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      For Becca

      Your friendship is a gift

      I cherish daily.
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      Dani

      Four, seven, eight, thirteen, thirteen, fifteen.

      Four, seven, eight, thirteen, thirteen, fifteen.

      I rounded the corner and pushed through the coffee shop door, the numbers on repeat in my brain. Four, seven, eight, thirteen, thirteen, fifteen.

      “Hey, Dani,” Chloe, the barista at the counter, said. “What’ll it be today?”

      I smiled. “I’ll take a number four, a seven, an eight, two thirteens, and a fourteen.” There. Done. God bless the owner of Java Jean’s for numbering their coffee shop menu. “Wait. Did I say fourteen? I meant fifteen. Four, seven, eight, thirteen, thirteen, fifteen.”

      Chloe grinned. “Are you sure?”

      “Don’t question me! If I have to repeat them again, I’ll definitely forget.”

      “The fifteen’s for Sasha?” Chloe asked. “The coconut milk macchiato?”

      Of course it was for Sasha. My boss lived on air and coffee and little else. “How’d you guess?”

      “It’s her second one today. She stopped by on her way in this morning.”

      “And it probably won’t be her last.” I leaned against the counter and waited for Chloe to make up the drinks. A basket of peaches sat next to the register and I reached for one, lifting the fruit to my nose. I frowned and put it back in the basket. The fruit smelled less like a fresh peach than the scented lotion my roommate slathered onto her legs every night. But then, my standards for fresh peaches were high. I was spoiled by my childhood in South Carolina, roaming my grandma’s orchards, eating peaches seconds after I’d pulled them from the tree.

      A swell of emotion rose in my chest. It had been years since my grandmother had died, but I couldn’t think of home without remembering her.

      Granny wouldn’t have liked Java Jean’s, with its endless options and ridiculous names. “There’s only one way to drink coffee, sugar,” she’d said to me countless times, the r so soft, it all but completely fell off her words. “With lots of cream.” The same rule also applied to peaches. I didn’t disagree with her on that point. Fresh peaches slathered with cream was a part of my Southern heritage I’d never surrender.

      But I did love Java Jean’s. It made me feel like a New Yorker, like I truly belonged in the city. I mean, I had the entire menu memorized. Surely that balanced out my lingering Southern accent and affinity for pastel floral prints, even in the sea of blacks and grays that filled New York City streets.

      “Seriously,” Chloe said, handing over the first tray of drinks. “You need to feed that woman a cheeseburger. She’d probably be happier.”

      I offered a tight-lipped smile. Sasha maybe had a bit of a reputation. She was a woman who knew how to get what she wanted and didn’t back down no matter the sacrifice. How else could she have climbed to the top of an elite fashion house design team in less than three years? Naysayers claimed she’d slept her way to the top—she was engaged to marry brand originator and CEO Alicio LeFranc, after all—but I’d seen the way Sasha worked. She was a cutthroat, for sure. But she had gumption.

      An administrative position had gotten me through LeFranc’s front door, but it was Sasha’s recommendation that would get me designing. I couldn’t afford to be anything but loyal.

      “Just add those to the company tab,” I told Chloe.

      She nodded. “Sure thing. That’s a great dress, by the way. I love the color.”

      “Yeah?” I looked down at my dress. The pale blue Oscar de la Renta Guipure lace had been a splurge at Mood, my favorite fabric store, but the tiny geometric pattern had been perfect for the A-line I’d been sketching. I’d dropped a third of my weekly paycheck without even flinching. I spent the first two hours of sewing cursing my decision—there was definitely a learning curve working with guipure—but in the end, I was thrilled with the results. The lace kept it feminine, but it wasn’t too frilly. Cinched at the waist, with a tiny black belt and a boat neck, I loved it.

      Still, that was different than someone else loving it. “I just finished it,” I said to Chloe. “You really like it?”

      “Wait, are you serious? You made it yourself? I’ve never wished so much that I could afford to wear LeFranc.”

      My cheeks warmed with her praise. I’d been designing clothes a long time, but it still surprised me when people liked my stuff. “Oh, I didn’t design this for LeFranc. Designing is . . .” I hesitated. Designing was my life, my passion, my everything. But that felt a little heavy for small talk with the barista. “It’s still just a hobby for me,” I said. “But who knows? Maybe someday.”

      “I take it back then. The fact that they have you making coffee runs instead of designing clothes makes me hate LeFranc,” Chloe said as she slid a lid onto Sasha’s macchiato. “I’ll never wear it in protest.”

      “Give me a few more months,” I said with a wry grin. “Every day I’m a day closer.”

      “I like your attitude.” Chloe turned back to the cappuccino machine behind her. “Just a few more to go.”

      I nodded and pulled out my phone, scrolling through the to-do list Sasha had texted over that morning. I’d already made it through the first half—not bad for a morning’s work.

      A minute later, a text came in from my brother, asking if we were still on for dinner that night. I inwardly groaned. I’d almost forgotten about dinner.

      I should have been excited to see my twin. He still lived in Charleston, so we didn’t see each other very often. But Isaac and I—we couldn’t be more different. I was Gucci and New York Fashion Week. He was cargo shorts and . . . the couch in his basement. We’d done okay as teenagers. We’d tolerated each other, at least. But then he’d opted out of college to stay home and focus on the YouTube channel he’d developed while we were still in high school. I’d been furious at the time. Colleges had offered him money to come use his brain and Isaac had picked . . . YouTube?

      Still, family was family. I keyed out a quick response, confirming the restaurant and time.

      When the bell above Java Jean’s front door jingled, I didn’t even look up. But then I heard a voice that made the blood in my veins run New-York-winter cold.

      “I completely understand. I’ll take care of it right away. Right. Sounds good,” the voice said.

      I gripped the edge of the counter, grateful it was there to hold me up. Because hearing Alex Randall’s voice? That was enough to put me flat on the floor.

      Chloe leaned toward me. “Dani? You okay?”

