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        To my mom.

      

      

      

      
        
        You had a cancer scare while I was writing this book and we thought it was behind us. Boy were we wrong.

        I’m so thankful you’re still with us.

        You’re one of the strongest women I know.

        Thanks for loving me through all the hard years.
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      I knew today was going to be a really bad day as soon as my feet hit the floor this morning. My alarm didn’t go off, and as I rushed around my cramped one-bedroom apartment in New York City, thirty minutes late to work, I not only stubbed my toe once, but twice before I was out the door, rushing to catch the subway.

      Sandwiched between a man who looked and smelled like he hasn’t showered since the new millennia and a woman whose elbow kept bumping me in the ribs every time she turned a page in the gossip magazine she was reading, I was dying for a breath of fresh air by the time the subway pulled into my stop. Unfortunately, that fresh air didn’t come as quickly as I wanted it to because as soon as I stepped off the platform, the elbow that had already bruised my ribs struck me right in the spine, sending me crashing to the ground.

      The fall broke the ankle strap of my favorite navy blue Chanel sling-back wedge sandals and I had to shuffle-step the rest of the way through the Fashion District, the victim of curious glances from passerby’s who watched me dragging my broken shoe behind me so I didn’t lose it.

      It wasn’t until I got to work that I realized that at some point, my navy blue and white striped skirt got caught in the edge of my belt and I walked down Eighth Avenue with my white granny panties showing for the world to see. That explained the strange looks. I took a brief moment in the bathroom to readjust myself, sighing gratefully when the water from the faucet didn’t spray all over my silky white blouse. That would have been awesome and not at all surprising.

      To make matters worse, I got the phone call from my doctor back about some tests I had done a week ago. The message from the receptionist at my doctor’s office was quickly placed on my “call back once I get back from L.A.” list. Not because it’s not important, but because it’s on my “out of sight, out of mind” list.

      By the time I got to work this morning, I was so upset and frazzled that I snapped at a new intern who brought me the wrong cup of coffee. I never get upset at the interns, but this one, Shelley, left with tears in her eyes and it didn’t help make me feel any better.

      I don’t even like coffee.

      To top it all off, I have a plane to catch tomorrow morning for my trip to L.A. to help my best friend, Nicole, marry the man of her – and every other woman in America – dreams.

      I couldn’t be happier for her if I tried. I also couldn’t be more ready for a vacation, either. Today has definitely been the straw that breaks the camel’s back in my overstressed, overtired, underfed life.

      All I need to do is survive lunch and my last meeting with my boss, Devan, who I not-so-affectionately call Devan the Devil for a myriad of reasons, and I’m ready to get the show on the road, so to speak.

      “Seriously, why can I never find a pen when I need one?”

      I shuffle a few more papers around my desk and hear my co-worker, Marcia, start giggling.

      “Mia,” she says while laughing, obviously not understanding that I’m not in the mood for fun right now. “Check your hair.”

      I run my hands through my hair and find it. Two of them, actually. I flash her an apologetic look as I pull them out of my hair, my blonde hair falling half way down my back.

      “You okay?” she asks while walking to my desk and sits on the one clean corner. Marcia’s the first person I met when I moved to New York City about a year and a half ago. She’s also become like a second mom to me. She’s older, in her fifties, and has two kids in high school. She has the friendliest smile of anyone I’ve ever met and is also one of the few co-workers I have at Callie’s that doesn’t possess the urge to stab you in the back with their stiletto heel as soon as you turn around.

      I scribble down a few notes about a new designer we’re trying to win a contract with from France, pointedly ignoring her question.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say half-heartedly, pretending to be distracted by the mountains of work I have sitting all over my desk. I thought the invention of tablets and smartphones and laptops would erase all the paperwork I have to deal with, but it seems like it multiplies like bunnies every time I leave the room. It’s just everywhere.

      “Still upset about that skirt thing, aren’t you?”

      I press my lips together and drag my tired and embarrassed eyes to her. She’s smirking, the snot. I laugh silently, shaking my head back and forth. “Yeah, that’s it.”

      “Spill it, or I’m going to tell Devan you’re skipping lunch so you can meet with her early. We know how much you love her.”

      I cringe and throw one of my pens at her. Lucky for Marcia, she has two teenage boys and she knows how to catch random objects heading straight toward her.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “I would and you know it. Let’s get out of here and I’ll let you bitch about whatever is bothering you.”

      It’s a decision of the lesser of two evils. Devan is completely pissed at me for taking the next two weeks off work. But there’s nothing that could make me miss Nicole’s wedding – not even fashion week in France, which is essentially every person in the fashion industry’s wet dream. I went last year and it was a dream come true. It sucks that the two coincide this year, but there are several other international buyers that are equally qualified, if not more so, than I am. Devan doesn’t care one little bit about who’s going with her.

