I think you could use it.”

      Nora frowned. “I thought you didn’t have any appointments today?”

      “I don’t. I was trying to be subtle. Do me a favor and stay out of my room and the kitchen, okay?”

      Nora giggled. “Okay.”

      Julie brushed past me and hurried down the steps. When she reached the sidewalk, Nora called after her. Julie paused and looked up at us.

      “Thank you, Julie,” Nora said.

      Julie grinned. “You’re welcome.”

      After that, Julie hurried off down the sidewalk and out of sight.

      I turned to Nora. “What was that all about?”

      “She gave me some good advice this morning.”

      “Does that mean I owe her a thank you, too?”

      “It couldn’t hurt,” Nora said.

      “First things first,” I said, stepping toward the door and nudging it open with my hip. “Get your ass in this house so we can take her up on her offer.”

      Nora giggled and slipped past me into the townhouse. “Yes, sir.”
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      Walker shrugged out of his leather jacket and laid it over the back of the sofa. He turned his attention to me as I struggled to get out of all the layers of clothing I’d put on for my trip to his gallery, where I’d fully intended on apologizing for throwing away the best thing that had ever happened to me. Now the layers were a barrier between my skin and Walker’s touch and I’d never been more desperate to strip down to my birthday suit in my life.

      Walker chuckled as I struggled to get out of one of my sweaters. “Need some help?”

      “Please.”

      He locked the front door before he helped me wriggle out of my two layers of sweaters and my spandex undershirt. I stood before him in my bra and jeans and reached for his waistband to start stripping him.

      He hesitated.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I haven’t showered this morning.”

      “Dirty boy.”

      “I was hungover and feeling sorry for myself and late for a client appointment, so I rolled out of bed in a hurry.”

      “That explains this,” I said, reaching up and running my fingers over the stubble on his jaw. “I kind of like it.”

      “Oh?”

      “It suits you. Besides, I have a bit of a thing for rugged men.”

      “Lucky me. So, I don’t have to shower?”

      I giggled. “Rugged doesn’t mean unhygienic, you barbarian. How about we shower together?”

      That seemed to catch his interest because he nodded eagerly. I led him up the stairs while memories of our time in the bathtub at Tiger House played in my mind. I remembered how good it felt to soak in the hot water while he pressed himself deep inside me. I remembered how he’d held me like he might never let go, like he owned me.

      My insides ached for that again.

      On the second-story landing, I steered him to the bathroom and turned on the water in the shower I’d cried in for almost an hour last night. It would feel wonderful to wash those memories away for good and replace them with something better. He closed the bathroom door and stripped out of his shirt, pants, and boxers. I did the same and we left our clothes in a messy pile on the linoleum floors before stepping under the hot spray of water and tilting our heads back to let it run through our hair.

      Walker held my face in his hands and drew me to him for kisses. “I thought I would have to beg you to reconsider.”

      I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around his waist. “And I thought you might not be able to forgive me.”

      “You were only doing what you thought was best at the time.”

      “I hurt you.”

      Walker nodded and I appreciated his honesty. “You shook me up and made me realize what I’d lost. I think this gave us a chance to see what we really have here, Nora. We couldn’t turn our backs on it. Even though one of us tried,” he added with a devilish smile.

      “Are you going to remind me of that every time we have a fight now?”

      “I wasn’t planning on it but now that you mention it…”

      I laughed. “What have I done?”

      He let his hands wander over my shoulders, waist, and hips. “You’ve changed everything I thought I knew.”

      He’d done the same for me.

      The hum of the shower and the gentle rush of the water hitting the floor at our feet faded into the background as Walker stole more kisses. He made it difficult to achieve our objective of being in the shower, which was to clean ourselves up, but we managed between kisses. He soaped up my loofah and massaged my whole body with it, leaving me smelling like lemons. I did the same for him, and as I rinsed the loofah in the stream of water, I watched him massage my shampoo into his scalp.

      I traced the lines of his profile with my gaze as he closed his eyes and lathered. I admired his strong jaw, sharp nose, and perfect lips. I savored the sight of his Adam’s apple and the way his collarbones gave way to strong shoulders. His torso narrowed at his hips and my attention got caught up as my gaze fell on his cock, straight up and proud.

      I bit my bottom lip and glanced back up at him as he stepped under the stream of water and let it wash the shampoo out of his hair.

      I couldn’t help myself. The wait was too long.

      While he rinsed his hair, I went to my knees on the shower floor. I gripped his thighs to let him know I was there and felt his muscles tighten. I leaned in and pressed my lips to his tip. His stomach flinched in surprise. I smiled before taking him in my mouth and using my tongue against the base of his shaft to guide him to the back of my throat. He hurried to rinse away the lingering shampoo so he could get a good look at me as I held him deep in my throat.