      I forced a breath in through my nose and out through my mouth. Maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe it was some other Southern guy who just sounded like him. Some other guy who didn’t have wavy chestnut hair or perfect brown eyes or an incredible dusting of freckles across perfectly chiseled cheekbones. I closed my eyes, a sudden swell of anger surging to the surface, making my skin feel hot, prickly. I could envision those eyes like it was yesterday. Like it hadn’t been twelve agonizing months since he’d left New York. Since he’d left me.

      I snuck a brief glance over my shoulder, my heart tripling its speed as soon as I determined that yes, the one and only Alex Randall was standing less than ten feet away from me. At once I felt both elated to see him again—I’d loved the man, after all—and furious that he felt like he had any right to place himself within a one-hundred-mile radius of where he knew me to be. Java Jean’s was my territory. Maybe he’d introduced me to the place, but he’d ceded it when he’d left. He was the guilty one. The heartbreaking, dream-crushing, soul-stabbing, vanishing act that had nearly been my undoing.

      A year-long relationship and he’d left without even sending a text.

      If not for my job at LeFranc, and my close friends rallying around me, I might have left New York altogether, but I couldn’t have run home even if I’d wanted to. Home was where Alex had gone. If I had tucked tail and gone to Charleston, it would have looked like I was running to him.

      Alexander Ellison Randall III had eased into my life with the grace you might expect from someone named like they belonged in the pages of a Civil War-era romance novel. We’d met at a fancy party on the Upper East Side where anyone who was anyone in fashion was in attendance. From the cultured Southern accent that made me feel homesick and at home all at the same time, to his stories of spending his summers in New York with his stepfather, the legendary Alicio LeFranc who I’d idolized since childhood, it hadn’t taken me more than a minute to fall for him.

      I couldn’t stand there gripping the Java Jean’s counter forever.

      I had to face him. Unless I wanted to vault over the cash register and belly crawl my way to the backroom. And there was no way my guipure lace was belly crawling anywhere. Taking one last breath, and willing my nerves to calm, I turned around.

      We made eye contact. At once, I was grateful I’d heard him come in, that I’d at least had a few seconds to prepare. I’d clearly caught him by surprise; the shock of the moment was written all over his face. He froze, his jaw hanging open, and his cell phone, once secure in his hand, clattered to the tile floor at his feet.

      He scrambled to pick up his phone, wiping it on his sleeve before quickly dropping it into the inside pocket of his suit coat. And oh, what a suit. The color was good. Blue, not too bright, just bold enough to give him an edge over the more conservative grays and blacks. The fabric was expensive, the tailoring impeccable. His tie was great. Silk. Purple. And his shoes? Sweet tea and cornflakes. Medallion toe oxfords in a rich brown leather I immediately wished I could touch. I’d forgotten how good he made clothes look.

      “Hi,” I managed to say.

      For all the scrambling I’d witnessed seconds before, he recovered quickly and was suddenly as poised and polished as ever. “Hey, Dani,” he said, the words smooth and soft. “It’s great to see you.”

      I admired and hated him in the same second for having such control over his emotions.

      I closed my eyes and swallowed. Not many people made Southern sound as good as he did.

      “What are you doing here?” I realized as soon as the words left my mouth how filled with hurt they sounded and I hated myself for being so transparent.

      He dropped his eyes and I winced. He’d picked up on it too.

      “Work,” he said. “I’m just here for a few days.”

      “Work,” I repeated, curious about what that actually meant. Accounting work? Something different?

      He’d been an accountant at LeFranc right up until the week we’d broken up, the same week he’d left the city altogether. Office gossip was that he’d been fired after a disagreement with his stepfather. I believed the disagreement part—Alex hadn’t been happy at LeFranc for a while—but my guess was that he’d left willingly, on his own terms.

      Alexander Randall was not the kind of man who got fired.

      A few weeks after he’d left, Isaac had texted me and told me he’d hired Alex to help him with his taxes and some other business stuff. He and Alex had met a few times while we’d been dating, and they’d liked each other enough to exchange numbers; Isaac had texted Alex money questions all the time before we’d broken up. Isaac had worried I’d be upset when he’d told me, but I’d mostly pretended not to care. I’d been firmly in the rage stage of my post-break-up grief at the time, when the mere mention of Alex’s name was enough to send me flying into a fit. And it wasn’t like they were hanging out. Alex was doing his taxes. That only took minutes of interaction.

      Alex took a step forward. “How are you?” he asked, his tone so sincere, a spark of anger flared in my chest. He didn’t get to care about me anymore. Not here. Not now.

      “Here are your drinks, Dani,” Chloe said softly behind me. I gave her a brief nod and mouthed a silent thank you.

      I looked back at Alex and shrugged. “I’m fine,” I said. “The same, really.”

      He nodded. “That’s good to hear.”

      We stood there, the air between us so full of awkward and uncomfortable, I half-expected everyone else in the coffee shop to get up and walk out just to save themselves. When Alex didn’t say anything else, I picked up the drinks Chloe had left for me and started for the door. I held them up as I walked past, evidence presented before a judge. “I should get these to the office.”

      “Of course.” Alex stepped to the side, but then he called after me. “Dani, wait.”

      I turned around.

      “I feel like we should . . . talk.”

      Talk. Now he wanted to talk? A full year of silence and he suddenly decided he wanted to work it all out in the doorway of Java Jean’s? I almost laughed. “We should have talked a year ago.”

      He closed his eyes. “I know. You’re right about that. I’m sorry⁠—”

      “Alex, stop.” I cut him off. “Just stop. I can’t do this here.”

      His jaw was tight, his brow creased, but he nodded his understanding. “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      Countless times I’d imagined what I would say to Alex if I ever saw him again. In my mind, I was always witty and clever, my insults perfectly crafted to hit him where they’d make the biggest impact, like sharpened razors homing in on the tenderest flesh. But now that we actually stood face to face, my words were dried up. All I really wanted to do was cry. Since crying in front of him was not going to happen, I did the next best thing.

      I fled.

