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PROLOGUE

SCOTTIE

“Fuck off, asshole!”

“No, you fuck off.”

“Eat shit and rot!”

God, I love New York City.

There’s nothing better than waiting for your breakfast burrito at the corner bodega and witnessing a fight almost break out between a taxi driver and a Postmates runner on a motorbike. Truly chef’s kiss.

And it’s not just the kerfuffle on the roads that has me tingling with joy. I love the palpable high blood pressure of the collective whole during the morning commute.

The summer humidity, an added obstacle that you slice through during a brisk power walk to your destination.

And the pungent smell of the human race sharing the overworked streets of Midtown.

Spectacular.

Honk.

“Watch it, you dick!”

A smile passes over my face as I take a sip of my coffee.

I’m home.

Can’t beat New York in the summer.

“Scottie, your order,” Vincent calls out as he places my order on the take-out corner.



“Thank you,” I say and then point at him with a finger gun as if we’re long-lost friends. “Same time tomorrow, my man?”

Completely ignoring me, he goes back to work, scrambling eggs and cooking bacon. It’s fine. He’ll get to know me soon enough. I plan on stopping by every morning and establishing a rapport, one where I walk up to his storefront, which is decked out in pictures of bagel sandwiches, and he says, “Morning, Scottie. The usual?”

And I’d say, “That would be great, Vincent. How are the kids?”

And he would say something silly, like, “Eating me out of my own house.”

We’d chuckle. I’d pay and then stand off to the side, patiently waiting for my burrito while I popped my earbuds in and a classic song like “Dreams” by the Cranberries would start playing.

It would be the perfect opening scene to any New York City–based Nora Ephron romantic comedy, where love is waiting in the wings.

But instead of formulating the well-executed meet-cute where I run into a man in front of an office building, spilling my coffee all over myself only to have him dab at my bosom with his solid-blue tie, I’m going to change the story. This isn’t a story about me falling in love with another human.

This is a story about me falling in love with myself.

Yup, being a twenty-nine-year-old divorcée will do that to you.

The only person I want to be in love with right now is me and me alone.

And being here in New York City, the place where I always wanted to live out my early twenties after college, walking the concrete streets, cup of coffee in hand, on my way to my—

“Watch it, bitch.” An elbow slams into my cup of coffee, sending the Americano temporarily into the air, only to land smack-dab in the middle of my cream-colored silk blouse.

“Oh my God,” I say, pulling my searing-hot blouse off my skin while early morning commuters spare me a wince before continuing on to their occupations.

I glance around, checking for any oncoming men ready to dab my breasts clean, but when not a single person stops to help, I realize I’m shit out of luck.

What was I saying about New York?

Oh right… I love it.

I’m going to keep repeating that to myself over and over again as I carry my burrito in one hand and fan out my shirt with the other. I’ll change when I get to work. My company has more than enough polos to spare. I should know; everyone I work with wears one almost every single day.

The only sad thing about getting coffee on my shirt is that I won’t be able to drink it now. But hey, it’s all part of the experience, right? The New York City experience. Consider this my initiation. My rite of passage. Being a girl from upstate New York, I’ve always dreamed of living in the city. Not just in my dorm room but on the Upper East Side, so now that I’m here again, nothing is going to stop me from enjoying it.

Not a single thing.

Because this is my new start.

I moved to the city to be closer to my friends, got a job with Butter Putter editing their ad copy and editorials, and now I’m living the single life, trying to regain the confidence I lost when I was married to Matt.

And sure, coffee down the blouse is not the way to start building up confidence, but it’s not the worst thing that could happen. It’s a conversation starter. Common ground.

Something I can talk about to my new coworkers that I share nothing in common with.

Like I said, nothing, and I mean nothing, is going to stop me from enjoying this new chapter in my life.

Scottie Price is thriving.



She is single.

She’s smart, she’s charismatic, she’s charming.

And she’s living out her best Nora Ephron life, falling in love with herself.

Yup, nothing is going to take that away.

Nothing.







CHAPTER ONE

SCOTTIE

“Meeting in ten,” Duncan says while knocking on the casing to the door of my office.

“Well aware,” I mutter as I press my fingers into my brow. I don’t need the reminder.

Another freaking Thursday morning meeting where obnoxious blowhards like to hear themselves speak while absolutely nothing is accomplished.

Great.

It’s been three months at this job, and it’s like clockwork. We shuffle into the conference room. Brad S carries around a putter like he’s King Arthur at the Round Table and talks about the eighteen holes he plans on playing this weekend while Brad F—or Finky—and Chad cheer him on from the sidelines like a bunch of fanboys, frothing at the mouth for the attention of their leader.

Yup, Brad, Brad, and Chad.

The Brads and Chad.

I stare off into the pit of the office. Rows of glass desks, all stacked right next to the other, placed on top of puttable Astroturf flooring. Bobbleheads showcasing a variety of sports heroes are perched atop said desks, jouncing while penis after penis walks by.

Yes, you read that right…penis after chino-encased penis.

To tell it to you straight, I work surrounded by a real sausage fest.



And not just any sausage fest but the worst kind.

It’s what the youth are calling…the finance bros.

*Shudders*

Sure, they’re not actually “finance bros” given they work for a golf company, but they sure as hell have the aesthetic down to a science.

Every day, I’m subjected to an agglomeration of company-embroidered vests, khaki chino shorts, boat shoes, and polos, all entwining with early morning bro hugs and gentle razzing.

Why does this bother me? Well, besides the fact that they are impossibly annoying to be around, I’m the only woman at the company besides the CEO. She, however, is barely in the office, especially with the launch of a new brand of Butter Putter mini golf courses.

But what really grates on my nerves and has me breathing into my desk drawer like it’s a paper bag at least once a week: they’re all married.

Every last one of them.

And sure, that’s not a bad thing, but if I’m honest, it’s not that they’re married that’s the issue. I’m the issue. It’s me. Because I too was once blissfully married.

And at the beginning of my marriage, there was love between me and my ex, there was excitement, there was passion. But as time went on, year by year, I could start to see my husband’s interest in me slip. His passion to hold my hand, cuddle, kiss me good night—no longer there. And the love diminished until the last year of my marriage, when it came crashing down after my husband forgot my birthday, leaving me to eat a piece of cake I bought for myself alone at the dining room table while he played video games.

So being in an office building surrounded by men who are happily married…it’s…it’s just hard. Makes me think of Matt, makes me think of how inadequate I am, how I wasn’t good enough to hold his attention.

Not to mention I have nothing in common with them, unless they want to hear about the gum that got stuck on the bottom of my shoe while on a single-lady walk through Central Park over the weekend.