      Why she’s so pissed at me for taking a vacation, I have no idea. I’m not sure I care, either.

      Marcia smiles because she knows she’s got me right where she wants me. With a defeated smile and an extra sigh for dramatic effect, I grab my purse and we head out of the building.

      We walk back down Eighth Avenue, while I keep a hand on the back of my skirt to ensure no one else gets a free show of my panties, and head to our favorite bar and lounge, Threads. It’s sweltering and humid out today, and I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing so many people crammed together on a sidewalk. We’re like sardines smushed together, or a herd of cows being gathered for slaughter.

      A model wanna-be escorts us to a booth in the lounge area of Threads where we’re sitting in a very large u-shape area. The tables are inches apart from one another. The outside seats sit against a high, black leather wall while the seats on the inside are the type of square storage ottomans you’d find at Target. They look classier, but still … the first time I was here I almost expected the hostess to lift the top of the ottoman and pull out our silverware and placemats. It essentially gives us no privacy either.

      I nod my head politely, but not overly so, at the two men in business suits at the table next to us and take the outside bench. I hate sitting on an ottoman to eat my lunch. The only reason we come here is because the martinis are cheap and incredibly tasty. I’m not normally one to drink during the workday, but I quickly make an exception with the morning I’ve had.

      Once we place our food orders, I overhear the men next to us talking about their plans for the weekend – which includes some unseemly behavior with one of them talking about cheating on his girlfriend. I glare at him before giving Marcia my full attention.

      Sort of. Mostly, I just don’t want to talk about what’s bothering me and Marcia’s a mom to teenagers so she has a way of squeezing the truth out of you when you least expect it. When I was a kid I had a Chinese finger bracelet. It looks like a harmless tube of braided plastic, but once you put your fingers in that thing, it sucks down with a vice grip and refuses to let you go. That’s Marcia.

      She takes a sip of her Appletini and winks at me. “You going to see your little drummer boy while you’re in California?”

      The men inches from us turn their heads in our direction and the guy sitting on the same side of the table of me leers at me in an appreciative, yet used car salesman, sort of way. I want to take the olives off the plastic toothpick in my martini and stab him in the eye with it. He’s also the same guy who I heard talking about cheating on his girlfriend, so I think it’d be totally justified.

      Her nickname for Chase always makes me smile. He may be a drummer, but he’s anything but little. His biceps are about as big as my head and he towers over my tall five foot eight frame. He’s got these large hands that seem too big to be coordinated for anything other than lifting weights, but he’s the best drummer in the rock world right now, and he’s incredibly talented in so many different ways. Every single muscle on that man’s body is defined to perfection and one side of his chest is covered in tattoos. I never thought tattoos were sexy until I met Chase and trailed my fingers across his biceps, chest, and back muscles, outlining the ink all over him. On Chase, tattoos are sexy as hell.

      Marcia likes to tease me about him so this is the nickname she uses so no one in the office knows I’m sleeping with someone from Zack Walters’ band.

      “Yeah, he’ll be there. He’s also the best man.”

      “Aw … how cute. You two get to walk down the aisle together. Maybe it’s prophetic.”

      I snort. The idea of me getting married is hilarious. I’m sure if Nicole was here right now she’d be practically on the floor laughing her cute little head off. Marriage is great, I guess, for people who want to feel all settled down and raise their kids and what-not, and while I’m one hundred and fifty percent thrilled that Nicole gets her second happily ever after and that Marcia’s been happily married for over thirty years, it’s just not for me. Ever.

      “You know my stance on marriage, Marcia,” I say with a shake of my head and take a large sip of my drink.

      Marcia just wrinkles her nose at me like she’s smelling sour milk. “I think someday you’ll change your mind about that. You just need someone strong enough to make you see reason.”

      “Do you ever stop mothering people?”

      “Nope. And you know that moms are always right. There’s really no point in arguing with me about this.”

      I laugh as she gestures into a fake crystal ball in front of her and her eyes go all hazy like she’s actually seeing my future. She even throws in a few humming sounds for dramatic effect.

      “I predict hot, wild sex for you in the upcoming weeks.” She closes her eyes and hums some more. I almost want to stop her, but then she opens her eyes and laughs with me. “Don’t let me down, either. You’re young, gorgeous, and it’s every old married woman’s fantasy to have some torrid affair with a rock star. You’re basically living my dream.”

      “Shut up,” I say through my laughter. I inwardly roll my eyes at her but don’t let her see it. She doesn’t know that Chase and I haven’t talked in six months and I have no plans to tell her why. Most people would think my reasons are stupid. A hot guy wants a girl and she refuses to give him anything more than sex. What woman would do that?

      Me, apparently. Because that’s exactly what happened the last time I saw Chase. I learned long ago that the odds of a relationship working out are pretty much slim to none, so what’s the point in trying when someone always leaves?