      “I gotta go,” I said. I turned and blindly pushed toward the coffee shop’s front door, with little heed to anything—or anyone—in my way. Until the someone in my way crashed into me, upending four of the six coffees I carried, splashing them all over the front of my dress. I stood there in shock, coffee dripping off the ends of my hair, soaking all the way through to my skin. It was even pooling up in my shoes.

      “Watch where you’re going, lady,” a gruff voice said. I had half a nerve to punch the guy. I was the one covered in coffee, not him.

      Of course, it only took a second for Alex to reach me. He pulled the two surviving cups out of my hands and set them on the table beside us. “Are you okay?”

      I sniffed. “A little damp, but undamaged, I think.”

      “You’re not burned, are you?”

      The coffee was hot, but not so hot that I felt anything more than a temporary sting.

      I shook my head, my shock finally giving way to embarrassment. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? Can I . . . help at all? Maybe get you a cab to take you home?”

      “You know how long cabs take around here. I don’t have time to go home, but it’s fine. I’ll figure something out.”

      Chloe appeared beside us, a mop and bucket in hand. She handed me a stack of napkins. “I’m so sorry, Dani,” she said. “I can remake the drinks you lost.”

      There wasn’t much that sounded worse than standing next to Alex, coffee dripping in between my breasts and into my belly button, long enough for Chloe to make another round of drinks. I looked at the surviving coffee cups, noting that one of the two was Sasha’s macchiato. “It’s really fine,” I said. I used the napkins to wipe off my hands and arms then tossed them into the trash can by the door before grabbing the remaining drinks from the table. “You can owe me next time.”

      With that, I pushed through the door, the heat of the late August morning matching the fire that filled my cheeks and burned in my chest. I thought I heard Alex call my name as I crossed the sidewalk and rounded the corner. But this time, it was me who didn’t look back.
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      Alex

      It had been stupid to go to Java Jean’s. I should have expected the possibility of running into Dani, knowing full well that she worked right next door. But then, I was an adult. Avoiding her intentionally would have been childish.

      I felt childish as I walked slowly back to the studio where Isaac was finishing up his photoshoot. I carried a bag of Java Jean’s breakfast sandwiches—our flight had landed early that morning and neither of us had eaten—but any appetite I’d previously had was gone. Seeing her, hearing the sound of her voice, had left me . . . derailed.

      Autopilot took me down the street, into the lobby, and onto the elevator which carried me up to the third-floor studio.

      When the elevator doors slid open, Isaac was waiting for me. “Dude, where have you been? I’m starving.”

      I slammed the bag of food into his chest with a little more force than necessary and stalked past him. I needed a place to sit down. Somewhere to think and figure out why seeing a woman I finally thought I’d gotten over had me feeling so torn up inside.

      Guilt, maybe. I’d handled the situation with Dani like an idiot and wouldn’t deny it. But it felt like more than that.

      Isaac followed me to the center of the room where an assortment of couches and chairs they’d used to stage the photos sat clustered together. “What’s wrong with you?” he asked. “You look terrible.”

      I sank onto the nearest chair and dropped my head into my hands. I breathed out a sigh and looked up, finally making eye contact with my friend. “I ran into Dani.”

      He stared, his eyes wide, then he slowly started to laugh. He shook his head as he pulled out a sandwich, peeling back the paper before taking a large bite. “I don’t feel sorry for you, man. You know you had that coming.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’re the idiot who never called her.”

      “But she was right there, in person, without any warning,” I said. “That’s not how it was supposed to be the first time I . . .”

      “The first time you what? Saw her again? How was it supposed to be?”

      I ran a hand across my face, frustrated that Isaac was being so casual about the entire thing.

      “I just thought I would have the chance to explain myself before actually seeing her.”

      Isaac crumpled the wrapper of his sandwich. “You’re delusional, man. She lives here. Like three blocks away. You had to have considered the possibility of running into her.”

      “Millions of people live in this city. I just . . .” A thought suddenly occurred to me. “Does she know you’re in town?”

      “Yeah.” Isaac looked away quickly, like he’d been hiding something and was finally going to fess up. “We’re um, we’re actually having dinner tonight.”

      “Really?”

      That was surprising. Isaac and his twin sister rarely got along. They tried, but the entire time I’d known them, the trying had usually dissolved into fighting somewhere around hour two.

      “It was her idea,” Isaac said. “Apparently her boss gave her this reservation at some fancy place in East Harlem. I still need to meet with Rizzo to go over plans for the scavenger hunt, so I figured, why not take advantage of the opportunity, meet with Rizzo and knock out obligatory family time all at once?”

      I still couldn’t get used to Isaac speaking seriously about someone named Rizzo. When he’d called me and offered me a job three weeks after I’d left New York, I had known saying yes meant entering a sphere completely different than the buttoned-up financial world I was used to. But I’d underestimated just how different. Rizzo didn’t even have a last name. Apparently, you didn’t need one on YouTube, not according to the millions of subscribers his channel boasted.

      Rizzo was the only YouTuber more successful than Isaac who was participating in the upcoming scavenger hunt—Isaac’s recent effort to diversify his brand and make more of a positive social impact. The entire thing would benefit a charity organization chosen by the YouTube personalities participating in the event. To have Rizzo onboard was a big deal.

      “Two things,” I said to Isaac. “First, what else does Rizzo need to know? He was here for the promotional photos and he’s already agreed to the terms. Why do you need another meeting? Second, you’re having dinner with him and with Dani at the same time?”

      “Rizzo is in. He gave me his word and he’s good for it. And why not have dinner together?”

      “You haven’t seen your sister in over a year. I’m not sure she’ll appreciate having you bring a business associate to what I’m sure she assumes will be a family dinner.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Why do you suddenly care so much about Dani’s feelings? It’ll be fine. Rizzo’s coming an hour late, so I’ll do the family thing with her, then when Rizzo shows up, I’ll do the business thing with him. And if I’m lucky, I’ll still make it to Carlie’s party before midnight.”

      “Carlie?”