Nor do they care about my Sunday night girl dinner, which consisted of two dill pickles, one single Triscuit, and a cup of applesauce that I ate alone while watching the Menendez brothers documentary on Netflix.

There is a marriage cult, and I’m on the outside, looking in. Heaven forbid they ever find out I’m divorced. I can’t imagine the clutching of their embroidered vests, the horror that would wash over their freshly shaven faces.

Scottie Price, the single one, sequestered in her office, not to go near in case she’s contaminated with the “divorcées,” a rare condition that could spread if one comes in close contact.

“You coming?” Finky asks, nodding toward the conference room.

My nostrils flare. “Yes, on my way.”

“Good, don’t want to be late. Ellison is here today.”

My estrogen sonar perks up.

“Ellison is here? Really?”

“Yes. And you don’t want to be the last one in the conference room.”

No, I don’t.

I quickly grab a notepad and pen, secure my coffee, and then head out into the pit and across the office to the conference room, where the men are already gathering. As I move around the table and find a seat, I scan the room, my mind picking them out one by one in my editor brain.

Brad S: never uses an uppercase T when writing T-shirt, despite how many times I remind him.

Duncan: can’t remember to cite his sources, ever. I’m constantly chasing after him.

Finky: funny, but if he has to describe a putter, might as well settle for hard and gray as his description.

Chad: oh, Chad, the resident artist. I have to go over his mock-ups with a fine-tooth comb because he’ll even spell his name wrong.



Then there are Kyle, Ben, and Shawn, all righteous idiot interns who I think are here for the free swag rather than the experience in business.

And that’s only to name a few.

“What are your plans this weekend?” Finky asks Chad as we wait for Ellison to show up.

“Taking Danielle out to Fire Island for a concert. She has the whole thing planned. What about you?”

“Wine tasting upstate,” Finky answers. “Lindsey told me this morning that she plans on getting drunk and not remembering a thing.”

“Who does?” Ellison says, coming into the conference room, looking stunning with her long blond hair tied back into a pony and her power suit tailored expertly for her frame.

Okay, it’s happening; everyone stay calm. She’s here.

If there’s anyone in this office that I want to impress, it’s her.

Finky moves aside and says, “My wife. Taking her up to the Finger Lakes this weekend for a wine tasting.”

“I was just there with Sanders,” she says as she takes a seat at the head of the table. God, look at her poise. Beauty and grace. Shoulders back, an air of confidence surrounding her, demanding respect. “Stayed at a really nice bed-and-breakfast. The cinnamon rolls were to die for.”

“Was it the place I recommended?” Brad S asks, hope in his eyes.

“It was,” Ellison says. “We did the lovers special like you said, and it was fantastic.”

Freaking lovers special.

What does that entail? Petting each other with a purple rabbit’s foot for luck while staring deeply into each other’s eyes?

“I was thinking about taking the hubby there,” Duncan chimes in, looking all kinds of squirrely, trying to get her attention. “Maybe I can take him there for his birthday.”

“When is his birthday?” Ellison asks as she leans back in her chair and brings her cup of coffee with her.



“Next month,” Duncan says.

“If he likes wine and cinnamon buns, then he’ll love it.” She then turns to Chad and asks, “How’s Danielle?”

Chad’s stupid face lights up. “She’s great. Still trying to get pregnant. Taking her to Fire Island this weekend to help her relax. I think she’s putting too much stress on herself.”

“I think that’s a very smart decision,” Ellison says. “If you’re looking for more assistance or outside-the-box thinking, I have a wonderful acupuncturist that can help.”

“I’ll send you an email.” Chad winks.

I’m annoyed.

The winks, the suggestions, the palling around…

Of course they’re all friendly with Ellison, because they’re all married.

Like I said, a cult. A freaking cult, and I’m the lonely spinster on the outside. Even the interns are either married or engaged to be married. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have assumed being paired up with a partner was a requirement to work at Butter Putter.

“Jenna made that recipe you sent the other day,” Brad S steps in. “The buffalo wing dip in the Crock-Pot.”

“How did it go?” Ellison asks.

Why wasn’t I sent the recipe?

I like buffalo dip.

Brad S chuckles and shakes his head. “Let’s just say she added a little too much sauce.” He rubs his stomach like a forty-year-old dad wearing jean shorts and New Balance sneakers with tube socks. “I had quite the bellyache.”

Ellison winces. “But I’m sure you ate it anyway, because that’s the kind of husband you are.”

“I sure did.”

This is a living nightmare.

Surrounded by happy couples boasting about their weekend plans, talking about their partners like they worship the ground they walk on. What’s that like? Couldn’t tell you.

And frankly, let’s call a spade a spade. It makes me jealous.

Insanely jealous.

Because, I’m going to be honest with you, the rom-com life I planned on living when I made the move to the city was not the kind of Nancy Meyers dream I was looking for. Sure, I might have the apartment aesthetic with the cozy, slipcovered furniture and herbs in the windowsill, but the falling in love with myself, not so much.

My neighbor next door to me keeps pointing out that I walk as if I have a lopsided leg. She’s on the younger side of eighty and holds a broom as a cane, so I don’t think she cares much about what others think of her, hence telling me I walk weird.

I also caught a reflection of myself in the Trader Joe’s window a week or so ago, and guess what? I looked like a crazy bag lady who feeds pigeons because they’re the only beings that will give her the time of day.

It was horrifying.

And worst of all, I woke myself up in the middle of the night precisely three days ago because I suffocated myself with morning breath. Yeah, popped those eyes right open as I gasped for air, only to realize the stench *whispers* was me.

So falling in love, not so much.

“What about you, Scarlett?”

I’m knocked out of my thoughts as I look up and all eyes are on me.

Did Ellison just call me Scarlett?

“Uh…” I drag out. “It’s Scottie actually.”

“Oh, my apologies,” she says, pressing her hand to her chest. “I don’t know why I said Scarlett. I know it’s Scottie.”

Bet she wouldn’t call Brad Bueford. Or Chad Charles.

No, just the lopsided single pigeon lady with dragon breath.



“So, what do you plan on doing this weekend?” she asks, a smile on her lips.

I glance around the table, beards and puffy vests all staring back at me, waiting for an answer, probably expecting me to talk about the yoga class in the park that I say I’m going to but actually just watch as I eat a chocolate croissant.

They’ll humor me, but none of them will ask me what class. No, they’ll just move on, and after the meeting, I’ll skulk back to my office and sit in front of a computer to correct all their copy for every single social media post and article.