      The growl that escaped him set my nerve endings on fire.

      I took my time working him over. Walker reached down and pulled my wet hair away from my cheeks. He strained against the pleasure and gently rocked his hips forward. I sat up higher on my heels, spread my knees on the floor, and reached down to rub myself. My arousal left me swollen and supple. 

      Walker grew impatient and grabbed me by the elbow to pull me to my feet. A giggle escaped me as he turned me around and pressed me flush against the glass wall of the shower with my back to him. He pressed a knee between my thighs and forced me to spread my legs while leaning in close and applying pressure to my back with his body.

      His free hand wandered down between my legs, and two fingers stroked my pussy.

      “I worried I’d never feel your body like this again,” he whispered in my ear.

      I leaned my head back against his shoulder. “Me too. But you have me now.”

      He eased his fingers inside me. My breath hitched and my muscles tightened until my thighs ached.

      He gave me more. I leaned more heavily against him and he held me up as he fucked me slowly with his fingers. Pleasure thrummed through me, fuzzy and warm, and it became impossible to keep my eyes open.

      And to stay quiet.

      I whimpered and squirmed, trapped between him and the glass wall. Walker held fast, unyielding, until I could hardly take it anymore.

      His stubble-rough cheek grazed mine and he pinched my earlobe between his teeth before whispering in my ear. “You don’t have to hold back,” he purred. “Let go.”

      My thighs trembled and my spine curved.

      It wasn’t that simple. I wasn’t holding anything back. My whole body strained against the building release. I could feel myself tightening around his fingers. He must have felt it too because he pressed in harder, faster, and curled his fingers against my G-spot until a cry tore out of me and stars exploded behind my eyelids.

      “That’s it,” he said huskily in my ear. “You’re so sexy, baby.”

      My orgasm left me breathless and euphoric. Walker turned off the water and held me up so he could dry us off. While he ran the towel over my skin, he paused to kiss my breasts and flick his thumbs over my nipples. He kissed my collarbones, navel, hips, and thighs, and when he was down on his knees, he lifted one of my legs over his shoulder so he could lick my pussy while he looked up at me.

      I had to lean against the corner of the shower to stay balanced on my foot while he licked and suckled and brought me right back to the brink of another release. He backed off seconds before I came undone with a cheeky smile.

      “Tease,” I said in a trembling voice.

      He straightened. “Let’s take this to the bedroom, shall we?”

      He didn’t give me time to respond. Still damp, he hoisted me over his shoulder and carried me out of the bathroom and down the hall to my bedroom, where he threw me down on my unmade bed. 

      “Are you the kind of girl who keeps condoms in her nightstand?” he asked.

      “Do you want me to be?”

      He chuckled as he went to his knees between my thighs. “It would help our current situation.”

      “Then yes, I am that kind of girl.”

      He leaned over me. I reached up and traced the silhouette of his abs and pectoral muscles with my fingertips while he rummaged through my drawer until he found a box of condoms.

      He pulled one free and held it in front of my eyes. “Do I need to worry about these being expired?”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “I bought them before I went away, so they’re over a year old.”

      “What’s life without a little risk, right?”

      I giggled. “I’m pretty sure condoms are good for something like five years.”

      Walker tore open the wrapper. He sat back to roll it on before leaning over me again and planting one hand on either side of my head. I spread my legs in invitation and he dropped his hips. His cock grazed my pussy and he teased me until I couldn’t take it anymore and reached down to guide him inside me.

      He filled me up and I moaned with gratitude. His cock felt so good. 

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, reached up, and pulled him down to me. Our lips crashed together and I held him there, desperate for all I could have of him. Walker buried himself inside me over and over, and the bed creaked and groaned beneath us. He fucked me deeper into the mattress until my blankets were built up all around me and all I could see was him.

      There was nothing more beautiful in the world than him.

      Walker’s kisses grew more intense and he held my face in his hands as he fucked me harder. Soon, I could hardly contain myself, and my breathless sighs turned into cries of pleasure as he fucked me with wild, unbridled lust.

      “Yes!” I screamed at my ceiling.

      Walker’s fingers plunged into my hair. His fingers tightened into a fist. The strain on my scalp was glorious. He had the control and I gave in. My toes curled and another scream escaped as my orgasm tore through me.

      Walker’s shoulders rolled and he shook above me. Our release was simultaneous and left us both panting for breath with our foreheads pressed together and electricity humming in our veins.

      I ran my hands over his back and shoulders. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” he breathed.

      I could have lain there forever counting his eyelashes and thanking the universe for leading me to him.

      But we had a trip to Bali to book.
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          Walker

        

      

    

    
      “Ouch.” I shook my hand and my singed thumb and forefinger after the flame on the match burnt down to my fingertips. 