      It’s not a risk I’m willing to take. Chase didn’t get it so I called it quits on the best “friends with benefits” relationship I’ve ever had. I don’t think refusing to be someone’s occasional hook-up is running, but I bet he would. Nicole definitely does.

      Two weeks after I began avoiding his phone calls, I saw him kissing some actress outside a restaurant in L.A. on one of those late night gossip shows. I felt this strange sense of jealousy boil inside me that only reinforced my decision to stay far away from Chase.

      It’s not that I don’t like him. I do. I just think relationships are so much easier to manage when emotions aren’t involved. The fact that I felt jealous, or anything at all, by seeing Chase draped all over someone who was recently nominated for a Best Actress award simply reinforced my decision to stay far away from him.

      Marcia spends the rest of our lunch telling me all about her boys and their plans for the Fourth of July weekend. I listen closely and ask lots of questions in order to keep the conversation far away from me. By the time our lunch is done, my mood has improved – possibly due to the help of the second martini I didn’t turn down – and the reminders of my morning blunders are far behind me. If bad things happen in three, then I’ve already doubled the quota for one day. What else can go wrong?
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      “Good afternoon Devan,” I say as I sit down and hold out some client files that I’ve finally finished.

      I nicknamed my boss Devan the Devil within the first two weeks of arriving in New York. I swear if she were to ever smile you’d see fangs, or a forked tongue. She’s sharp as a tack, serious about her job, and she demands the most of her employees, which is great. I love a challenge and I’m good at my job. I’ve just always thought you could have those qualities as a boss without being a complete bitch, but I think Devan missed that memo.

      Without acknowledging my greeting in any way, shape, or form, she leans back in her chair and rests her chin on her hands. They’re clasped together with both index fingers pointed up and tapping against her lips. It reminds me of the nursery rhyme I learned as a child. Here is the church, here is the steeple; open the doors and look at the people.

      I bite back my own chuckle, knowing Devan wouldn’t appreciate it. I’m also willing to bet she has no idea what the inside of a church looks like.

      And then I realize she’s just staring at me. Her dark blue eyes practically feel like they’re piercing into me. Her dark brown hair is pulled back into a severely tight bun. She looks a little scary.

      Usually I’m not afraid of anything, but something about her posture and the serious look on her face instantly makes me nervous.

      I swallow slowly, fighting the instinct to pull my eyes from her. Never show your opponent fear, I practically hear my high school tennis coach tell me.

      “Devan?” I ask, quietly and hesitantly. Maybe she’s just having an exceptionally pissy day.

      “The economy isn’t approving,” she finally says and sets her hands against her desk, rhythmically drumming her fingers on a bright blue file on the center of her desk.

      I nod and lean back in my chair a little bit. We’ve had this discussion before in regards to Callie’s profitability over the last few years. As department stores go, we’re the newest and have tried to set ourselves apart by being a high-end trendy store that appeals to a young clientele that possesses the most disposable income.

      “I understand,” I begin and open one of the files I brought in, “which is why you’ll love that I realized with these particular clients, I’ve discovered if we alter the timing of our purchases through them …”

      Something flips in my gut as she watches me, and without even knowing I’m doing it, my hands start shaking. She doesn’t give a shit about the client files I just brought in. The knowledge sinks into my pores and weaves its way through every nerve ending in my body and I have the sudden urge to throw up.

      This isn’t good. In fact, I have a feeling this is really, really shitty.

      “You don’t care about the Les Belles Chausseres file, do you?” I ask, already in knowing that she does, in fact, not give a shit about whatever I’m holding in my hand.

      She slowly shakes her head, pushing the file on her desk towards me. She’s expressionless, which makes my stomach churn again. I’ve only seen one expression on Devan in the last two years, which is an equal mixture of ice queen and bitchy rolled into one terrifying glare, but now there’s just … nothing.

      “What is this?” I ask, slowly putting my hand on the file as it moves across the desk towards me. Whatever is in this file, I don’t want to see it. I know it.

      “Your severance package.”

      The nerves that were tingling just a few minutes ago explode into a ball of flames and I feel my entire body get so hot I actually think I may be on fire. Time completely stops as I repeat the words that were just thrown down over and over in my head until I’m sure I must have misheard her. Severance. Severance Package. There has to be another meaning that I’m not understanding as I stare at the blue file my fingers have frozen over.

      They’re just hovering over the file, shaking like I’ve had two dozen too many cups of coffee over my lunch hour. My fingers are also bright red, which solidifies my theory of my body being on fire. But bodies can’t just burst into flames in the middle of the day unless you’re a vampire. And since I’m most definitely not a blood sucker, I must be dreaming.

      It’s the only logical explanation I can think of when I finally stop staring at the file on her desk and back into Devan’s eyes.

