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How could I have understood what it would mean if I helped him?

When his tangerine fell to the ground without his noticing, I didn’t think anything of kneeling down to pick it up. I was right there anyway.

The trouble began when he stood up and prepared to leave. That’s when the terrible, fateful thing happened.

As I knelt to retrieve his fallen tangerine, he rose to go. Which meant that, just as I said, “Sir, you dropped this,” and looked up at him, he looked down at me and smiled.

“Oh, thank you,” he said, surprised.

I had never seen a man from that angle before, and my throat clogged up before I could form a sentence or stand.

“Are you okay?” he asked, with concern.

“I... You’re welcome,” I said, standing quickly, mortified. As I brushed myself off, he waved to someone behind me.

“Ready to go?” he said.

“Julie, is that you?” I heard a familiar voice ask.

“Maeve! How are you?” I turned. Back then, she was just a work acquaintance.

“I see you’ve met my husband, Henry,” she said.

Having been caught on my knees between them, I felt oddly exposed. Or was it excitement? I wondered if they noticed how I could barely socialize, or worse, if they thought I was already a little deranged.

Actually, thinking back, they did seem to trade a look. In fact, I’d swear the look said: You charmed her, didn’t you?

Unfortunately, I think my entire demeanor said: He turned my knees to jelly, and he should be ashamed.

“Yes, he dropped his tangerine,” I said proudly, finally escaping the vortex.

In the grand scheme of things, this wouldn’t have meant anything if not for the fact that it kept happening.

You see, I work on the fifth floor, and Maeve works on the seventh. But when the elevator was under maintenance, everyone had to take the stairs.

So when Henry left his lunch visit with his wife, he came down the stairs, and I came up.

I recognized him by his shoes. The shape of his legs. And despite my better judgment, I looked up as we passed side by side on the narrow steps.

“Henry, we can’t keep meeting like this,” I said, perhaps out of desperation, as if saying it might make us pause.

“You should know I don’t mind,” he smiled, glancing over the railing at me.

“Visiting Maeve?” I asked, more confidently now.

“Yes. She misses me. Or so I tell myself.”

“I’m sure.”

“Where did you go for lunch?”

“I had a sandwich by the fountain.”

“I designed that, you know.”

“You’re joking. Isn’t it really old?”

“No,” he paused, “the city just asked me to make it look that way.”

“Who are you?” I asked, delighted. “I adore that fountain.”

“You should tell Maeve. She thinks I’m too unknown.”

“I will,” I said, moving to continue up the stairs.

He didn’t move. As I passed him, he remained still. Our eyes met again, and even on the same level, he still felt taller. Closer. Warm.

As I passed, I felt him turn to watch me.

“Hey, why don’t we all get together sometime?” he called out. “Maeve would love to see someone appreciating me.”

I turned back. “Okay, okay. I’ll talk to her.”

“Perfect.”

Back at my desk, I tried to settle in, but I was still buzzing. Not that I even needed to work right now, but I couldn’t focus. Instead, I decided to go see Maeve. How hard could it be? I ran into her husband, we chatted, totally friendly.

By the way, your husband is very handsome from below.

No, that wouldn’t do.

He told me you’d like it if I admired him.

No... wait. Maybe she would.

But I can’t say that.

What am I doing? I thought, my body already moving before I had a plan. Shame prickled low in my belly, but I kept walking, one foot in front of the other, one stair at a time, like I could still pretend I hadn’t already decided.

“Hey...” I hovered in her doorway.

“Oh, hey Julie. What’s up?”

“I ran into Henry. How was your lunch? He said I should talk to you, so we could all hang out sometime. Apparently he did that fountain out front. I think it’s great.”

Maeve smiled. “Well, I’m glad he’s found a fan. I keep telling him to stop being so modest.”

“Yeah, it’s really good. Has he done much around the city?”

“Here and there. He’s usually in the studio. I’m not sure what he’s working on right now... Oh, he has an Instagram. What’s your number? I’ll send it to you.”

“Sure, that’d be great. Here,” I said, handing her my phone. “By the way, I’m free Saturday.”

She tapped at the screen with neatly manicured nails, pale pink and perfect—like everything about her seemed to be.

“There, you texted me. Saturday evening could work. We could go to the wine cave. Have you been?”