      It had taken some time, but I managed to get all hundred candles lit in the gallery in less than ten minutes.

      The curtains were closed over the windows, plunging the whole gallery into darkness before the candles sputtered to life and filled the place with soft, warm, romantic lighting. The dancing flames reflected off the glossy floors and the effect made it seem like there were actually two hundred lit candles in the place.

      Win for me.

      The sun had gone down over two hours ago. Across the street, the coffee shop had closed, and Briar had gone home for the night, leaving me alone in the gallery to prepare for my evening with Nora. She was being dropped off any minute now by Grace so we could enjoy a romantic evening together. She had no idea what I had planned but had been told to arrive with an appetite.

      In the middle of my gallery, I’d set a table for two. Candles sat on the floor near our chairs but at a safe distance that wouldn’t catch our clothes or the sheer black tablecloth on fire. Short-stemmed red roses were nestled in a glass vase between two more candles on the table, and the reflection of the flames echoed on the gold cutlery.

      The sound system, which I hardly ever used, played soft and romantic music through the speakers mounted on the walls. A bottle of champagne sat chilling in a bucket of ice on the table, and more wine waited in the bar fridge if needed.

      My fingertips still burned several minutes after I lit the last candle, so I wandered into my studio to run them under cold water. It was then that someone knocked on the gallery door.

      I turned off the water, patted my fingers dry on the towel, and hurried back out into the gallery to the front door. I unlocked it and pushed it open, revealing a bright-eyed Nora dressed to the nines for our date.

      “Hi, handsome,” she said as she tried to sneak a glance past me at my gallery.

      I leaned with her, blocking her view. She scowled at me as I peered over the top of her head at Grace, who had pulled over to the curb to drop Nora off. I waved at her. “Thank you, Grace,” I called.

      “You’re welcome. Have a good night, you two. Don’t do something I wouldn’t do.”

      Nora rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom.” Her gaze slid back to me. “What are you hiding in there?”

      “I might have a surprise for you.”

      “I thought we were going to dinner?”

      “I never said that.”

      She frowned and cocked her head to the side. Her hair fell over one shoulder. “Walker? What are you up to?”

      She looked beautiful tonight. Well, she looked beautiful every night, but tonight, she was especially radiant. Her hair seemed fuller and shinier, and her lips were bright red and shimmery. She’d done something different with her eye makeup too. It was gold and warm, and she’d lined her eyes, something she never did. Her cheeks were intentionally rosy and caught the light as she turned her head to the side to try to peer past me one last time.

      Finally, I stepped back and invited her inside. “Welcome to your own private showing, complete with a full-course meal and, of course, champagne.”

      Nora gasped when she stepped into the gallery.

      I locked up behind her as she soaked in the sight of our table for two and all the candles. She spun to face me. “You did all this?”

      “I did.” I slid my hands in my pockets. “Do you like it?”

      “Like it?” she breathed, turning in a full circle. “I love it!”

      She paused when she spotted a dark place on the wall. A black curtain hung in front of a painting that had just been installed this afternoon.

      “What’s under there?” she asked.

      “It’s a new piece from my recent collection.”

      Nora knew I’d been working on several new pieces over the last two weeks and was intent on adding them to the showroom before she and I started traveling. I wanted the gallery to be fresh while I was away, which meant I had needed to paint like a madman.

      Lucky for me, inspiration was at my fingertips.

      “Can I see it?” Nora asked.

      “After we eat.”

      Nora watched me with curiosity as I went behind the reception desk and opened the mini fridge. She took a seat at the table while I pulled out a basket with our meal inside. I brought it over to the table and set it down before lifting the gingham cloth resting on top of it.

      Nora strained to see over the edge of the basket as I began removing items and placing them on the table.

      “First,” I said, “we have a selection of homemade finger sandwiches. Cucumber and cream cheese, egg salad, or ham and swiss.”

      “Very sophisticated,” Nora said. She wore a charming smile and her eyes glittered with intrigue as I reached back in the basket.

      “Next, we have chocolate-dipped strawberries. A must, really.”

      “Obviously.”

      “And I can’t forget the expertly diced cantaloupe, the perfectly tossed Greek salad, or the celery with cheese whiz.”

      “A staple in every home.” Nora giggled.

      Nora wasn’t a fancy girl, and I wasn’t a fancy guy. Sure, the setting for our date was elegant, but our meal was not, and I knew it would be the perfect combination. The way Nora smiled at me suggested I’d hit the nail on the head.

      I lifted the lids off the Tupperware containers and we began picking items to put on our plates.