      She doesn’t say a single word as she looks at me. One eyebrow raises a little bit and I instantly feel the urge to lunge across the desk and smack the living shit out of her. But she still doesn’t move and I think maybe my dream has frozen. Maybe I’m a witch and have learned to freeze time. Maybe Marcia really did work some weird voodoo magic at lunch with her imaginary crystal ball and this is all just one big crazy joke to play on me before I leave for vacation.

      I furrow my eyebrows and cock my head to the left, still certain this isn’t happening. I left my entire life and family in Minneapolis for this job. It’s my dream job and I gave up everything for this opportunity. It’s not being ripped away from me without any notice or warning at all. It can’t be.

      I finally realize that my mouth has just been hanging as if it was broken and I’m missing the joint to close it, so I snap it shut before I start drooling.
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      “Pardon?” I ask, my voice suddenly dry and raw and all sorts of scratchy.

      “You were given six week’s severance, which is highly unusual and very generous.”

      “You can’t be serious,” I respond to her. The reality of the fact that I have just lost my job starts pressing down on me.

      Devan doesn’t move at all while she begins speaking. She’s like a marble statue, unmoving and cold as stone. Her face is void of any expression. I always knew she was a bitch, but I’ve worked hard ever since I arrived in New York to earn her respect.

      “The market isn’t bouncing back as quickly as we’d like it to. We’ve simply had to make some cuts and you were one of the last people hired.”

      Oh my god. I’ve just lost my job. She’s still talking, but I don’t hear anything. I have my apartment, my bills … my health insurance. Shit. I have enough savings to last awhile, but holy hell, this is not about the money.

      I just lost my dream job. And Devan is correct in regards to the economy and the fashion industry. It’s been hit hard over the last couple of years and it’s difficult to find a job anywhere right now.

      “… Besides,” Devan’s voice rings through the foggy haze in my brain and I realize she’s still talking. “You’re leaving us at the busiest time of year. Clearly your career isn’t as important to you as you originally led us to believe.”

      My jaw drops open again in shock, but I quickly snap it close. “You’re firing me because I’m taking a vacation for the first time in almost two years?”

      This time she shrugs. One shoulder shrug is all I get as she ignores my question. “Human Resources has delivered a box to your office. You may clear your stuff out by the end of the business day. Enjoy your vacation.”

      My hands tighten into fists as I realize this conversation is completely over. She’s done with me. I have never wanted to hit anyone more in my entire life than I do right now.

      Without another word, I stand up and finally take the blue file into my hands. I almost expect my body to burst into flames as I pick it up. She has to be the devil. I leave her office, closing the door quietly, although it takes every ounce of self-control I have to not slam it so hard the glass shatters into a million jagged pieces all over the plush carpeting.
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      Marcia is sitting in my desk chair when I walk into my office, staring at the empty cardboard box in the middle of my desk.

      Her eyes are red and I know she’s been crying. She was probably in here when HR dropped of the box that would have surely let her know what my meeting with Devan was really about.

      I don’t bother closing my door when I walk in. I simply walk to the windows of my office and stare out over the city trying to figure out what in the hell has just happened.

      “I’m sorry.” Marcia’s a good friend, but her words bring me no comfort. I don’t respond. I can’t think.

      We sit in silence for several minutes. The only sound I hear is the occasional sniffing coming from Marcia’s direction. I squeeze my eyes shut as tight as possible to prevent my own from bubbling up and spilling over.

      I will not give Devan, or anyone in this office, the satisfaction of seeing me broken.

      Finally, I turn back to my desk and force the world’s most pathetic attempt at a smile toward Marcia.

      “It’s fine,” I say and begin throwing picture frames from my desk and the shelf behind it into the box. I don’t notice if the glass breaks as I start throwing everything in, and I’m not sure I care.

      “It’s not fine,” Marcia says and slowly begins adding more personal items into my box. “I had no idea this was going to happen, but I can’t believe she just did this to you. This place is going to suck without you.”

      We’re quiet for several more minutes until I’ve gone through every drawer in my desk and shelves and removed anything I can think of that’s mine. For a second, I hold the stapler in my hand, thinking of Milton from the Office Space. Excuse me, I believe you have my stapler.

      I click it once and watch the perfectly folded staple fall to my desk. It feels good in a strange way, like one of those stress balls people use when they get upset. The weight of the stapler in my hand and the pressure from closing and opening it feels oddly comforting. I click it again, and then again. Before I know it, the only sound in the room is me clicking away on the stupid stapler, mis-firing folded staples all over the room. They bounce off my desk and onto the floor, pinging off my metal pen holder cup and off my phone.

      A laugh pours out of me before I can stop it. It’s not the friendly laugh you share with a good friend. It’s a psycho sounding laughter, probably from the adrenaline rushing through my veins and the fact that Devan just crushed my dreams under her Louboutin high-heeled shoe like I’m an insignificant ant on the street.