Maybe not this time though.

Maybe, just maybe, I could fit in.

Ellison’s here, this is my chance to impress her, and maybe she’ll notice me if I actually have something to connect with her on.

Maybe she’ll find me so arousing that she’ll consider me for a possible promotion to, let’s say, the magazine, Golf Galaxy. Now wouldn’t that be a dream? Instead of working with all these social media munchers, I could do more print work, which could give me experience to work at other magazines, like the mecca of all glossy print, Better Homes and Gardens.

And then instead of just living the Nancy Meyers aesthetic, I could write about it too.

I couldn’t think of anything more fulfilling than that.

Then it’s settled.

We’ve made an executive decision.

It’s time to fit in.

Smiling at my audience, I cross one leg over the other and say, “Hitting up some antique stores with the husband this weekend.”

The moment the word husband passes over my tongue and right out of my mouth, I realize the grave mistake I’ve made, because the shock that registers across every single face in the room is not the kind of shock you want to see.



“Your husband?” Ellison asks. “I guess I wasn’t aware that you were married.”

“Well—”

“Yeah, none of us were,” Chad says, crossing his arms over his chest, looking like he’s ready to dive into a “gotcha” moment.

“Yeah, well, it’s one of those—”

“You’re not even wearing a wedding ring,” Chad continues.

Then every single pair of eyes in this pressure cooker that is a conference room zeroes in on my left hand.

What’s a girl to say to that?

Nervously, I smile and casually slide my ring-less hand under the table and place it on my trembling leg.

“Um, about that…”

“Scottie,” Chad says, leveling with me as if he’s my father catching me in a lie. “We know you’re not married. If you’re trying to fit in, please don’t make up lies.”

The audacity of this guy!

Uh, news flash, Chad, you don’t know how to properly use a comma, you nitwit, so cut the investigative report on my love life.

“Is he right?” Ellison asks, her brow pulling together. “Are you really not married?”

And this, my friends, is why you don’t lie.

Because you have a simp like Chad trying to play Sherlock Holmes and blow up your spot.

That being said, I have two ways I can react to such an accusation. I can nod in shame, suck in my pride, and tell the truth, letting Chad take all the fame and glory. I can confess to them that I was so desperate to fit in that I made up a fictional man to make me look like less of an old maid.

Or I can dig in deep, save face, and run with the lie while making Chad eat his words with a side of guilt and a sprinkle of embarrassment.

The first option, dignified and shows true character.



The second option, a battle cry to all women out there that the Brads and Chads of this world cannot take us down!

I think we know where I’m going with this.

Gird your loins and hoist your bras, ladies. We’re digging in.

Looking Chad in the eyes, I say, “Thank you, Chad, for bringing my ring-less finger to everyone’s attention.” I set my shoulders back and lift my chin. “I didn’t plan on sharing this with the group, but my husband and I are actually going through a rocky time at the moment, and we’ve taken some breaks, hence the no ring.”

Ha-HA!

In your face, Chad.

Take that.

Eat it.

And gag.

Yup. Freaking gag.

The room falls silent. Only the hushed hum of computer monitors fills the office space.

I hope you’re all happy, you married-loving cult. I hope you all look in the mirror and think how horrible it is that you humiliated poor, poor Scottie to the point of having to air out her marital issues in front of floor twenty-three, all because Chad just had to make his dick look big.

Well, guess what, Chad? Your hands are small, your fingers are thin, and I think we all know that that means—

“Scottie,” Ellison says, grabbing my attention. “May I please speak with you in private?”

The hairs on the back of my neck stand straight up as I feel Ellison’s gaze zero in on me. She, uh, she wants to see me in private?

Well, that’s unsettling, because this can go two ways.

One: she can see right through my lies like the hawk that she is.

Or two: she’s about to lay down an apology tour for the adolescent behavior of my coworkers.



One will terrify me. Two…now two I could get on board with.

Two could possibly lead to a long road of HR meetings for Chad, which I should probably feel bad about, but I absolutely do not. He tried to fight with fire, and he’s about to get burned.

“See me out in the hallway?” I clear my throat. “Of course.”

Ellison stands and gestures to the door. I stand as well, gathering my items and hoping this creates a half day for me, because I have a half tub of cookie dough in my fridge and the rest of the Menendez brothers documentary to consume, and it would be amazing if this guaranteed me some more time to rot on my couch.

As I walk past Chad, I have the distinct urge to stick my tongue out at him but realize just how immature that would be. Let’s keep the childish games to Chad and lead with respect and dignity just in case this doesn’t go my way.

When I exit the conference room, Ellison pulls me off to the side and presses her hand to my shoulder.

“I’m so sorry to hear about you and your husband.” 

Whew, bullet averted. I’m here to file all of the reports. HR, here I come.

I nod solemnly. “Thank you. It’s been tough, but, you know, we’re trying.”

“That’s commendable. It can’t be easy working in an environment where everyone is happily married.”

“It’s had its strains,” I admit, because that is the truth.

“Well, I am proud to say with confidence why everyone is so happily married here.”

Huh?

I look up at her as she continues, “My husband is Sanders Martin.”

Err, am I supposed to know who the hell that is?

“Word on the street is, he’s the most prestigious marriage counselor in the Northeast, and he has made it his mission to work with all the people in the office who are willing and ready.” She squeezes my arm and says, “And please know, I’ve received consent to discuss because everyone has been so happy.”

Uh-oh.

I fear that I know where this is going.

“Oh, that’s really cool,” I say, wanting to slowly back into a bush, maybe go watch an after-school special about lying and why it’s a bad thing.

“I would really love for you to talk with him; I know he can help.”

And there it is, my grave, the one I’ve been digging this entire time, just waiting for me to rest in it.

“And I know this is coming out of the blue, and I don’t want to pressure you, but I can sense that you’re trying to reconcile. Am I wrong about that? And feel free to tell me to mind my own business.”

Uh, yeah, Ellison, you should mind your own business. You should be leading a company meeting right now, not trying to help me with my fake marriage woes.

But alas, it’s not like I can say that to her.

“I can sense that you’re not comfortable talking about it,” she says. “That’s okay—”

“Oh no, I’m comfortable having this conversation.” Panic surges through me because I can see the disappointment in her face. “Just, uh, wasn’t expecting to have such a magnificent mind at my disposal.”

Magnificent mind? Tone it down, girl.

“That’s so kind of you to say. Sanders really does wonders. Let me just text him real quick.”

Oh, she’s just going to do that, right now? When we should be having a meeting?

She pulls out her phone from her pocket, and yup, she starts texting.