      “Carlie the lighting assistant? With the—” Isaac raised his hands and traced the imagined silhouette of a generously curved woman.

      I cut him off. “I get it.”

      “She said you can come too. I think her exact words were, ‘bring your stuffy assistant if you want.’”

      My jaw tightened. It had been bad enough watching the photographer’s lighting assistant fawn all over Isaac for the better part of the photoshoot. I didn’t need to see how bad she’d be in a less professional setting. “I’m not your assistant. Also, how did you make all of these arrangements for dinner and a meeting with Rizzo without my knowledge? I thought you hired me to be your manager.”

      “I hired you to be my business manager,” Isaac said. “This dinner is mostly . . . social.”

      “Rizzo counts as business. I should be there for your meeting.”

      “I was planning on you being there. The reservation is for four.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You just said this was a social dinner. Why are you expecting me to be there if I’m your business manager?”

      Isaac rolled his eyes. “For the first part of dinner, you can be there as my friend. When Rizzo shows up, you can play manager for a few minutes. This isn’t a big deal.”

      No, it was a huge deal. “Isaac, I’m not having dinner with Dani.”

      “Why not? You said you wanted a chance to explain yourself. Now I’ve given you one.”

      “But she doesn’t even know I’ll be there,” I said. “Does she even know I work for you? We can’t just spring that on her.”

      “She knows you work for me. I told her right after I hired you that you were helping with my taxes and stuff.”

      “Hiring an accountant to do your taxes is entirely different than hiring an accountant to be your full-time business manager.”

      “Right,” Isaac said, his voice annoyingly even. “I told her taxes . . . and stuff. I didn’t tell you not to reach out and clarify your new job description, man. You could have explained things to her yourself whenever you wanted.”

      Isaac made it sound so simple, but he had no idea how complicated things really were. I wanted Dani to know why I left without any explanation, without even saying goodbye. But there were some things I couldn’t explain. Not just because I didn’t want to. But because legally, I couldn’t.

      Not as long as she worked for LeFranc.

      After settling with the photographer, and agreeing on a deadline to receive the proofs, we took a cab to the hotel. I still had an apartment in the city and wished we could have stayed there. It would have been more comfortable than any hotel room. But it was presently sublet to a pair of Swedish ballerinas who I didn’t think would appreciate accommodating a pair of unexpected house guests.

      Before pulling away from the curb, our cab driver looked over his shoulder and immediately recognized Isaac. “Dude, are you Random I?” he said, his voice full of enthusiasm. “I love your stuff.”

      Isaac nodded. “Hey, thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

      The driver held up his phone. “Do you mind?”

      I leaned out of the frame while Isaac leaned forward, smiling into the corner of the guy’s selfie.

      “I love the weekly kindness challenge,” the driver went on. “I had somebody leave me a fifty dollar tip the other day. Hashtag Random I.”

      “Hey, that’s awesome,” Isaac said. “It’s what I love to hear. Just be sure to pay it forward. That’s the whole idea, right?”

      “Right on, man,” the driver said.

      It wasn’t the first time random strangers had approached Isaac to tell him about ways his weekly kindness challenges had influenced their lives. The challenges had developed their own cult following; people completed them and then posted and shared videos of their experiences on social media.

      “You still haven’t told me why you need another meeting with Rizzo,” I said to Isaac, once the gushing fan bit from the cab driver had subsided.

      He shrugged, not even looking up from his phone. “It’s not a big deal. He just wants to review the details one more time.”

      I raised an eyebrow but didn’t question further. At least not verbally. I was a bit territorial when it came to the charity event I’d been planning with Isaac. It was part of why he’d hired me. My primary responsibility was to make sure he managed his money in a way that would help it last, but he also hoped I could help to improve his brand and broaden his reach.

      A YouTube channel is a pretty self-serving entity by default, so I admired his desire to turn his success into something more meaningful than the notoriety of his own name. Though, it was admittedly challenging to find a balance between my Harvard educated professionalism and . . . I didn’t even have a word to describe what Isaac was.

      Still, I couldn’t criticize. He was really good at what he did. His tech news was always insightful, his comedy was sharp, and the kindness challenges were obviously making an impact. At the same time, in the last episode I’d seen Isaac film, he’d issued the weekly challenge while sitting in a bathtub full of chocolate pudding.

      I respected him, yes. That didn’t mean I always understood him.

      “You think I ought to let Rizzo have two teams?” Isaac asked.

      “Of course not. Why should he get two?”

      “He says he’s bringing twice as many viewers as the rest of us.”

      “Is that what this dinner is about?”

      “Cool your jets,” Isaac said. “We’re just talking about it.”

      I held up my hands. “You cannot cave to his pressure. We’ve set things up well. Five YouTubers. Five teams. This isn’t about him anyway. It’s for charity. It shouldn’t be about him feeling more important than anyone else.”

      “Fine, I get it. I’ll tell him no on the second team.”

      “And by you, you actually mean me,” I said, my tone flat.

      He reached over and smacked me on the knee. “That’s why I pay you the big bucks.”

      I scoffed. The salary he paid me was plenty, but it barely compared to what I’d made working at LeFranc.

      Though, I’d take Isaac over my stepfather for a boss any day. At least he had a measurable sense of integrity.

      Thinking of LeFranc brought Dani back into my mind and I tensed, realizing all over again that I would have to share a table with her at dinner. I had to think of a way to warn her. If she showed up to the restaurant expecting her brother, and I was there too, she might leave.

      That wasn’t what Isaac needed, and I realized with alarming clarity, it wasn’t what I wanted.

      I pressed my forehead into my hand. She’d looked amazing when I’d run into her. She’d been wearing blue. I’d always loved it when she wore blue, making her eyes explode with color. And then when she’d spilled all that coffee down her dress, her cheeks had flushed with embarrassment and . . .

      I ran a hand across my face, an attempt to wipe the image of her from my mind. It didn’t work, nor did it remove the guilt I felt that she’d wound up in such a mess in the first place. It hadn’t been my fault—not directly anyway. But I was the man she’d been running away from.