      Nora started off with a cucumber and cream cheese sandwich, which she polished off in three large bites before licking cream cheese from her fingers and nodding with satisfaction. “You’re a wonderful chef.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I poured us each a glass of champagne. “A toast?”

      Nora picked up her glass and held it up, waiting for me to speak.

      “To whatever comes next.”

      Nora smiled. “I like that.”

      We tapped our glasses together and continued our meal.

      “Did you ever tell your folks we’d broken up?” I asked after downing my first sandwich.

      Nora shook her head. “Are you kidding me? For the first time in my life, I was seeing someone they approved of. It hadn’t even occurred to me to call them before we got back together. Even if it had, I would have waited until I was out of the country.”

      “I should’ve known.”

      “Yes, you should have,” she teased. “Did you tell anyone?”

      “My assistant.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She told me I looked like shit and went across the street to buy me a coffee.”

      Nora giggled. “Oh.”

      “She was also very supportive and the reason I showed up on your doorstep. Without her pushing me, I might have continued to wallow in self-pity.”

      “Well, you wouldn’t have wallowed for long.” Nora took a sip of champagne and held it aloft with an approving nod before going in for a second and third sip. “I was on my way to you. I was going to come here first, and if I didn’t find you, I’d have shown up at your apartment.”

      “I’m glad I had the chance to collect myself.”

      “Me too. Because your assistant was right. You were a hot mess.”

      I swept my arm across the room in a grand gesture. “After all the effort I went through today, you’re going to sit there and insult me?”

      “It’s kind of my thing,” she said. “It’s how we met, after all. And apparently it’s why you fell in love with me.”

      “What does it say about me that I’m attracted to bullies?”

      “That you’re weak,” Nora teased.

      “And prone to leaving myself open to attacks apparently.”

      “I find it endearing.”

      “My naïvety or my somewhat twisted liking to people being mean to me?”

      “Both.” Nora shrugged.

      We both laughed and drank more champagne. In the candlelight, Nora looked even more beautiful than she had when she first arrived. Her dress, a red long-sleeved little number, showed off all her best assets. It had a sash around her waist that showed off her curves and gold buttons from the collar to the hem, which ended right below her knee. It was sophisticated and sexy all at once, and completely left field compared to the clothes she usually wore.

      “Red is your color,” I told her.

      “I know.”

      “And humility is your defining quality.”

      “As it is yours,” she said, eyes twinkling, lips curling in a coy smile. “As we sit here surrounded by your artwork in your very understated gallery surrounded by hundreds of candles.”

      “Touché.”

      She crossed one leg over the other and tugged at the hem of her dress. The coy smile never fell from her red lips. “I’m glad we’re here.”

      “Me too. And just think. Two weeks from now, we’ll be in Bali in a private villa on a hillside in the jungle.”

      Traveling with me meant Nora would have access to my funds, which meant we could do away with the checklist of recommended hotels that had been emailed to her by Helen, the woman she would be reporting to at Words from Abroad. I hadn’t been opposed to average accommodation, but it seemed silly not to mention to Nora that we could up our game a little bit if I paid for our hotels.

      At first, she hadn’t been too fond of the idea. She didn’t want me using my money when this was about her getting her career off the ground. But I assured her it wasn’t about that. It was about us making the most of our time traveling the world.

      After a few days of gentle pushing, she’d agreed.

      Hence the private hillside villa in Bali.

      Did I mention it came with a plunge pool and butler service, too?

      Nora rested her chin in her hand and sighed dreamily. “My life looked so different six weeks ago.”

      “So did mine. It was a hell of a lot less colorful.”

      Nora reached for another cucumber sandwich. “Likewise.”
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      It was easy to picture a morning in Bali with Walker. I could see myself waking early as birds chirped outside the doors to our villa. Somewhere nearby, water would sound like it did in a creek in the forest—not a trickle but not a rush either—and I’d make coffee and open all the windows and doors to let the sweet tropical air flow through the villa while Walker slept for an extra half hour or so.

      Maybe by the time he woke up, I’d be able to get some writing done.

      Maybe he’d find me lounging by the pool with a bowl of fruit in my lap and a second cup of coffee just within reach. A book would be open in one hand and it would most definitely have to be something fictional, maybe with a bit of magic involved.

      And a love story. Obviously.

      He’d greet me with a good-morning kiss and unceremoniously leap into the pool, splashing me, my book, my coffee, and my fruit with water. Shortly after, I’d have to join him either of my own free will or because he chased me down and dragged me in with him.

      We’d spend as many hours in the pool as we wanted with my legs wrapped around his waist and my lips glued to his, and we’d talk about how beautiful the countryside was and where we should go next.