“Would nine tomorrow morning work for you?”

“Tomorrow?” I nervously say. “That’s, uh, well, I’m working.”

Ellison waves her hand in dismissal. “You can take a break for this.”

“Great.” I swallow the saliva building up in my mouth.



“Oh perfect, he has an opening tomorrow morning at nine a.m.”

“Ooof, nine a.m., that might be hard with the hubby’s job.” There we go, blame it on the husband.

“Oh, he says he can do seven thirty in the morning for you so everyone gets to work on time. You’re so lucky. He rarely offers the seven thirty appointment.”

7:30 a.m.? Jesus, aren’t people mainlining their coffee and getting their faculties together at that hour? Not to mention, if he’s the best in the Northeast, doesn’t he have a waitlist? Usually takes six months and your first unborn child to make an appointment in the city, not a quick text.

“Why don’t you check with your husband?” She encourages me with a head nod.

“Uh yeah, let me, uh, let me just text him.”

I hold my phone, straight up so she can’t see my screen, and I tap away on it, pretending to text, all the while in my head saying, Beep, boop, bop, texting my husband, beep beep, bop, my nonexistent husband.

“What does he say? Seven thirty or nine a.m.?” She bounces in excitement as if her happiness relies on this moment and this moment alone.

And it seems like I’m not getting out of it. No backing down, not at this point. We have dug the grave, might as well try to find a way out of it…and a way that doesn’t require me to be out of the house by seven.

Smiling at Ellison, I say, “Uh, nine works.”

“Wonderful. I’ll let him know right now.”

As she texts her husband, I glance down at my screen, where I pulled up my solitaire app rather than texting a real-life person. I can tell you right now, this is not going to end well.

“You’re set for nine a.m. I’ll email you the details of where to find his office. He’s looking forward to working with you.”

“Great.” I smile, knowing damn well it’s the fakest smile I’ve ever concocted. “Can’t…can’t wait.”



She gestures to the conference room. “Now, let’s get back to work, shall we?”

Back to work?

Does she really think I can get back to work after I just sabotaged my own world?

I’m lucky I haven’t fainted from the anxiety driving through me, because I just agreed to a marriage counseling appointment with my boss’s husband. With a nonexistent person who needs to materialize in, oh, about twenty-three hours’ time.

What the hell is wrong with me?

“Yeah, work, yay,” I say with a fist pump to the air. “Love the work.”

She smiles softly. “Good, because us girls have to stick together.” She offers me a wink and then walks back into the conference room.

Well, fuck. I got what I wanted. I became buddy-buddy with my boss in an instant.

But the cost will be hefty…finding a husband by tomorrow.







CHAPTER TWO

SCOTTIE

“Something strong,” I say, setting my purse on the bar top and sliding onto a leather barstool.

“Yikes, what happened to you?” Mika, my best friend, asks as he places a napkin and a bowl of pretzels in front of me.

I lean on the counter and say, “I had the worst day of my life.”

The only thing that can take this headache away is a flammable drink and a night at Stockings—the best gay bar in town with drag shows every weekend. I became addicted to coming once I found the place back in college, especially on the weekends. Not only are the drag shows fire, but I love the aesthetic of the bar. Concrete floors, black walls, and pantyhose everywhere. All shapes, all sizes, all colors. They dangle from the ceiling, they’re framed on the wall, and they’re the curtains for the drag show.

Looking for a good time, come to Stockings; you won’t be disappointed.

Mika winces as he starts filling up a tumbler with alcohol—not even sure what kind, but I don’t care. I’ll take whatever I can get. “Did Chad forget multiple commas this time?”

“I wish.” I toss my hands up in the air just as someone slides onto the stool next to me.

“It’s time to celebrate,” my other best friend, Denise, says as she slaps her hand on the counter. “Guess who just booked a big wedding for this weekend?” She points to herself. “This girl. The makeup artist booked for the Coopertart wedding got the flu, and they called me to fill in. Me! I mean, I hope the flu girl is okay, but oh my God, the luck. I’m telling you, this is going to be a game changer for me, and I plan on doing all the social media. We’re talking Brie Coopertart. BRIE!” she shouts. Silence falls between us, because this is really bad timing on Denise’s part, not that she’d know though. “What’s going on? Why aren’t you screaming for me? Mika, you love Brie.”

“Yeah, it’s just that Scottie came in here kind of upset.”

“Oh shit, really?” Denise turns toward me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I smile at her and muster all the excitement I can for my friend. “Wow, Brie Coopertart, that’s amazing. Isn’t that wedding the talk of the town right now? It’s being held at the public library, right?”

“Yes.” Denise eyes me for a second. “It’s supposed to be huge, and the media is going to be all over it. I was placed as backup in case something happened to her makeup artist, and lo and behold, she got sick. And once again, not happy that she’s sick, because that sucks, but also, I’m positively thrilled she got sick.” Denise claps the tips of her fingers together in glee.

Being the good friend that I am, I turn toward her and give her a hug. “This is huge. I’m so happy for you.”

Denise has been a makeup artist for several years now. She started doing makeup for fashion designers for their runway shows. She actually started with nails, volunteering to paint the models’ nails. Then she worked her way up to makeup. She now has quite a successful online presence, has really come into herself, her brand, and I can easily see her going places with her determination. It’s fun to watch her grow—even if she’s wishing illness on others.

“Thank you. I met with Brie and the bridesmaids today to do a makeup trial, just to make sure I have everything they might need. I’m grateful it’s just her and two of her friends. Their wedding party is small, but the extravagance. I can’t wait. I’m spending all day tomorrow making a game plan, cleaning all my brushes, and making sure everything is ready for Saturday. Eeep, I’m so excited.”

Mika sets my drink in front of me and whispers, “Drink slowly.” Then he turns to Denise and asks, “Same as usual?”

“Please.” Denise picks up a pretzel and shoves it in her mouth. “Ahhh, I’m so excited. God, is that tar and stomach acid in your tumbler? I can smell it from here.”

I lift it to my nose and feel every hair in my eyebrows curl into coils. “Jesus, Mika. Is this gasoline?”

“You said you wanted something strong. That’s the strongest.”

Mika has been bartending at Stockings since I’ve known him; that’s how we met actually. I stumbled into the bar, looking for a good time, and he was the one serving. I, of course, was trying to hit on him because I was drunk and his black hair and gray eyes are hard not to drool at, but sad for me, he’s gay. Nonetheless, we formed a bond, and he’s now my best guy.

“That should be illegal,” Denise says, waving her hand in front of her nose. “Drink that and lose your esophagus.”