“Only on dates,” I teased, then instantly regretted saying it, as if I’d revealed something I hadn’t meant to.

“Perfect! We love it there. Are you seeing anyone? You could bring them.”

“Nope. Totally single.”

“Then it’s a date. I’ll talk to Rob about the time. Anything else?”

“Nope,” I said, grinning. “See you Saturday.”

I turned away, blushing.

I'm ashamed to admit it, but the first thing I did when I got home was creep Henry’s Instagram.

To say it was breathtaking would be an understatement.

Yes, a lot of it was plain: fountains, statues of famous figures, ornamental flourishes and restoration, but there was something so hot about it. Maybe it was imagining his hands working the stone. His big, wet hands on Maeve. 

The idea that no one knew about his talent but me. Aside from his hundred thousand followers. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little excited to be near him at dinner, around that round table. I remember secretly hoping I’d sit close, that Maeve wouldn’t cut us off like wives are supposed to. Still, I knew I couldn’t go too far. Maeve had a husband. I had... well, a job I liked.

I didn’t see Henry again that week.

On the Friday before our date, I almost went to see Maeve, just to feel things out, see if she’d really be okay with me being near him. Why am I always like this? I have a bit of a history obsessing over guys. It started with boy bands. Curse them.

I tell myself I’m supposed to be aloof, above it all. But I kept hoping that talking to Maeve might take the edge off. Then again, I knew I couldn’t really talk to her—not without giving myself away. I always feel like people can see straight through me, like they know something I don’t. It’s maddening. And it makes work impossible.

Maybe if I could just act normal around her, I’d stop picturing her husband’s forearms while trying to finish an invoice.

Instead, Maeve came down to see me.

“Are we still good for our little rendez-vous? I think Henry’s excited,” she teased.

“Yes, I’m all set. He’s excited? Why do you say that?”

“Because I know him. He won’t admit it, but he loves anyone who enjoys his work. He says it’s got some of his heart. Plus, he made the reservation himself.” She laughed.

“Yes, thanks for sharing his Instagram. It’s a little embarrassing, but I actually really like his work. My favorite is the stonework on the church downtown,” I confessed.

“No way! That’s one of my favorites too. For such a small piece, I think he spent a ton of time on it. Be sure to tell him in person.”

“Will do.”

“You look nice today, by the way,” Maeve said, her voice casual, maybe a little too casual.

Even though it was a casual compliment, it made my heart sing. I never would have expected that from Maeve. She was so put together. Sharp. Clean. She was one of the company’s best “people persons” and... Well. Obviously this is why.

“Wow, thanks Maeve. It’s just regular ol’ me,” I laughed.

“Oh, I’m so excited! Well, I’m off. See you tomorrow,” she said, tugging the doorway shut.

“See you.” I could still smell her shampoo after she left. Cool, expensive. It lingered.
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I’m one of those people where, if I have something big to do on a given day, I refuse to do anything else until it's done. I know, it makes no sense. It’s like I have to torture myself for every important thing, and this dinner felt really important.

They said all those things, about me admiring Henry, about Maeve wanting to see it, maybe even watch. On the other hand... they’re married. Maeve could get me fired. And I’ve made so many romantic missteps in my life. This could easily be one of them.

I feel like I can’t relax until they just tell me. Is this a real date? A date with them, or with Henry, or with Maeve? Maybe Henry wants me, but maybe Maeve does too. Or maybe she just wants to watch. It’s not like I can ask.

Those were the main lines of thinking for most of my day.

I ate very little so I would be hungry. I drank water. I meticulously prepared my face and outfit with all these factors in mind. Still, I was brutally nervous when they greeted me warmly, dare I say, affectionately.

“Julie, you look gorgeous. I’m so glad we’re doing this,” Maeve enthused.

“Hi Julie. Very beautiful,” said Henry, hugging me.

I think I accidentally grabbed his neck during the hug. How embarrassing.

Maeve must know my intentions. I wish I wasn’t so obvious.

The restaurant was warm and humming, with low lighting, flickers of conversation, linen against old stone. One of those places that doesn’t need a sign. The kind of spot you only find if you’ve lived here a while. The staff never speak above a murmur. Everyone pretends not to notice anything, which makes it easier to notice everything.
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