      I was considering proposing we head back to Europe because I knew he’d never been to Italy before and I truly believed that every soul on earth with a desire to travel deserved to walk the cobblestone streets of Italy, share a kiss at Trevi Fountain, and see the Colosseum with their own eyes. And that was only the tip of the iceberg.

      Yes, it was easy to picture this adventure with him. But for now, I wanted to be fully present in this moment surrounded by his life’s work and a hundred flickering candles.

      “We’re not going to set off any fire alarms in here, are we?” I asked.

      Walker frowned and looked up at the ceiling as if this was just occurring to him. “I don’t know. We’ll find out, I guess, won’t we?”

      Apparently, the risk wasn’t worth putting a stop to our evening. 

      Something told me Walker had something else up his sleeve. He had that look about him that suggested there was something else coming.

      Something special.

      I couldn’t wait to find out what it was.

      “How do you feel about going to Europe after Bali?” I asked as I went in for a chocolate-dipped strawberry. “I know it’s backtracking a little bit but I really want to go to Italy with you. And Venice. And we could see Turkey and pop down to Egypt.”

      “I want to go wherever you want to go,” Walker said. “I’m just excited to get out of the States and see more of the world. It’s been a long time since I did any sort of traveling that wasn’t between my galleries and for business reasons.”

      I leaned forward and went in for a second strawberry. “What kind of traveler are you? A meticulous planner? Or more of a ‘go with the flow’ guy? Do you like guided tours or do you prefer to explore things on your own? Do you like museums or hate them? And where do you stand on haggling?”

      Walker hesitated as he considered my questions before answering them in rapid fire. “I only plan things that require planning, like when you want to get into an event or historic site that requires a reservation or appointment. Otherwise, I like to wake up and see where the day takes me. I loathe guided tours but will do them occasionally—and for the right situation. There is a time and place for museums. If we go to Egypt, we will absolutely have to go to the Cairo Museum. And I don’t haggle. The price is the price and I don’t care if they’re ripping me off. I have enough money to go around.”

      I sat up straight. “I approve.”

      “What would have happened if you didn’t?”

      “I might have had to ask Grace to take your place.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I snickered. “You’re irreplaceable Walker. Don’t fret.”

      “I don’t fret.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Walker topped off our glasses of champagne, popped another sandwich in his mouth, and rose smoothly from the table to hold out his hand to me.

      I looked down at his outstretched hand and up at him.

      He curled his fingers in a beckoning motion. “Come with me. I have another surprise for you.”

      “Should I be worried?”

      He nodded expectantly at his own hand. “Take it.”

      Smiling, I put my hand in his. He guided me up from the table and led me across the glossy gallery floors. The reflection of candle flames made parts of the floor look like it was on fire. He led me to the black curtain hanging in front of a piece from his new collection.

      “I painted something for you,” he said. “Or rather, something inspired by you. You can have it once it runs its circuit on the gallery floor.”

      “It’s not for sale?” I asked.

      Walker shook his head. “Absolutely not. It’s the first piece I’ve ever done that won’t have a price tag. I painted it for myself. And for you. For us,” he added with a heartfelt nod.

      I turned to the black curtain. “Are you going to show me, or are we going to stand here talking about it?”

      Walker gave me a sly smile before reaching for the top corner of the painting. He flicked the black curtain free, and the silky, velvet piece of fabric fell away to reveal the canvas beneath. 

      At first, all I saw were shades of blues and purples. Indigo faded into purple, which faded into shades of lilac or lavender. Speckles of white in the shape of tiny stars winked with silver details that made them appear to glow. Others looked like dewy drops of water bursting off the canvas.

      I locked eyes with the woman in the painting.

      “It’s—it’s me,” I breathed.

      Walker ran a thumb along the edge of the canvas. “It is.”

      The painting was incredible. I looked like me but also nothing like myself. The nose was right, and so were the curve of my lips and the way I held my shoulders, but there was something about it that felt out of reach. The stars and the lightning in the background made me feel like the woman in the painting was something to behold—like she was mighty.

      “What does it make you feel?” Walker asked curiously.

      I regarded the painting. “She makes me feel… watched. Intrigued. Mystified. She’s beautiful but she’s frightening, too. There is wisdom in her eyes but she seems angry, too. Conflicted.”

      Walker nodded. “Those are all things I felt about you when we first met. You were a storm of conflicting ideas and worlds. You were warm and bright on one hand but sharp and stormy on the other. You had a warm smile but cold words.”

      I gazed at him. Was that really how he saw me? 

      He hadn’t stopped looking at the painting. “The first day I started painting this was the night of our first date at Pitch.”

      “Really?”