Mika plants an Angry Orchard in front of Denise. “Don’t be dramatic.”

“I’m not.” Denise takes a sip of her drink. “I’m scared for our friend.” She pokes me in the arm. “What could be that bad that you need a drink like that?”

“Strap in, because I have a story for you…”
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When I set my drink down, I look up at my friends and find utter shock splayed across their faces, both blinking, both with their mouths open.

In the distance, our favorite drag queen, Miss Guided, takes the stage and cheers erupt all around us, but it’s all ignored as my friends process the day I just had.

After a few seconds, Denise says, “Why the hell would you say you have a husband?”



“I don’t know,” I say on a groan. “I panicked. She was in town for the first time in a long time, and I thought, why not try to impress her? But then she comes into the office, all friendly with the Brads and Chad, and I felt left out.”

“That’s not a way to fit in, Scottie. Ask her where her blouse is from. Don’t put a nonexistent ring on your finger.”

“I see that now,” I say and press my hand to my head. “God, what the hell am I going to do? This is such a nightmare. And the worst part, apparently her husband is the best of the best, like a one hundred percent success rate. So am I going to be the deranged one who can’t make it work with their husband?”

Denise scratches her ear. “No, you’re going to be the deranged one who shows up with a blow-up doll dressed in a suit, because you have no husband.”

I rub my eyebrows, my anxiety at an all-time high now. “So many bad choices were made today. So many.”

Mika walks off to help another customer while I contemplate the blow-up doll situation. I mean, at least if I say things don’t work out, Sanders will understand, but then again, I run the risk of him thinking I’m a nut job…

“How strict do you think the patient-therapist relationship is? Think Sanders will tell his wife that her employee brought in a blow-up doll to a therapy session?”

Denise thinks on it for a second. “You know, that’s a good point. I don’t think he can say anything to your boss, which means, if you’re brave enough, you could take the doll and maybe make up a story about how he’s afraid you might pop him and that’s why the marriage is on the rocks.”

I mean, there’s some meat to that story. Consider me crazy, but I’m sort of considering it.

“Over my dead body will my friend pretend to be married to a plastic fuck hole,” Mika says as he rejoins the conversation.

Well, tell it like it is.



“That fuck hole is her husband.” Denise pounds her fist to the bar top, mirth written all over her face. “Don’t talk about him that way.”

“That fuck hole is not going to work.”

“Fine, but the idea had merit,” Denise says, sitting taller. “Hey, wait a second. Take Mika. He can pretend to be your husband.”

“Ooo, that’s a good idea,” I say, turning to my friend, feeling an ounce of hope.

“You might not have known I’m gay,” Mika says, “but your therapist sure will. The minute my mouth opens, he’ll know.”

“That’s okay. It’ll be obvious as to why it’s not working out between the two of you,” Denise says.

“Yeah, that’s such a good idea.”

We both lean on the bar counter, staring down Mika, who lets out a deep breath and says, “What time?”

I clap my hands and say, “Nine. Tomorrow morning.”

“Ooo, this will be so perfect. Can I come and watch? I want to see how this plays out,” Denise says.

“You have a wedding to prep for,” I remind her.

“Oh right.” She winces. “Jesus, one friend emergency, and I’m already forgetting my responsibilities. Yikes.”

“I can’t do it,” Mika says, looking at his phone.

“What? Why?” I ask.

“I have an appointment with my actual therapist tomorrow morning at nine.”

“Nooooo,” I drag out. “I mean, good for you, happy you’re making a healthy routine with your mental health, but noooooo.”

Denise taps her chin. “Maybe I can wear a mustache, pretend to be the man in your life.”

“That won’t be obvious at all, almost as bad an idea as the inflatable love companion,” I say on a groan. “Ugh, I don’t want you to move your appointment, and I don’t want to ask, but do you think…”



He shakes his head. “They charge me if I cancel within the twenty-four-hour period.”

“Freaking capitalism,” I say and pick up my margarita, which I down the rest of in one giant gulp.

Okay, decisions, decisions. Denise with a mustache or a blow-up doll?

“I know,” Mika says. “Why don’t you just take my brother?”

I look up from where I’m hanging my head in disappointment. “Your brother? Pretty sure he has better things to do with his life than attend a marriage counseling session with someone he doesn’t know.”

“He’s retired.”

“Retired?” I ask. “Isn’t he younger than us? Or is there a secret brother I don’t know about?”

“Only one brother and he’s two years younger to be exact,” Mika says.

“Wait, didn’t he sell an app or something?” I ask. 

“Yup, hence why he has time on his hands.”

“Now there’s an option for you. Younger brother, retired at the ripe age of twenty-seven.” Denise nudges me with her elbow. “Also, beggars can’t be choosers and you, my dear, are currently a beggar.”

She’s not wrong, but Mika’s brother?

I shake my head. “He’s not going to want to help me out.”

Mika shrugs his shoulders. “You never know. Let me text him.”

“Oh my God, Mika, do not text your brother. That’s humiliating.”

But Mika doesn’t listen as he taps away on his phone.

“Mika, seriously, stop. I don’t want to bother your brother.” I lean over the bar, trying to swat at his phone, but he takes a step back, out of my reach.

“It’s not like you’re asking him for money or something. You’re asking him for his time, and he has plenty of that,” Mika says and then smiles before looking up at me. “He’s in.”

“What?” I nearly shout. “What did you say to him?”

“That my friend needs a fake husband for a therapy session tomorrow at nine in the morning, can you fill in? He said, ‘Sounds like fun, send me the deets.’”

“Well, there you go.” Denise picks up her bottle of Angry Orchard and clinks it against my empty glass. “Problem solved.”

“No, not problem solved. I don’t know him. This is a recipe for disaster.”

“Nothing to really know,” Denise says. “You go in there, knowing nothing about each other. It might help actually. You’ll look like you’re in so much disarray that before you know it, this Sanders character will give up. Might be perfect.”

“She’s right,” Mika says. “Cause some chaos and leave.”

“But I don’t want to cause too much chaos, as this is my boss’s husband after all.”

“You know what? Meet up with Wilder fifteen minutes prior to get your stories straight. That should do it.”

“Your brother’s name is Wilder?” I ask. “How come I didn’t know that?”

“Because you’re not the best at paying attention,” Mika says before booping my nose. “Maybe use that in your marriage counseling tomorrow. I’m giving him your contact info. Expect a text from him.”

When Mika’s done, he sticks his phone back in his pocket and then moves down the bar to a couple that just arrived.

I turn to Denise and whisper, “This is a bad idea.”