      I’m losing my mind. It has to be the only option as I stand in my office with Marcia staring at me and all I can think about is Office Space quotes while I hold my own red Streamline stapler in my hands.

      Screw them. I toss the stapler into my box and then feel Marcia’s hand on my forearm.

      She just looks at me, while my eyes are wide and I’m still crackling. It’s not even a laugh anymore. I think I sound more like a hyena hunting down prey as I stand in my office just … going completely insane.

      Seeing the concern etched all over her face finally sobers me. I close my mouth and we just look at each other. Me wondering if she’s going to say anything; her probably wondering if I’m going to set the building on fire.

      I slowly take a deep breath in, blowing it out loudly and slowly. “I’m okay.”

      Marcia gives me a look. I’m pretty sure she’s thinking, ‘Are you sure, because you were just acting like a complete lunatic.’

      “Is there anything I can do?” she finally asks.

      Shaking my head, I look at the window behind her, avoiding her direct gaze in favor of hundreds of cold, glass buildings so I don’t have another panic attack.

      “No.” I reach to pick up my box. There’s no point in sticking around here any longer than I have to.

      Marcia walks me out of the office. We both stare straight ahead as we walk down our floor, heading toward the elevator. I almost want to look around and see why it’s so quiet, but I can vaguely see people watching us out of the corner of my eye. The office isn’t quiet because everyone is gone.

      The office is dead silent because every single person who works here has congregated on our floor and are watching me, mouths wide open, carry my stupid brown box. If they didn’t know I was fired by the sounds of my maniacal laughter several minutes ago, they certainly do now.

      And they’ve all come to watch me go.

      Fantastic.

      I refuse to look at any of them as Marcia and I wait silently by the elevators, step in, descend the thirty floors to the street, and walk through the building’s lobby.

      “I’ll make some phone calls while you’re gone to see if I can find any jobs you’d be interested in,” she says, finally breaking our silence.

      I nod, but I don’t look at her. My adrenaline is crashing and I’m beginning to have the urge to cry. If I look at Marcia, I’ll lose it completely.

      Her hand is warm and comforting on my shoulder. She doesn’t hug me or make any move to say anything else as we stand on the corner. Her free hand raises to hail a cab. I know this is something I’m completely capable of doing myself, but somehow, I’m completely frozen.

      Dozens of people rush by us on the sidewalk. Traffic flies by, horns honking, cabbies screaming out the window, and people chattering on their cell phones. Businessmen, models, tourists with their cameras hanging around their necks. They all walk by us, moving on with their day with their own agendas and their own thoughts; no one noticing that my life is simply crashing down around me.

      I exhale loudly once a cab pulls over to the curb and watch Marcia open the door for me.

      She smiles at me sadly as I push my box into the backseat of the cab and then turn back to her.

      “Thank you.” It sounds pathetic. I sound pathetic, and I hate it.

      Without warning, she pulls me into a tight, motherly embrace. All I can do is breathe her in and hug her back. I love this woman and I hate that I’m not going to be working with her anymore.

      “I’ll let you know if I hear anything.” She pulls away from me with a sad smile. “Take the next few weeks and try to have some fun. Get drunk and forget about Devan and all this bullshit. You’ll find something else soon.”

      I want to believe her promise, so I nod and play along like this isn’t the worst absolute news I could possibly hear. I look back at her once I’m sitting in the cab. The window is rolled down, probably airing the car out from the previous passenger, allowing me a second to lean my arms on the side of the door and give one last sad smile and wave to Marcia before we take off.

      “Go have hot sex with the drummer boy and have him make you forget all this shit.” She winks at me and flashes me a large, genuine smile. “Take care of some of my fantasies for me.”

      I laugh once. Sort of. It’s a cross between the sound a cat makes when it’s coughing up a hairball and a genuine laugh. The cab driver gives me a strange look.
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      By the time the cab pulls up to my apartment building twenty minutes later, I feel robotic.

      The tears I fought when I first sat down in the cab have dried up. I don’t think I feel anything as I pay the cab driver, stumble out of the car, and use my key ring to enter my secured building, juggling my box of personal items.

      When I step off the elevator down the hall from my apartment, I feel completely drained. All I want to do is take a bath, have a glass – or four – of wine, and not even think of packing for my trip to Los Angeles.

      I don’t live in the best building in New York. It’s halfway between Central Park and the Garment District, and I leased it for the location alone. It’s definitely not pretty by any means and it lacks what a lot of higher scale places have, like a doorman, but it’s safe enough and my neighbors are quiet. It works for me though. Today, I notice that the hall is dark, the brick is crumbling, there’s a stale smell of some Asian food wafting through the door … and there’s a man sitting in the hallway outside my apartment.