      When the cab pulled up in front of the hotel, I followed Isaac out of the car, but then paused on the sidewalk. A flower shop with a deep blue awning and a bright pink sign sat right next to the hotel.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said to Isaac. And then I went inside.
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      Dani

      "What, did they make you brew the coffee yourself?” Sasha’s words were biting when I finally made it back to her office, coffee in hand. I handed over her cup.

      “Sorry. There was a . . . long line,” I said.

      “At eleven-thirty in the morning? I find that hard to believe.” She took a long sip of her macchiato. “At least it’s still warm.”

      I swallowed a sarcastic retort. What was with her? Her mood had been declining over the past few weeks to the point that it felt like she always had something to be upset about.

      “What happened to your dress?” Sasha asked.

      I looked down, embarrassment flooding my cheeks all over again. She was lucky one of the coffees that had survived had been hers. “Someone ran into me on the way out of the coffee shop. It was an accident.”

      “Ugh.” Her lips turned down in disgust. “Well you can’t work looking like that.”

      I glanced again at my dress, pulling it away from my skin. I really wasn’t loving the stickiness inside my bra.

      “I’d say go find something in the sample room, but . . .” Sasha hesitated, looking me up and down. “With your curves, I’m not sure anything will fit.”

      Nice. “I’ll figure something out,” I said, hoping it wasn’t a lie. “Sasha, are you okay? You seem . . . agitated.”

      She gave me a dismissive wave and moved to sit down behind her desk. “I’m fine,” she said irritably. “It’s just been a long morning.”

      “Okay. Well, let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”

      “Actually before you go, Dani, there is one thing.”

      “Sure. Anything.”

      “Do you remember the navy dress? The one with the fabric issue? Isabelle called this morning and it’s not going to work. For all her experience, she can’t seem to make the back-zipper seam lay flat. She says it keeps puckering.”

      So that was why Sasha was in a bad mood. Changing the fabric had been her idea. I’d designed the dress, but since I wasn’t a real designer, she usually took my designs and tweaked them to make them hers. I didn’t love the arrangement, but it was all part of the process. Paying my dues. Proving to Sasha I had what it took to design. I was close, too. She’d been dropping hints lately about me being ready for the design team.

      Just the same, Sasha didn’t love it when it looked like I knew more about clothes than she did. Which was why the fabric puckering would always be Isabelle’s fault and not hers. It didn’t help that I’d known the fabric switch wasn’t going to work and had told Sasha as much. The fabric I’d used in the prototype was a thicker knit, with just enough stretch for ease of movement, but with much more structure.

      The charmeuse she’d swapped it for was meant to drape loosely, softly. It was not meant for box pleats. But Sasha had refused to take my advice, demanding we create an additional sew-by in the charmeuse. The sew-by sample was the most important one, acting as a gauge for what the piece would require in production and how much it would cost. If Isabelle—the best seamstress at LeFranc—couldn’t get a sample made correctly? There was no way the piece could go to manufacturing.

      “Do we still have the original sample?” Sasha asked. “The one in the navy with the tiny, pink pinstripe?”

      I tried to hide my irritation. She was talking as if I might not know exactly which dress she meant. Like it wasn’t the dress I had made at home, on my own time, after she’d foisted the sample fabric on me and begged me to turn it into something “stunning.”

      “We do,” I said, my face emotionless.

      “Good. We’ll have to send that one as the sew-by. There simply isn’t time to make another one.”

      Six months ago, I might have been thrilled by the victory. My design, unchanged, on the racks at LeFranc. But this time, the victory felt hollow. As far as anyone else knew, Sasha was the designer. “I’ll take care of it,” I said halfheartedly.

      Sasha’s voice softened. “This is a win for you, Dani. That’s your dress going to production. Your design.”

      No, a win would be presenting the design to Alicio myself. Letting him know it was mine and getting the credit I deserved. A win would be making the same salary the designers made instead of doing Sasha’s job for a third of that amount. I hated that money even had to be a part of it. My friend Chase was already a LeFranc designer and had told me he’d take me on as an intern without a second thought. But I couldn’t take a nonpaying internship, even if it meant face time with the design team. Living in New York City wasn’t free.

      “I know,” I said, hoping I’d sufficiently masked my disdain. “And I appreciate it. I’ll pull the original sew-by sample and send it over.”

      “Good girl,” Sasha said. “Did you decide about the reservations tonight? At Rao’s?”

      I nodded. “My brother’s in town so I invited him to go with me.”

      She frowned. “Your brother? How nice.” She moved to the edge of her desk and perched herself on the end, one Prada-clad foot crossing over the other. “Did you know that’s where Alicio and I first had dinner together? Five years ago today, actually. That’s why we’re going away this weekend. To celebrate the anniversary of when we first—” She paused. “Well. I suppose you don’t want to know the details of all that.”

      “I’m sure it was wonderful,” I said, happy she’d spared me the details. It was Sasha’s favorite subject—just how in love she and Alicio were—but I wasn’t in the mood to relive her first anything with Alicio, dinner or otherwise.

      As Sasha rambled on about the trip she and Alicio were taking to the Caribbean, my thoughts drifted back to Alex. What had happened with his stepfather that day? And more importantly, why couldn’t he have talked to me about it? A familiar tightening filled my belly and I forced myself to breathe, to stay in control of my emotions. I’d carried the sting of his rejection for months—long enough that it had dulled to something I could almost forget about from day to day. But when I’d run into him at Java Jean’s, it was like the bandage I’d placed over my wounds was ripped away, taking half my skin clean off.

      “Did you hear me, Dani?” Sasha asked, a slight edge to her voice.

      “What?”

      “My three o’clock appointment?” She waved her hand in front of her like I ought to know exactly what she was talking about.

      I had to get Alex out of my head.

      “Oh, right. You want me to . . . confirm?”

      She breathed out an annoyed sigh. “I want you to push it to tomorrow morning. What’s gotten into you today?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m just distracted. I’ll take care of the appointment.”