      “I drove straight here after and started painting. While we were eating dinner, I saw flashes of you and was inspired. The painting started out totally different. At first, it was black, red, and orange. There were bursts of gold and yellow, but as it progressed and I got to know you better, I began to see you differently and the colors softened until this emerged. You’re worldly, Nora. And wise. You have a big heart and a curious mind and a beautiful soul.” His eyes slid over to meet mine. “The only thing more beautiful in this world than this painting is the real woman herself.”

      I blushed.

      He turned to me and took my hands in his. “I mean it.”

      I believe you. He saw me as the woman in the painting. He saw me as a goddess. A masterpiece. His masterpiece.

      What girl didn’t dream of a man who saw her that way? And how the hell had I gotten lucky enough to be the girl to get that guy?

      “I’m head over heels in love with you, Nora Riley,” he breathed, stepping in close to press a finger under my chin and lift my face to his. “And I can’t wait to see what the future has in store for us.”

      “Lost luggage and crying babies on airplanes,” I whispered.

      His lips quirked in a smile. “Bring it on.”

      “Really shitty continental breakfasts.”

      “Italian coffee will make up for it.”

      “Hard mattresses.”

      “I prefer a firm mattress,” he said.

      I couldn’t stop smiling. “Bugs.”

      “I have a feeling those will bother you more than they will bother me.”

      “Good, that means you’re the bug hunter in the relationship.”

      He ran a thumb along my lower lip. “Is that so?”

      It was getting harder to breathe. All I could smell was Walker’s cologne, pine and citrus. “It is.”

      “And what will you do to balance out my bug-hunting responsibilities?”

      “This,” I whispered before stretching to the tips of my toes, hooking a finger in the collar of his shirt, and pressing my lips to his.

      Walker kissed me like he might never get the chance again. He bent me backward, holding me up with one hand in the small of my back and the other cupping the back of my neck. He tasted like champagne and strawberries, and in that moment, I knew I never wanted to kiss anyone else.

      He was my world.

      I smiled against his lips.

      And to think, you thought there was nothing for you in this city.

      Walker backed me up against the wall and pinned me there beside my picture. His hand left the back of my neck and he trailed a finger down my chest to the top button of my dress. He popped it open with a flick of his wrist and kept working his way down until my whole dress hung open and I stood before him in a matching red lingerie set.

      Walker chuckled deep in his chest. “Well, look at you.”

      “You’re not the only one with a few surprises up his sleeve.”
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        One Month Later

      

      

      

      For some reason, there was no menu board in the Italian cafe I stepped into that morning. There were plenty of people sipping their coffee out of espresso mugs speaking Italian to each other wearing designer coats, freshly shined shoes, and understated jewelry, but there was no reference for me to use to order a coffee, and telling the young woman behind the counter that all I wanted was two brewed coffees was a downright impossible task.

      She cocked her head to the side and in a thick Italian accent asked, “Americano?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’m American.”

      She shook her head. “No, no, no. Americano?” 

      I still wasn’t catching on, so she lifted a hand to her mouth like she was holding a coffee cup, tilted her head back, and pretended to take a sip.

      “Oh,” I said lamely. I knew what an Americano was back in the US but I had no idea if it was the same thing here. I decided it was a risk worth taking. How messed up could it be? “Yes, sure, Americano for the American.”

      The young woman smiled, told me the total, and held out an expectant hand.

      I handed her some bills, accepted my change back, and moved to the back of the cafe to wait for the coffees to be ready.

      I’d left Nora back at our hotel where she was sitting on our private rooftop terrace enjoying the morning sun. It was ten o’clock and we’d had a lazy start to our day.

      Correction, we’d had a rowdy, loud, passionate, sweaty start to our day, but it cost her some early morning writing hours, which was when she was most productive. She’d kicked me out of the suite to go get us coffee to buy herself half an hour of uninterrupted writing time, and being the doting and considerate boyfriend, I decided to walk past the place we’d been getting coffee for our past week in Italy in favor of trying a new place four blocks down the street.

      Now I was regretting that choice.

      Our usual spot had two baristas who spoke English. I should have asked them what they’d been making for us for the past few days. It was a creamy, decadent, sweet but not too sweet, caffeinated delight with lightly foamed milk and a sprinkle of cinnamon on top. Nora loved it.

      “Should’ve stuck with the usual,” I muttered as the barista called out other people’s drinks. One by one, the cafe emptied out until I was the last guy there.

      Finally, my Americanos popped up at the bar. I swept them up and got the hell out of there before I had a chance to embarrass myself further.

      I enjoyed the stroll back up the blocks to our hotel. Rome was a beautiful city, perhaps the most impressive city I’d ever seen, and we were staying off a piazza near the Pantheon. The Pantheon had taken my breath away the first time I saw it. Nora had stood under its dome before, of course. She’d gazed up at the magnificent ceiling and the hole in the middle of the dome and told me everything she knew about its history.