      Very few men in my life can overwhelm a crowded hallway like this man can. He’s sitting with his back up against my door, one leg straight out and the other bent. He stretches across almost the entire hallway and he’s bobbing his head to music, I assume, based on how his fingers are tapping out a beat on his bent knee and straight thigh.

      The man is just magnificent. He’s sexy as hell and my heart instantly starts racing. Why is he here?

      Chase doesn’t notice me until my shadow falls over him. Slowly, he looks up and the back of his head rests against my door as his eyes slowly trail up the length of my body. Normally this move would make me feel all sorts of wonderful, but I’ve had a really shitty day and I’ve been avoiding Chase for months.

      He flashes me his easy-going, slightly crooked smile. He has a thick head of short, light brown hair.

      “You have hair.” I close my eyes and realize it’s about the dumbest thing I could possibly say. He’s always had it shaved completely off, his bald head slick and smooth to my touch.

      “You okay? You look like shit.”

      Six months ago, I would have laughed at Chase for criticizing my appearance. Mostly because I would have known he was joking. Today, I can imagine what he sees. Lime green heels that don’t exactly match my outfit, but they were the only extra pair I had in my desk drawer. My skirt and silk shirt are both wrinkled, my hair is probably wild and stringy from me nervously running my fingers through it in the cab ride home, and I’m sure my nose is red and my mascara is smeared from the tears I finally allowed to fall once I was safely seated in the taxi cab.

      “Nice to see you, too. What are you doing here?” I juggle my box and rest it on my hip.

      He blinks and his smile disappears. I figure he sees the scowl on my face and realizes I’m not exactly in the mood to play today.

      “If you let me in, I’ll tell you.” He asks, but as he’s doing it, his muscular frame uncurls from the floor and he quickly stands up next to me. With outstretched hands, he silently asks to take my box from me.

      I frown for a split second before handing it over. Since he’s here he might as well make himself useful. I pause before putting my key in the lock to my apartment and watch him, wondering if he’s going to ask me why I haven’t returned any of his calls over the last six months. Or why I ignored the fact that he sent me flowers on my birthday a month ago. But he stays just as still as me, a strange, blank look on his face.

      Finally, when I realize he isn’t going to say anything, I wave him, and the box I can’t wait to trash, inside my apartment.
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      “What is this?” Chase’s dark gray eyes drop to the contents of my uncovered box from hell and then he looks at me, wide-eyed and angry. “You lost your job?”

      I nod and close the door once he’s inside, setting my five locks firmly into place.

      “It’s been a pretty shitty day,” I admit, and he follows me into the kitchen. “Just set it over on the table, please.”

      I offer a glass of wine to Chase and he shoots me a look that essentially says no man as manly as him would ever drink a glass of pink wine. Lucky for him, I have beer too, so I pop the top off a Heineken and slide it his way.

      “Thanks,” he says after taking his first drink and settles up against the bar in my kitchen, elbows resting on the counter. “Wanna tell me what happened?”

      I scan every surface in my apartment, looking everywhere except directly at Chase. My robotic feeling has left, and I’m fighting hard to keep the emotions of the day far away from me. I do not want to break down over this. I do not want to cry over losing a job.

      “I don’t really know, to be honest,” I begin and take a sip of my wine. It’s more like a gulp. Chase shoots me a funny look when he watches me guzzle the wine and then re-fill my glass. “Devan called me into her office this afternoon, gave me some song and dance about the economy not recovering, and then said something about me not being committed since I was taking time off over the next few weeks.”

      “Well that sucks. Got any idea what you’re going to do?”

      “No Chase,” I snap at him and look down at the clock on my phone. “I got fired about an hour ago. I have no idea what I’m going to do now.”

      He shakes his head, knowing he’s pissed me off but smart enough not to say anything about it.

      “Why are you really here?” I ask before he can say anything else. Chase throws me off sometimes. He can say things with a look and I know exactly what he means, but sometimes he just watches me, like he’s doing now, and there’s a whole story book inside his thoughts that he’s not voicing even though it may be on the tip of his tongue. It’s one of the reasons we stopped talking – because he kept watching.

      “Because I missed you?” He says it with a smirk and wink and I know that whatever was just going on in his mind is gone now. He’s teasing me and it makes me feel like we’re back to our friendly normal banter, even if it is just for the moment. I’ll take it tonight.

      I simply roll my eyes with a smile, perhaps the first genuine one since my lunch with Marcia. “I thought you were in L.A.”

      “I was. Have you been around Zack and Nic lately? It’s like watching porn all day long. I came back earlier this week to get away.” He takes a drink and acts annoyed, but he doesn’t really care. Hell, he probably likes watching them make out.

      “So why are you here?”

      “Thought I’d stop by and figure out why you haven’t returned my calls.”