      “Thank you. But go clean yourself up first. You’re starting to smell.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chase sifted through a rack of sales samples from last season. “How do you feel about black?” He pulled out a black sheath dress and held it up.

      “Black is great, but no way these hips are fitting in that dress.”

      Chase looked me over. “True. What about this one?” He pulled out another. “With the flared skirt, you’d have a little more room.”

      “Here. Let me try.” I stepped behind another rack of dresses and peeled off my wet clothes before shimmying into the new dress. It was strapless—a little more Friday night than regular workday—but it fit great and it was dry. I spotted a white button-down on a different rack and reached for it. “Can I have this too?” I asked Chase.

      “Fine by me,” he said over his shoulder, his back respectfully turned while I changed. “This is all heading down to the basement for the sample sale next month. No one will miss it.”

      I put on the shirt, cinching it up and tying it just under my bust line, then rolled the sleeves up to the elbow. “There. Does it work?”

      He turned around. “Throw on a chunky necklace and you just improvised yourself a killer outfit.” He picked up my discarded dress and hung it up. “And this . . . this is definitely a Dani original.” He fingered the lace. “I like.”

      I shrugged my shoulders playfully. “I know a thing or two about fashion.”

      “More than Sasha, that’s for sure.”

      I looked over his shoulder at the closed sample room door. It wasn’t likely anyone would walk in and hear us, but the door wasn’t locked, which made me nervous. Chase was the only person at LeFranc who knew just how much involvement I had with Sasha’s designs.

      “Do you remember the navy dress she pulled out of the collection last week?”

      “Yours, right? Except, she wanted to do it in teal charmeuse?” He rolled his eyes.

      “Isabelle couldn’t do it,” I said with a grin. “She called Sasha this morning and said she can’t make the fabric work.”

      “Of course she couldn’t. Alicio himself couldn’t make box pleats work with charmeuse. Does that mean we’re doing it in the navy?”

      “Yep.”

      He held up his hand for a high five. “Look at you, getting a dress into a premiere LeFranc collection.”

      I raised my hands in mock victory. “And look at me not getting credit for it.”

      His face fell. “I hate that woman.”

      “Don’t hate her. She’s good to me.”

      “She’s good to you so she can keep using you.”

      “It’s not like that,” I said. Even as I said it, I knew my words weren’t true.

      “It’s exactly like that,” Chase said. “And it’s about time you wake up and see it.”

      My shoulders slumped. “Please don’t, Chase.”

      “Don’t what? Tell you you’re better than this? That she doesn’t deserve your loyalty?”

      “Don’t stomp all over my hope,” I said.

      “No.” He waved a finger in front of my face. “I’m not letting you pin your hopes on her. How many times has she told you she’s going to talk to Alicio about your designs? How many times has she promised she’ll introduce you, let him know”—he held up his fingers in air quotes and pitched his voice high in a remarkably accurate impression of Sasha—“just what you’re capable of? You don’t need that woman,” he continued. “You’ve got more talent in the end of your nose than she has in her entire surgically enhanced body. And that’s why I don’t think she’s ever going to tell Alicio about you. You’re a threat. Right now, she’s got you where she can control you. You do the work, she gets the credit. As long as you’re willing to do her bidding, I don’t see her screwing that up. At least not on purpose.”

      My jaw tensed. “It’s easy for you to be critical because you already have your dream job. What else am I supposed to do?”

      There was more he wanted to say. I could tell by the way the corner of his mouth kept twitching. But he was too good a friend to push me further. “Just don’t rely on her alone, okay? Watch the job board. If anything in the design room opens up, tell me and I’ll submit a recommendation for you.”

      He’d made the offer before. But odds were against anything opening up. Internships, sure. But not the real deal. Working at LeFranc was a dream job for any designer, not just me. Turnover was rare.

      “You know I’ll stand by your work, Dani.” He reached over and squeezed my arm. “You deserve it.”

      I pulled my still-coffee-sticky hair into a messy bun on top of my head, pulling a few strands loose around my face. “What do you think?” I asked Chase. “Passable?”

      He looked up from the tray of jewelry he’d been sorting through. “Perfect. You just need this.” He held up a strand of chunky turquoise pearls, motioning for me to turn around so he could secure the clasp around my neck.

      “Seriously? Can I keep?”

      “Like I said, no one will miss anything from in here.” He turned me around, hands on either shoulder. “There. Now you really are perfect.”

      I leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

      Chase grabbed the coffee-stained dress before turning toward the door. “I’m getting this cleaned for you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” I reached for it. “I’ll drop it off on my way home.”

      He waved my hand away. “Whatever. I want to. Plus, I know a guy. It’ll look as good as the day you made it.”

      “You’re too good to me.”

      “Speaking of how wonderful I am,” Chase said, tossing me a grin, “I almost forgot. Darius asked me to give this to you.” He pulled a thumb drive out of his pocket and handed it over. “He said you’d know what it was and would probably scream the second it was in your hands.”

      My eyes went wide. “Seriously? It’s done?”

      Chase threw up his hands, the dress draped over his wrist bumping into my side. “I have no idea. Darius told me nothing.”

      “Oh my word. It’s done, it’s done, it’s done!” It was all I could do not to actually jump up and down with excitement.

      “Why are we so excited?!” Chase whisper yelled.

      I took a deep, calming breath. “It’s Elliott Hart’s new album. Darius did the sound mixing and he told me he would sneak me a copy as soon as it was finished. I thought I still had weeks to wait.”

      “Elliott Hart. Is that the piano guy you love so much?”

      “Yes!” I followed Chase to the sample room door. “And it’s been forever since he released any new stuff. I guess he got married and had a kid or whatever. But this!” I held up the thumb drive. “This feels like gold in my hands.”

      “That Darius,” Chase said. “He’s quite the charmer, isn’t he?” He opened the door and led the way to the elevator where he pushed the button to take us back up to the fifth floor.

      “Oh, he’s my favorite,” I said, my face serious. “No question. I mean, I know I technically met you first and that maybe you deserve some sort of loyalty for that, but really. Darius is special.”