      She told me it had been built to worship the gods and was one of the most well-preserved monuments of Ancient Rome.

      It was staggering to behold, and it was just around the corner from our hotel. Nora would be able to see its dome from her spot on the roof.

      I chuckled to myself as I crossed the street and wondered if she’d gotten any work done with such beautiful sights all around her.

      The concierge of our hotel greeted me by name and wished me good morning. I said good morning before slipping up the stairwell and taking them two at a time. I climbed up to the top floor where I let myself into our suite, locked the door behind me, and strode through the sitting room and kitchen and out onto the terrace, where I stopped and soaked in the sight before me.

      Nora sat at the small table with her knees drawn up to her chest and her bare feet balanced on the edge of her chair. Her toes were painted red, the same manicure she’d gotten with Grace two days before our flight to Bali. She’d been saying she wanted to get them done here in Italy but hadn’t gotten around to making an appointment, and I was beginning to believe she never would because there was always something more important to do, to see, or to write about.

      In my opinion, it was a tad too cold for bare feet but it didn’t seem to bother her. Her slippers sat tucked under the table—a cozy pair that she could roll up into the size of socks to make them convenient for travel—and she had a fleece blanket over her lap that had been draped over the back of the sofa this morning. She wore a loose cardigan and a long-sleeved sweater underneath, as well as a pair of my sweatpants.

      Sneaky woman.

      Her hair was done up in a wild mess atop her head and a second scrunchie was bunched up on her wrist. 

      Her focus was glued to her computer screen. Her eyes flicked back and forth across the page as she read whatever words had come to life from her fingertips in my absence. 

      Slowly and quietly, I crouched down, put my coffees aside, and pulled my phone out of my pocket.

      I’d spent this whole trip snapping thousands of pictures of Nora. They took up a lot of storage space on my device but I didn’t give a damn. My artist’s mind had shifted since we started traveling. Since I didn’t have easy access to paint or canvas, I’d decided to snap pictures of beauty in our everyday life.

      Those snapshots ended up always being pictures of Nora.

      Right now, the setting was perfect. The dome of the Pantheon rose behind her like a setting sun. The bright blue sky was only interrupted by a few fluffy white clouds and she looked poised and relaxed all at once sitting at her computer working.

      I captured several pictures and stole as many more seconds as I could watching her before she looked up and noticed me.

      Nora smiled. “That was quick.”

      “Really? I took a walk on the wild side and went to a new place this morning.” I held up the coffees as I crossed the patio and settled into the seat across from her. “Be warned, I’m not sure what I ordered.”

      She held the coffee to her nose and took a whiff through the small opening at the lip. “It smells like coffee.”

      “It’s hot like coffee.”

      “There’s foam on it.”

      “She called it an Americano. Or she was calling me one. I don’t know.”

      Nora giggled. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      Together, we tipped our cups back and sipped.

      Nora grimaced.

      My taste buds exploded with surprise. “Oh wow.”

      “That has a lot of alcohol in it,” Nora wheezed.

      “It tastes like cherry liqueur.”

      “I taste oranges,” I said as I lifted the lid off the cup. “And cinnamon.”

      Nora took another sip. “Me too. I think… I think I like it.”

      “We’re on vacation, who cares if we’re drinking at ten in the morning?”

      She closed her laptop. “I finished my article, so I feel zero guilt.”

      I handed her my phone with the picture I’d just snapped of her open on the screen. She leaned over and peered down at it. 

      A smile stretched her cheeks and she pulled it closer. “I like this one.”

      “Me too.”

      She glanced up at me. “You always like them.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “I could use this one on the site to pair with my article. Helen says my reader base likes my laidback style. I don’t know how I feel about this whole brand they’re slapping on me about a casual American in Rome, but I guess it could be worse.”

      “Are they slapping it on you?” I asked, glancing down at her outfit. “Or are you doing it to yourself?”

      Her eyes narrowed but her smile remained. “Who asked you?”

      I sipped my spiked coffee. “I’m just saying.”

      Nora slid my phone back to me. Impulsively, I began scrolling through all the pictures I had of her. One of my favorites was of her standing in the beam of sunlight streaming through the hole in the dome of the Pantheon. One picture gave way to the next and I found myself smiling at my phone.

      Nora nudged my shin with her foot. “Stop looking at them.”

      “I like looking at them.”

      “But I’m right here.”

      I lifted my gaze from my phone. “Yes, you are.”

      It still amazed me that I was the man who got to be by her side and go on this adventure with her. It had been just shy of a month and she and I were both looking forward to everything else in store for us.

      We’d agreed that we would only stay out of the country for two months at a time, at least in the near future. We’d go back, spend a month at home so we could see family and friends, pack up, and get back on a plane and head for another country. If that balance didn’t work, we would recalibrate and try something else.