“Just get through the session tomorrow, blame everything on Wilder to save face, and then move on, simple as that. When your boss asks why things didn’t work out, you can push all blame to the husband. You look good, and then you can go and live your life.”

I nod, mulling that over. “You know, that’s not a terrible plan.”

“Precisely, and that’s why you have us as friends.”

I blow out a steady breath. “Yeah, this might work.” I nervously laugh. “For a second there, I thought I was going to have to FaceTime Matt into the counseling session.”



Denise shakes her head. “Not an option. We don’t associate with the devil anymore.”

I chuckle. “No…no, we don’t.”







CHAPTER THREE

WILDER

“Binoculars, binoculars, where art thou, binoc—aha, there you are. You motherfucker, diagonal and backward, should have known.”

I highlight the word binoculars in my word search with a green Sharpie highlighter. They have a clear window to look through while you’re highlighting, making them the best on the market at the moment. I pick up my Diet Coke with lime, take a sip, and then start looking for the word cravat.

Tonight’s word search theme—things you wear around your neck.

The night took a turn for the worse when I had to try to find noose. I thought it was vastly inappropriate, but this isn’t my normal word search brand. It’s one Mika found for me when he was visiting his friends upstate. He liked that there was a swear-word puzzle. I’m not a prude by any means—some might say I have a dirtier mouth than others—but there’s a time and fucking place for it, and it’s not in a word search puzzle.

I readjust my stretched-out legs, getting more comfortable, just as my phone beeps next to me. I glance at the screen, and when I see Mika’s name pop up, I pick it up.

Mika: Scottie needs a fake husband for a therapy session tomorrow. You in?

Well, that’s random.



But also intriguing. I set my puzzle down and text back.

Wilder: She weird?

Mika: She’s my friend, what do you think?

Wilder: Slightly weird, but solid personality.

Mika: Exactly. You in?

I think on it for a second. I mean, there’s not much context to his message, but then again, things have been pretty flat around here, and I could use a new experience to mix up my day-to-day.

Might give me a chance to work on my improv skills, which I’ve been dying to do given the classes I’ve been taking. Bringing my knowledge into a real-world setting, really gets the adrenaline going. 

Seems like a no-brainer to me.

Wilder: Yeah, I’m in. Send me the deets.

Mika: Awesome. Here’s her contact info. Meeting is tomorrow morning at nine. She’s humiliated that she even had to ask. Make sure you text her.

Wilder: Got it.

Scottie’s contact information comes up, and I click on it. The thumbnail picture of her shows off a beautiful girl with long, light brown hair. From what I can see, she has one of those noses that has the smallest of swoops at the end. The lightest splattering of freckles on her cheeks. And one single dimple on the right side of her face. She’s hot. Why the hell does she need a fake husband?

My phone buzzes with another text from Mika, startling me from staring at her picture.

Mika: You’re probably doing intel on her already, noticing how hot she is, but she’s drinking right now, so you might not want to text her at the moment. She’s questioning her decisions. Shoot for later.

Wilder: Understood.

Mika: Have fun.

I set my phone down and stare at the burning fireplace image on my TV that I set every night while Led Zeppelin plays in the background.

Pretend husband.

Marriage counseling.

With a girl named Scottie.

I think this is something I can run with.

Smiling to myself, I pick up my notepad and pen that I always keep close by, I tug on my lip ring with my teeth, and I start taking notes on how I can play this character.

You know, this might be the fun I need in my life right now.
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“Dude, why are you late?” I ask Derek as he comes striding up to me, still tying his tie.

“Sorry, man, Denise was a mess this morning.” He takes a seat at the bistro table I snagged us that is right next to the window and then picks up the coffee I ordered him. “Thanks. I really need this.”

“What’s going on with Denise?” I ask my best friend and accountant.

“She booked a wedding this weekend, a big one. It’s for an influencer named Brie Copperhead, something like that. All I know is she’s freaking out, and I spent last night and this morning trying to calm her down. Didn’t help that last night she came home drunk from the bar. She was saying some crazy shit.”

I bite into the coffee cake I gleefully purchased this morning. It’s my treat for the week. I tend to eat as healthy as I can, but every week, I treat myself once for every meal. Breakfast this week is this coffee cake.

“What was she saying?” I turn my wrist and check my Apple Watch for the time. I have about ten minutes before I have to bolt. Luckily, I’m close to where we’re meeting.

“She was going off about this Brie girl and then she started telling me about Scottie and how she’s married to Mika or I don’t know. She was slurring.”

I smile. “I think she meant me.”

“What?” Derek asks, looking all kinds of confused.

“Terrible day to be late, man. I have to leave in a few, but to make it short, Mika texted me last night that Scottie needed a fake husband, and—” I shrug. “I said sure, why the hell not.”

“Wait…what?” he asks, setting his cup of coffee down. “What are you talking about?”

“All I know is that Scottie needs a husband and so—”

“Wilder, are you insane?” he asks. “Do you even know Scottie?”

“Never met her. She’s Mika’s friend, so I’m assuming she’s at least halfway decent.”

“I mean, yeah, she is, but why would you say yes to being someone’s fake husband?”

I pick off a piece of my coffee cake. “Not that I’m complaining, but being retired can be pretty boring at times. Seemed like something new and fun to do.”

“Don’t you volunteer every day? Maybe up all the charity work you do.”

“Yeah, but that’s for a few hours. There’s only so much I can do to keep myself busy. Plus, don’t want to over commit myself.”

“Okay, do more word searches. I know you love those.”

“Dude, those are a sacred nighttime ritual, you know that. And why do you even care?” I say, motioning toward him. “It’s not like you’re the one pretending.”



“No, but I’m your accountant, and I know how much stock you own in a variety of companies. You own enough stock in different places so if you do something stupid and you’re caught, you can throw off investors.”

“Jesus.” I roll my eyes. “I’m not that important. And it’s one day. It’s not a big deal.”

“What are you even doing with her?”

“Going to a marriage counseling class with her.” I shrug again.

Derek’s face falls flat, and he’s forced to push his thin-framed glasses back on his nose. “You’re going to go to a marriage counseling class with a woman you’re not married to nor know?”

“Yeah, what’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is the therapist is going to ask you questions about each other, and you don’t know her last name.”

“Isn’t it Prince?”

“Price,” Derek corrects me.

I shrug. “That’s where the fun comes in and my ability to improv. Honestly, I’m kind of excited about it.”

He pinches his brow. “This seems like a bad idea.”