      Chase thrust the dress back at me. “I take it back. You can take care of your own dry cleaning.”

      I sniffed primly. “Maybe I’ll ask Darius to do it.”

      Chase chuckled. “He’d probably do it. I’m the nicest person in New York City and he still makes me look like the kitten-kicking uncle no one wants at Christmas dinner.”

      The man Chase had married five years ago really was embodied perfection. He was gorgeous, for one, tall and suave, with beautiful brown skin and this velvet voice that sounded like music even when he was saying the most basic things. But he also had the best heart—better than anyone I’d ever known. He was gentle and forgiving and always gave everyone the benefit of the doubt.

      His relationship with Chase kept me hoping I’d eventually be in love again myself. They effortlessly supported each other with this quiet, steady devotion; it was the kind of relationship I might not have believed was actually real if I hadn’t known them both so well, if I hadn’t witnessed it firsthand on an almost daily basis.

      It was also the kind of relationship that might have made me burn with jealousy if I hadn’t loved them both as much as I did.

      The elevator doors dinged open and Chase and I stepped inside. “You’re going to get him fired if you don’t stop begging for advance copies,” Chase said. “You know he’ll never tell you no.”

      “Darius is the best sound engineer Blaze Records has. They won’t fire him. Plus, I don’t beg. This is the only album I’ve ever asked him for.”

      “If we don’t count the Jenna Fields album he gave you last Christmas.”

      My mouth dropped open. “That was a gift!”

      Chase laughed. “Right. And you didn’t drop any hints that you wanted it.”

      I smiled sheepishly and shrugged my shoulders, the thumb drive held tightly in my hands. “Please tell Darius thank you and I love him dearly.”

      Two hours later, I was back at my desk, earbuds in my ears and sketchbook open in front of me. I still had fifteen minutes of a lunch break I’d finally managed to squeeze into the afternoon hours, so I used the time to brainstorm new dress ideas. I cranked up the volume on the new Elliott Hart album, which was every bit as fantastic as I had expected. Ten seconds into the next song, Chase pulled one of my earbuds out and stuck it into his own ear. “How is it? Everything you hoped for and more?”

      “Yes. Amazing. Brilliant. Astounding. I love him and wish I could marry him and his amazing piano hands.”

      Chase dropped into the chair across from my desk, then tossed a furtive look over his shoulder.

      I followed his gaze but didn’t see anything that looked alarming. “What’s up with you?”

      He gave his head a tiny shake. “Quick. Act natural. Like I’ve got a reason to be here.”

      “What? Why?”

      He tossed another glance over his shoulder. Who was he expecting to see? “Because Mylie told me not to tell you anything. She didn’t want me to ruin the surprise.”

      “What are you talking about? What surprise?”

      He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “How’s your dating life?”

      “My dating life?”

      “Sure. You met anyone new?”

      “Chase, what is going on?”

      “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

      I shot him a look. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      He looked for Mylie one more time, then leaned forward, leaning his elbows onto my desk. “Spill it, Dani. Who’s the man?”

      I echoed his movements, leaning forward so our faces were barely a foot apart. “What man?”

      He threw his hands in the air and sighed. “Gah. You’re impossible.”

      Seconds later, Mylie, LeFranc’s receptionist, rounded the corner, a long, thin box in her hands. When she saw Chase, her smile dropped. “Seriously? You had to run ahead and tell her?”

      Chase smiled innocently. “Tell her what? We were just chatting.” He crossed one leg over the other and leaned back, revealing his socks—bright pink and yellow paisley. It made me smile.

      As a gay man in his twenties, living in New York and working in fashion, Chase almost had a moral obligation to be respectably fashionable himself. His look wasn’t flashy at all—very tailored, very clean—but his socks were reliably colorful, a pop of something to echo the color of his tie, or the pinstripe of his vest.

      As a designer, Chase’s eye for color was his greatest strength. He was a master at pulling out accent colors, adding just the right something to make pieces work. For the other designers, it was maddening. How he could look at a piece and say with astounding conviction, “It needs turquoise,” or, “Cut the yellow and add peach instead.” The smart ones listened to him. As long as I’d known him, he’d never steered me wrong.

      Mylie huffed and dropped the box onto my desk. “These were delivered for you, Dani.” She eyed the card.

      I didn’t move from my chair. Just sat there, my arms folded across my chest. “Thanks.”

      She tapped her toe impatiently. “Aren’t you going to read the card?”

      I was completely baffled as to who might have sent me flowers, but there was no way I was going to satisfy Mylie’s insatiable need to know everyone else’s business. I lifted my shoulder in a casual shrug. “I don’t need to open it. My dad sends me flowers on my birthday every year. I know they’re from him.”

      “Oh,” Mylie said, making no effort to conceal her disappointment. “That’s not very exciting.” She turned and walked back toward her desk.

      “Your birthday’s not for another three weeks,” Chase said.

      I reached for the card. “But Mylie doesn’t know that.”

      He grinned. “Then there is something you need to tell me.”

      “I swear there’s nothing to tell! Your guess is as good as mine as to who these are from.”  I slid the square card out of its envelope. The paper was thick cardstock, with a tiny satin trim.

      “Fancy,” Chase said over my shoulder.

      “Seriously? I can’t even read it first?”

      “Fine, fine,” he huffed. He took a step back but arched his neck like he was still trying to see.

      Dani—I feel responsible for what happened at the coffee shop. I know flowers can’t replace your dress. Hopefully they can brighten your day. I want you to know I’ll be at dinner tonight with you and Isaac. I didn’t want you to be blindsided. –Alex PS. I hope this is enough to cover the dry cleaning.

      Two twenty-dollar bills fluttered to my lap, but I hardly noticed them.

      I handed Chase the card and sank back into my chair. Alex would be at dinner?

      How? Why?

      “Wait, is this Alex Alex? Your Alex?” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “LeFranc’s Alex?”

      I nodded. “But why is he going to be at dinner with my brother?”