      That was how this thing was going to have to go. We’d agreed to communicate and not hold back. The suggestion that Nora could hold anything back was hilarious to me. She was as honest as they came and that made things easier.

      But for now, things were blissful, and I had a feeling they were going to stay that way. We were compatible travelers who hadn’t even seen the tip of the iceberg yet. After Rome, we were traveling to Naples where we would go to Pompeii and Sorrento. From there, we would make our way down the Amalfi Coast. After we’d seen as much of Italy as we could, we were tossing the idea around of hopping across the Adriatic Sea to Croatia, but we hadn’t settled on anything definite yet. 

      Whatever we decided, I knew it would be worth the wait.

      “We have to call my parents this evening,” Nora said. “Mom has texted me three times asking for updates. It wouldn’t hurt to video call Grace, either. Have you been in touch with Briar?”

      “She’s holding down the fort and loving every minute of it.”

      “Good.” Nora rose from her chair and wrapped her blanket tighter around her shoulders. She padded around the table and settled into my lap, where I wrapped an arm around her. 

      She snuggled against me and continued sipping her Americano. “I could get used to one of these every morning.”

      “Am I supposed to read between the lines and make sure I pick these up every morning?” We’d be leaving Rome before we knew it. That meant we had to savor these decadent Americanos while we still had the chance.

      “You’re such a clever man.”

      I chuckled and ran a hand up her thigh. Not so subtle hint taken. “What do you want to do with the rest of our day?”

      Nora tilted her head back and smiled up at me. I saw the same brilliance in her eyes that I’d captured in the canvas painting of her that hung up in my gallery back in New York. There was wonder there. 

      She closed those magical eyes of hers and gave me a sweet kiss. “I want to explore, obviously.”

      I let Rome fade to the background as I gazed into her eyes. “Obviously.”

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Have you read Talk Dirty To Me?!

      

        

      
        Book 1 in the Business of Love series,

        Talk Dirty To Me!
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        A woman in the business of love that’s never been in a real relationship.

      

        

      
        Check. That’s me. Nessa Night. 

      

        

      
        Now I know what you’re thinking. That sounds like a stripper name. 

      

        

      
        Hold up. Let me explain.

      

        

      
        It’s my radio talk-show name. My incognito way of helping the world love deeper and more often. 

      

        

      
        Though my love life is like a ten-year-old fall leaf trapped between the pages of an old journal. #dramatic

      

        

      
        I’m short. Curvy. Average at best. 

      

        

      
        And I’m a fraud. 

      

        

      
        For all the advice I give on the air, I have zero experience to back it up. I’m eternally single. Forever alone.

      

        

      
        And the only man I’ve ever caught feelings for is one of my callers: Mr No Name.

      

        

      
        Much to my surprise, he’s not unknown at all.

      

        

      
        The grandson of the great Jack Daniels is my caller, and worse? He’s my brother’s best friend from high school. 

      

        

      
        Only one way to right these increasingly awkward wrongs. 

      

        

      
        High school reunion time. He wants in, and I want a date who looks like him. 

      

        

      
        The only thing off is his advice about love. It’s from Nessa night. Me!

      

        

      
        And if he swoons over her (me!) one more time, I’ll have to give in and tell him. 

      

        

      
        Besides, I’m in the business of love. 

      

        

      
        If I don’t got this, who does? *Gulp*

      

      

      
        
        Get your copy HERE!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Insider Group

      

        

      
        Well hello again! Thank you so much for grabbing one of my books. I sure hope you loved it. 

      

        

      
        I’d hate to part ways now that you are through the book. How about we stay in touch? We have a great family of readers on my Insiders Newsletter Group that you just can’t miss out on. 

      

        

      
        We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas cards, event invites, and sneak previews for this amazing group. 

      

        

      
        And as a HUGE thank you for joining, 

        you’ll receive a free book on me!
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        Join Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Ali Parker is a full-time contemporary and new adult romance writer with more than a hundred and twenty books behind her. She loves coffee, watching a great movie and hanging out with her hubs. By hanging out, she means making out. The man is hot. Hello.

      She’s a creative at heart and loves coming up with more ideas than any one person should be allowed to access. She lives in Tennessee with her hubs, teenage son, two grown daughters and first grand baby (yes!). Telling a good story that revives hope, reminds us of love and gives a vacation from life is all she’s up to.

      Questions, comments or concerns? You can always email her at Ali@aliparkerbooks.com.

      

      
        
        Let’s connect…

      

      

      
        
        Website ~ Insider’s Group ~ Facebook

      

      

      
        
        Instagram ~ Pinterest ~ Twitter

      

      

      
        
        The Parker’s Playground
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