Here’s the thing about Derek Hanson. I’ve known him since high school, and one of the things I know most about him is that he never steps out of his comfort zone. Ever. He wears the same white Fruit of the Loom undershirt under all his dress shirts. He listens to the same three albums over and over again: the Harry Potter soundtrack, the Star Wars soundtrack, and The Best of Dolly Parton. He knows numbers; he liked them growing up, therefore, he became an accountant. Anything that steps outside what he knows, what he finds to be comfortable, he doesn’t dare touch.

So understanding my intentions behind helping Scottie out? They’re beyond him.

He also doesn’t quite understand what it’s like to feel bored.



He likes a routine. He has said time and time again, he wishes his life were just as regimented as mine, whereas I wish that I had more spontaneity.

And sure, I have the money to be spontaneous, but I don’t want to use my money like that. I want more life experiences…and convincing and lying through my teeth is one of them.

“There’s nothing bad about it. Seems like fun to me.”

Derek shakes his head. “If Denise wasn’t so crazy stressed right now, I’d ask her what the hell she was thinking by allowing this to happen, but I’m sure she’ll bite my head off if I do.”

“Yeah, I’d stay away.” I shove a big piece of cake in my mouth.

Derek watches me chew for a few seconds and then says, “Breakfast cheat?”

I swallow and then nod. “Yeah, been eyeing it all week.”

“Good?”

“Slightly dry.”

“That sucks.”

“Eh, you live and you learn.” I pop another piece in my mouth and then stand up. “I should get going. I don’t want to be late for my wife.”

Derek rolls his eyes and then stands as well. “Dude, please.”

I chuckle. “Don’t roll your eyes at me. I’m getting into character.”

“I knew you taking improv classes was going to be idiotic.”

“Idiotic?” I scoff and adjust my beanie on my head. “Derek, I’m saving lives out here with my improv skills.”

“Yeah, really saving lives.” He lifts his coffee in my direction. “Thanks for the drink. Sorry I was late. Same time next week?”

“Yup.” I pick up the rest of my coffee cake to eat on my short walk and then head toward the door.

We offer our goodbyes, and then I take off toward Third Avenue, where I’m supposed to meet Scottie. I texted her late last night, introduced myself, and sent her a picture so she knew what to look for. She responded that I looked like a bulkier version of Mika. I took that as a drunk confession, because I doubt she’d say something like that to someone she didn’t know. And then we agreed to meet in front of the Anthropologie on Third. She stated it was appropriate because there were wedding dresses in the window display.

But that’s about all I know.

I thought about asking Mika for more information, but since he works late, I knew he wouldn’t have time to answer me, and also, I kind of want this to be a mystery. I’ve known Denise for years, but I’ve yet to meet Scottie. I think Mika said she’d only recently moved to NYC a few months ago.

I finish my coffee cake, throw my garbage in a bin, and then cross the street to the Anthropologie, where I find a woman standing in front of the window display, arms crossed, glancing around as if she’s looking for someone.

From the uneasiness in her stature to her wandering eyes, there’s no doubt that it’s her, so I pause for a moment to take her in.

Standing at what I’m going to assume is five six with heels, she comes off as professional in a black pencil skirt with a tucked-in white blouse, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. Her legs are bare, and her feet are fit into simple heels. Her hair is tucked behind her ears, curled at the ends, and she doesn’t have one strand out of place. She seems poised, ready to take on the world, but the knit in her brow and the worry on her lip lend me to believe as an onlooker that something’s troubling her.

I can only imagine what that is…

With my hands in my pockets, I cross the street, and just as I hit the sidewalk, her eyes connect with mine.

She stands a bit taller, adjusts her purse strap on her shoulder. “Wilder?”

“That would be me,” I answer as I watch her eyes not so coyly take in my black worn jeans, forest-green T-shirt with a hole in the collar, and my loose-fitting beanie.



“You’re…you’re not what I expected,” she says, giving me one more once-over.

“Yeah? What were you expecting?”

“Well, I mean, someone with…” She gestures toward me but doesn’t follow it up with a definition.

“Might have to catch me up on what you’re trying to say, because it’s not making much sense.”

She clears her throat. “Sorry, I just thought given your position in life, that you might look more…professional.”

“Ah.” I nod and then glance down at my clothes. “Not much of a clothes guy. Don’t bother spending my money on something that in the grand scheme of things doesn’t matter.”

“Some might argue that appearance matters.”

“Others might argue that you should never judge a book by its cover,” I counter with a smirk.

She studies me for a moment while I nervously tug on my lip ring. I was not expecting such a lukewarm welcome. I thought that I’d show up, she’d express her gratitude for my help, and then we’d go have some fun in marriage counseling. But this cold, standoffish exterior is quite chilling.

Clearing her throat, she says, “Well, I guess this will have to do.”

She guesses I will do?

Well, glad I could accommodate.

She then holds her hand out and says, “Hi, I’m Scottie.”

Knowing I really have nothing better to do today, I take her hand in mine and give it a shake. “I’m Wilder. Nice to meet you.”

She presses her hand to her skirt, fidgeting with the fabric as she avoids eye contact. “Yes, well, I’m sorry that we had to meet for the first time under these circumstances.”

“I’m not,” I say with a smile, causing her eyes to meet mine, confusion evident.

“Excuse me?”



I shrug. “Breaks up the normal routine, and it allows me an opportunity to practice my improv—”

“Um…improv?”

“Yeah, Mika didn’t tell you? It’s a hobby of mine, so kind of frothing to test myself in real life. Not to mention, really enjoying the whole angle of this. Thinking I should start a business to pretend to be fake husbands all around the city.”

Her mouth parts open in surprise as she adjusts her purse strap again. “I’ll have you know there is nothing exciting or enjoyable about this ‘angle’ for me. I woke up this morning on the verge of losing all contents of my stomach—”

“From nerves or from drinking last night?”

She lifts her chin, showing me that this woman has a lot of pride and she plans on displaying it often. “Nerves. I had two drinks last night.”

“If they were made by Mika, two drinks are more like six.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she says, swiping her hand at me. “What matters is that there’s nothing I want more than for all this to be over. I hate that I got myself into this mess, and now that I have to dig myself out, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t find joy in my demise.”

“Demise?” I say as I rock on my heels. “Babe, a demise would imply there’ll be death at the end of all this. From where I’m standing, you’re looking pretty healthy.”

“First of all”—she holds up one finger—“do not call me babe. Second of all, if I screw this up, I might as well throw myself off a cliff, because there’s no way I’ll be able to step foot in my office building ever again.”

“Wow, seems like high stakes.”

“Yes, it is. And I’d appreciate it if you’d go along with my plan, and in return, I’ll do anything you’d like—within reason. I’m not into sexual favors.”