      I set my glass down on the counter and my palms flat down on the cold laminate countertop so he doesn’t see that they’re trembling slightly. What am I supposed to say that doesn’t make me sound like a bitch or a slut? I just wanted you for sex and you started turning it into something more? I shrug my shoulders and turn my back to him, ignoring his question, and dig through my fridge to pull out some cheese and grapes.

      I pop a grape into my mouth and turn back around when I hear Chase sigh, my signal that he’s letting it go.

      “Fine. We can let it go for now, but I stopped by today because I’m taking a jet back to California tonight. Thought I’d save you having to fly commercial at the butt ass crack of dawn tomorrow.”

      I’m momentarily speechless that not only is he not pressing the issue of me avoiding him, but offering to help me. Why does he always have to be so damn nice?

      “I can’t get a refund on my ticket.” It’s a lame excuse and just so I don’t have to see him giving me a look that tells me how stupid it really is, I turn around to re-fill my glass. “And I haven’t packed yet.”

      As if that really matters.

      “Shut up, Mia. I’m asking you to come with me. I can cover the cost of your ticket.” He sounds annoyed now too.

      I spin around, eyes flashing in anger. “I’m not letting you pay for me. Just because I lost my job today doesn’t mean you need to pay for my plane ticket.”

      I’m overreacting. I know it. I can’t even put my finger on why this makes me mad.

      “That’s not why …” I watch him take a deep breath and rub a hand over his hair. With as long as it is, he must have started growing it out as soon as I stopped taking his phone calls. A twinge of jealousy hits my stomach at the thought of other women rubbing their hands through his hair, so I take another large swallow of my wine to push it down. “You know what? Never mind. I want you to come with me. Are you in or out?” His voice is softer now, and there’s a hint of a smile on his lips, but I can tell from the tightness in his body that he’s still annoyed with me. Without looking at me, he drains the rest of his beer, throws it in the garbage can, and heads to my fridge for another.

      I can’t figure out why he’s watching me like this, why he even cares anymore that we haven’t spoken, or why he looks a little bit nervous – maybe – as he waits for my answer. The thought of spending hours on a plane with him makes me uncomfortable, knowing he’s going to ask me again about why I haven’t returned his calls. On the other hand, leaving on a chartered jet tonight sounds a lot better than waking up at three in the morning to catch a commercial flight.

      “Fine. I’ll go pack.”

      Chase takes a pull from his beer and plops himself down on my couch like he belongs in my small space. “Good.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We pull up to a private strip just off LaGuardia Airport’s main terminals. I’ve flown on a private jet for work a few times, and once with Nicole, but all of those times were out of Minneapolis where Nicole and I used to live. For some reason, riding in a rented limo and boarding a small charter plane with Chase leaving New York and heading for L.A. makes me feel silly. Like I’ve suddenly stepped into a life that’s not my own. Now I understand how Nic felt when she first started dating Zack. As her best friend, I could see how good Zack was for her. It was as if he instinctively knew she needed slow and gentle in a relationship, and he gave it to her. But watching someone start dating someone as famous as Zack from the sidelines was a lot easier to deal with rather than it happening directly to me.

      I’m still nervous as I stare at the plane. It’s just Chase. We’ve known each other almost two years now and it’s just an airplane ride. This doesn’t mean anything more than Chase being the nice guy he normally is.

      Except Chase isn’t nice. He’s strong and powerful. His temper flares quickly when he’s irritated - at least when I’m irritating him - and he doesn’t put up with my sassy crap. He gives as good as he gets and we can spar back and forth for hours before a simple shoulder shrug from one of us calls it quits and we move on. He’s also the sexiest and most incredible lover I’ve ever had. His body is large and the first time we hooked up, I almost worried that he would crush me with his weight, but he’s gentle and attentive in bed, sometimes. Other times, he’s demanding and rougher, taking me wherever he can easily pick me up and move me. His hands are large and rough, callused from holding drumsticks in his hands for hours every day and when he picks me up and wraps his hands around my waist, his thumbs and fingers touch – completely covering me. He’s also smart, has an incredible sense of humor, successful, and in love with his job, but he mostly just likes to have fun.

      He’s essentially everything I would want in a long-term relationship, if I wanted one.

      “It’s not going to crash, you know.” Chase’s deep voice breaks me out of my thoughts.

      I frown when I realize what he said to me. “What?” I ask, confused.

      “Your breathing picked up when you saw the plane and your cheeks are flushed. I thought maybe you were suddenly afraid to fly.”

      I laugh softly. Oh god, my body just totally got turned on thinking about Chase and his hands and the great sex we used to have and he caught me. I’m such a moron.

      He gives me a funny look when I laugh, but I wave him off. “I’m fine. No problems at all.”

      He watches me with a questioning look in his eyes, then nods once and climbs out of the car. Once outside, he props one foot up against the wheel well of the limo and lights a cigarette.