      “Uh, more importantly, why didn’t you tell me you ran into him at Java Jean’s?”

      Chase had been Alex’s friend as much as he was mine. Which was maybe the reason I hadn’t told him. He knew too much. And he knew me too well. He’d hear in my words exactly how unmoored I felt, like a skiff in a flood tide. I sat, unmoving, so Chase reached for the flowers, carefully lifting the lid off the box. He whistled and handed the box to me. A dozen roses lay inside, their petals a vibrant orange.

      “I think you need to tell me what happened,” Chase said.

      I shrugged and shook my head. “There isn’t much to tell. I ordered coffee, he came in behind me. We spoke for twenty seconds, he tried to apologize, I told him to stop, then I ran away.”

      “Right into the Cappuccino machine,” Chase said, his voice light.

      “Shut up.”

      “So how was it to see him again?” Chase asked. “How did he look?”

      I sighed. “He was wearing Armani.”

      Chase echoed my sigh with his own. “Armani,” he repeated softly.

      “I guess this is for you,” I said, holding up the cash. “For the dry cleaning.”

      Chase pushed it away. “I don’t want it. I’ll never catch Darius at this rate.”

      I grinned. “Catch Darius in the imagined niceness competition that doesn’t actually matter because I love you both the same?” I held up one of the bills. “Split it with me?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He tucked the money into his pocket. “It wasn’t him you ran into, right? It was nice of him to think of the dry cleaning.”

      “It was a random guy at the door. But if I hadn’t been running away . . .”

      “Hmm. Good point. Alex always was thoughtful, wasn’t he?”

      I held up a finger. “Don’t get distracted. We are not reminiscing here.” I pushed the flowers aside and pulled my cell phone out of my top drawer. “I can at least figure out the answer to one question.” Determination filled my voice.

      I tapped out a text to Isaac.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dani

      

      
        Why is Alex Randall coming to dinner tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Isaac

      

      
        B/C I invited him

      

      

      

      

      

      I rolled my eyes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dani

      

      
        Thanks for the information, genius. WHY did you invite him?

      

      

      

      

      

      I drummed my fingers on the desk waiting for Isaac to respond.

      
        
          
            
              
        Isaac

      

      
        He works for me. I told you that right after I hired him.

      

      

      

      

      

      He had to be kidding.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dani

      

      
        TO BE YOUR TAX ACCOUNTANT. Are you the reason he’s in New York?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Isaac

      

      
        He’s not my tax accountant. He’s my business manager.

      

      

      

      

      

      I froze. Why did Isaac need a business manager?

      
        
          
            
              
        Dani

      

      
        WTH??? Why? Doing what?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Isaac

      

      
        Making the Nutella sandwiches. Why are you being weird about this?

      

      

      

      

      

      “So?” Chase asked. “What’s the verdict?”

      I put my phone down, my brows drawn close together in confusion. “He’s my brother’s business manager.”

      Sasha’s door opened and she appeared. “Dani, have you—” She paused. “Oh. Hello, Chase. Nice to see you working so hard.” As a senior designer, Sasha technically outranked Chase, but she wasn’t his boss. Other than her influence with Alicio, she couldn’t do much to hurt him.

      He stood, shooting her a look I’d never have the nerve to give and sauntered past her. “I’ll go toe to toe with you any day,” he said. “Later, Dani.”

      “A little less socializing, a little more working, Dani,” Sasha said. “Don’t make me ask you again.”

      I hastily replaced the lid on the flower box and shifted it to the back of my desk. “Of course. Sorry about that.”

      “Did you take care of the navy dress?”

      I nodded. “Everything’s all set.”

      “And you checked on my appointment for tomorrow morning? If I’m not out of here by noon, it will ruin the entire weekend.”

      “Everything is confirmed,” I said. “The writer from Elite will be here at nine. And I’ve arranged for the samples from the spring line to be brought to your office by five today so they’re ready for her preview in the morning.”

      “Perfect. That’s what I wanted to hear.” She pulled her handbag onto her shoulder and slipped a pair of sunglasses onto her face. “If that’s all taken care of, I’m going to head out early.”

      “One quick reminder,” I said before she’d gotten past me. “I have the day off tomorrow.”

      She paused and lifted her sunglasses, her lips pursed into a frown. “Did I know about this?”

      “You did. For my best friend’s bridal shower.”

      Her face fell. “Oh. Right. I suppose I do remember. Well, enjoy your weekend.”

      She paused as she passed by, her finger tracing the edge of the sketchbook I’d inadvertently left on the desk when Chase had bombarded me with flower news. “What’s this?”

      I quickly pulled the sketchbook away and closed it. “It’s nothing. Just some doodling.”

      She gave me a curious look. “It looked like a wedding gown.”

      I shrugged and held the sketchbook tightly against my chest. “Oh, you know how it is. Single girls always dreaming of their weddings.”

      “Sure,” she said, her brow furrowed. “Well, all right then. I guess I’ll see you Monday.”

      I watched her walk down the hallway until she turned the corner toward the elevator and disappeared out of sight. I took a deep breath and opened the sketchbook to the page Sasha had seen.

      I would design dresses for Sasha all day. Dresses, pants, jackets, whatever she wanted for LeFranc, I’d do it. But this? This was mine.

      It wasn’t the first wedding dress I’d designed, but it was by far the prettiest. It was the prettiest thing I’d ever designed, period. And that was what my roommate, Paige, deserved. She’d been my best friend since elementary school and had more than earned her right to a custom dress. Paige had spent hours as a human dress form while I pinned and tucked and draped fabric over her body, then graciously performed runway shows for my parents, she the only model, and I, the glowing designer taking the stage at the end of the show. A wedding dress was the least I could do. My fingers started to itch just looking at the sketch. It was already half-sewn back at my apartment, and I couldn’t wait to finish it.

      Thoughts of working on Paige’s dress only half-distracted me from the flower box perched on the edge of my desk. The flowers, and all that they stood for.

      Alex worked with Isaac. Alex would be at dinner.

      Alex.

      Alex.
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