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The Setup

Emma Lawson had learned to love rainy evenings in Manhattan.

There was something about the way the city transformed when water fell from the sky—the neon lights reflecting in puddles, the hushed quality of the usually cacophonous streets, the excuse to stay inside with a cup of tea and a manuscript. Rain was her companion, her comfort, her permission to be alone without feeling lonely.

Tonight, however, rain was not on the forecast. Tonight, her best friend Mira had other plans.

"It's just dinner," Mira said, not for the first time. "One dinner. At Lumière. You know how impossible reservations are there—I had to call in three favors just to get a table."

"Then you should enjoy it." Emma didn't look up from the manuscript she was editing, red pen poised over a particularly egregious comma splice. "Take your husband. Make it romantic."

"My husband is the one who arranged this. His college friend is in town—some hotshot architect—and Marcus has been dying to set you two up for months." Mira plucked the pen from Emma's hand. "Come on, Em. When was the last time you went on a date?"

Emma didn't answer, because they both knew the answer was embarrassingly long ago. She had built her life around words—as a literary editor at one of Manhattan's most prestigious publishing houses, she spent her days immersed in other people's love stories. She had no time or energy left for one of her own.

Or so she told herself.

"I don't do blind dates," she said. "They're awkward and forced and inevitably disappointing."

"This one will be different."

"That's what everyone says."

"But I mean it." Mira's voice softened. "Em, you've been hiding for eight years. Eight years of burying yourself in work, of turning down every guy who shows interest, of pretending you're perfectly happy alone. I'm your best friend. I know you're not happy."

Emma felt the familiar ache in her chest—the one she had learned to ignore, to work around, to pretend didn't exist. Eight years. Had it really been that long?

"One dinner," Mira pressed. "If it's terrible, you never have to see him again. But if it's not..." She let the possibility hang in the air.

"Fine." Emma heard herself agree before she could think better of it. "One dinner. But I reserve the right to leave early if he starts talking about cryptocurrency or his workout routine."

"Deal." Mira grinned triumphantly. "Saturday night, seven o'clock. Wear the green dress—it brings out your eyes."

After Mira left, Emma sat alone in her apartment, watching the sun set over the Manhattan skyline. She thought about the man she had loved eight years ago—the man whose ambition had been bigger than their relationship, whose silence had spoken louder than any words.

Daniel Reed. She hadn't spoken his name aloud in years, but she thought it constantly. Every time she saw a new building rise in the skyline, every time she edited a love story about second chances, every time she heard a particular song or passed a particular street corner.

She wondered where he was now. What he had become. Whether he ever thought of her at all.

Probably not, she told herself firmly. He made his choice. He chose his career over us.

But as she prepared for bed that night, she couldn't shake the feeling that something was about to change. That the carefully constructed walls around her heart were about to be tested.

She just didn't know how soon. Or by whom.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two

[image: ]




Of All The People

Lumière was everything a Manhattan restaurant should be: intimate, elegant, lit almost entirely by candlelight.

Emma arrived precisely at seven, wearing the green dress Mira had suggested and feeling more nervous than she wanted to admit. She had spent the entire week trying not to think about this evening, and now that it was here, she couldn't think about anything else.

The hostess led her through the dimly lit restaurant to a small table in the corner. A man was already seated there, his back to her, studying the wine list.

"Your guest has arrived," the hostess announced.

The man stood and turned, and Emma's world stopped spinning.

Daniel Reed.

He looked older than she remembered—more distinguished, with silver threading through his dark hair and fine lines around his eyes that hadn't been there before. But his face was the same. Those cheekbones, that jaw, those impossibly blue eyes that had once looked at her like she was the only person in the world.

"Emma." Her name came out as barely a whisper.

"Daniel." Hers wasn't much louder.

They stood frozen, eight years of silence stretching between them like a chasm. The hostess, sensing something beyond ordinary awkwardness, quietly retreated.

"This is..." Daniel started.

"A mistake," Emma finished. "This has to be a mistake."

"Marcus set this up. He said his wife had a friend who—" Daniel stopped, realization dawning. "Mira. Your friend Mira is Marcus's wife."

"Apparently." Emma's legs felt unsteady. "Did you know? When you agreed to this?"

"No. God, no. I would never have—" He stopped himself, and something that looked like pain crossed his face. "I didn't know it was you."

"I should go." Emma reached for her purse. "This was clearly a misunderstanding. We don't need to—"

"Wait." Daniel's hand caught her arm, and the touch sent electricity through her entire body. "Please. Don't go."

"Why not? What could we possibly have to say to each other after eight years?"

"Everything." His voice was raw, urgent. "Emma, I have spent eight years wanting to say everything to you. To explain, to apologize, to tell you—" He stopped, visibly collecting himself. "Please. Just stay for one drink. If you still want to leave after that, I won't stop you."

Emma knew she should refuse. Should walk out of this restaurant and this moment and never look back. But something in Daniel's eyes held her—some echo of the man she had loved, some hint of words that had gone too long unspoken.
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