      “Haven’t quit yet?” I ask and wrinkle my nose. Chase knows I hate smoking, but I also know he hates the idea of quitting. It’s not really an issue, just one more thing we tease each other about.

      “Don’t worry,” he says as he exhales a flowing swirl of smoke and winks at me. “I brought my breath mints.”

      I roll my eyes dramatically in response, despite having to bite back a smile. The weekend I showed up on their first tour with Nicole, I handed him a tin of strong mints and told him if he wanted to kiss me he’d have to have one after every cigarette. He looked at me like I was nuts. Then he smiled, popped in a mint, and kissed me like I’d never been kissed before. Before I realized what was happening, I found myself plastered up against the outside of their tour bus, gasping for my breath and my common sense when he finally pulled away.

      “You keep kissing me like that and I’ll make sure I always have mints on hand.”

      The memory makes me smile just as Chase walks around the corner of the limo, cigarette gone, and pushing the tin of mints back into his front pocket with a wicked smile on his face.

      Just as I’m boarding the plane, my phone signals a new text message from Nicole. Digging my phone out of my purse, I frown when I read it.

      

      Nic: Have a fun trip with Chase. See you soon. *wink wink*

      

      I don’t have to wonder what the winks are for. She’s been firmly on Team Chase for two years now and has been completely flabbergasted as to why I suddenly ended things. I haven’t bothered explaining and she hasn’t stopped pushing. It’s the fact that she knows I’m flying with Chase that makes me pause. What are these two planning, and how did she know I’d agree to fly with him?

      The plane is like a living room with wings. On one side is a gray leather couch with a coffee table in front of it and two navy blue chairs facing each other on each end of the couch. The other side has matching navy blue leather chairs with a table in front of them where you can easily sit and eat a meal. A flat screen TV is imbedded into the wall above the chairs and I can see a small kitchenette in the back.

      “This is … wow.” I look at Chase who has a sheepish grin on his face.

      “Kind of cool, huh?”

      “You were going to fly on this by yourself?”

      He shrugs and flops down on the couch looking slightly nervous. My stomach starts to sink as I wonder if he did this for me. I don’t need extravagance like this and it makes me wonder for the second time what he’s planning. What he wants from me.

      Does he expect after six months of not talking that we’ll just go back to our friendly benefit arrangement? I like him, I do. I just don’t think I have it in me to give him anything more than that and I’m not entirely sure he’s okay with just that anymore.

      Or I’m being completely pretentious and egotistical and losing my job today has totally messed with my head.

      I take one of the chairs across from the couch and pretend to look that I’m neither uncomfortable nor losing my mind.

      “So I don’t really want to get my head bit off again,” Chase begins and I slide him a glance. His legs are straight out in front of him and crossed at the feet, resting on the coffee table while his arms are slung wide against the back of the couch and his shirt is stretched so tight across his biceps that it looks like the threads could split at any second. He simply consumes the space. “I just want you to know that if you need some help finding a new job, I’m sure between the guys in the band we could help you find something in New York … if that’s where you want to stay.”

      The last part of his comment makes my breath hitch. Of course I want to stay in New York. I love it there, even if it did take some time to get used to. New York is the hub of the fashion industry, why would I want to leave? I have to stay there. But other than my job, I don’t have any real friends or family there. Nic is all the way across country and my parents and brother still live in Minnesota.

      I haven’t thought of leaving New York, but is there any reason to stay?

      I shake the thought out of my head, which Chase takes as a ‘no’ on his offer.

      “I appreciate the offer,” I explain, much more nicely than I did at my apartment. “I just haven’t had any time to consider my options. Thanks though.”

      He nods and is silent while the one flight attendant comes out and offers us drinks and tells us we’ll be taking off shortly. A few minutes later, I’m pretending to read the magazine I grabbed on the way out of my apartment as the plane starts moving and we’re lifting off.

      We’re somewhere over who-knows-where an hour or so into our flight when the silence between Chase and I becomes so thick that I can’t even pretend I’m still reading my fashion magazine.

      He’s been scribbling lines in his notebook. It’s a brown leather composition book and the edges are worn and tattered, the spine is almost completely falling apart, and it’s filled with lyrics and beats to songs that he’s either written or is working on. I watch him work silently for several minutes and simply admire him. Occasionally, he rubs one hand across his hair and makes a face like he’s not completely comfortable with the feel of it. I have a picture on a bookshelf in my living room that Nicole took when she went on her first tour with Zack. They’re in the back room of his tour bus sitting on a couch with their heads bowed over this same notebook. Both of them have a small frown in between their eyes as Zack’s fingers rest on the fret board of his guitar and Chase is holding two pens in his hands, mimicking the way he holds his drumsticks. It’s by far my favorite picture of Chase because he never looks sexier than when he’s working on his music.
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