The corner of my lip tilts up. “Good to know, but I need nothing from you. I have everything I need.”



“There has to be something in this for you.”

I shrug. “Nah, just something to do on a Friday morning.”

“That makes no sense. There must be something you want.”

I shake my head and rock on my heels. “Nothing.” I then take a look at my watch and say, “Also, if you don’t want to be late, you better set the scene for me. Are we talking about a grounded act? I’m assuming it will be in the sauce.”

Her nose scrunches up. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Different types of improv.”

“Oh my God, this is not… This is not a classroom skit. This is real life.”

“So in the sauce. Got it.”

She presses her hand to her forehead, looks around for a second as if she’s calming herself down and counting to ten. After a few seconds, she says, “Look, we’ve been married for five years. We met at the bar. We had a whirlwind of a romance, got married too young, and now we both want different things.”

“What do I want?”

“I don’t know,” she says.

“Well, don’t you think that’s a question this guy is going to ask?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I want children, and you don’t.”

“Technically, I think children are pretty awesome. Wouldn’t mind a few.”

“Okay, but this isn’t about what you personally want,” she says. “This is just a character. So the Wilder that goes in there, he doesn’t want kids.”

“Sure. I mean, I don’t like it, but I can go with it. If anything, I’m adjustable.”

“Great. Let’s go.”

“What do I do for a living?” I ask, not moving as she starts to walk away.

She turns around to face me. “Uh, I don’t know… Sell pharmaceuticals.”

“I know nothing about the pharmaceutical industry.”

“Can’t you make it up?”

“That’s tougher.”



“Okay, then what do you know?”

“Word searches. I know how to solve a Rubik’s Cube in seconds. I know the difference between Coke, Diet Coke, Coke Zero, and the pure shit that is Pepsi.”

“Dear God,” she mutters and looks away.

“I also know a lot about green roofs,” I continue, sidestepping her clear irritation.

“What are green roofs?”

“It’s a partially covered or fully covered roof of vegetation. They’re great for cities because they help reduce the heat island effect by reducing sunlight, and they help cool the buildings surrounding them. Not to mention they reduce energy consumption and water runoff, and they have psychological benefits.”

“Okay, sure, you do green roofs.”

“I can see someone cares about the planet,” I say offhandedly.

“Please, Wilder.” She takes a deep breath. “I’m just trying to make it through this hour. Once this is done, we can go on our merry ways and never see each other again.”

“I wouldn’t say never. Your best friend is my brother. If he ever gets married, we’ll definitely see each other, unless there’s a falling-out between the two of you.”

“You know what I mean. This, us, we won’t have to play these parts again. Okay?”

“What if I need you to return the favor in a fake marriage scheme?”

“Then obviously, we’d see each other again, but that’s only because I would feel the need to do so.”

“Good to know.”

“Now, are you ready? Or do you have any other questions?”

“Nah, let’s do this.” I rub my hands together and then follow my fake wife up the street to our first marriage counseling session.

Let the games begin.







CHAPTER FOUR

SCOTTIE

This was a terrible idea.

Probably one of the worst I’ve ever had.

I should have just told Ellison the truth yesterday, that I spoke out of turn, forgot that I got divorced, and that I won’t make that mistake again. Instead, here I am riding up an elevator with a man I don’t even know to share a marriage counseling session.

And what the hell is wrong with Mika?

Why didn’t he ever tell me that his brother is a hipster version of Prince Eric? I wasn’t expecting such a…such an attractive man to show up. The gene pool in that family is incredibly impressive. Black hair peeks out from his knitted beanie, a square jawline dusted in black scruff, and the lightest gray eyes I’ve ever seen. I had to look away a few times because they were so unique. Mika’s are gray, but they’re not this light.

When Mika offered up his brother as Tribute, I was thinking that a squid of a man who sells apps with gelled-back hair was going to show up in a suit, ready to play pretend, but this…this I was not expecting.

He’s tall, probably six feet, maybe six two. His shoulders and biceps pull against the threadbare cotton of his about-to-fall-apart shirt that probably costs three hundred dollars. His waist is narrow, causing his pants to sag ever so slightly off his hips, and his black Converse have seen better days. And then there’s his tattoo. Inked on his right forearm just below his elbow are three solid black rings that wrap around his arm like bracelets.

But that’s not the worst of it.

Nope, it’s the lip ring.

On the right corner of his mouth is a small black ring that wraps around his lip. I zeroed in on it the moment he started tugging on it with his teeth. The movement made me feel embarrassingly weak in the knees. It’s a lip ring, yet here I am, panting and bouncing my leg up and down.

These are all things Mika should have conveyed when suggesting his brother.

I could have handled the bored, uninterested brother.

I could have worked with the hipster vibe.

But the lip ring? What the hell am I supposed to do with that?

The elevator dings as the doors part, opening up to a serene office space: white walls, white furniture, calming music, and plants everywhere. It feels like we’re walking into a couples massage rather than couples counseling.

“You must be Scottie,” the receptionist says as she stands from her desk. “We’re ready for you.”

“Oh, uh, great,” I say as I move forward.

“Can I get you anything to drink before you enter your session?”

“Water would be great,” I say.

“Do you have any Coke Zero?” Wilder asks.

“We do.”

“I would love one. Thank you.”

“Of course. Let me show you into Sanders’s office, and then I’ll bring you your drinks.”

“Thank you,” I say as we follow her down to the end of a hallway.

She knocks on the door three times and then pushes it open, revealing…

What the hell is this?



“Please take a seat on the leather couch. Sanders will be right in.”

We both shuffle past stacks and stacks of boxes, across a brown rug, right to a brown leather couch that is worn and torn in every manner. Tears in the seat. Tears in the couch arms. Even in the back cushions. Above the couch is a framed Knicks jersey, signed by who knows, as well as a Mets pin-striped jersey.

Mets, really?

You live in New York City, and you’re going to be a Mets fan when the Yankees are the clear option? Not sure Sanders can be trusted.

The rest of the office is filled with boxes, some opened, some sealed shut. Some are in pristine condition; some have seen the inner depths of postal hell. There is a desk tucked back in the corner that is covered in files and a computer and keyboard that has not been stroked since at least 1995. Chipped and stained floating shelves hang unevenly around the room and are decked out in sports memorabilia ranging from signed and encased basketballs to what I can only assume is a size twenty-two basketball shoe to a few hockey sticks and even some Jets footballs.

Okay, now I really know he can’t be trusted.

“Jets,” I mumble to Wilder. “Out of all the football teams to choose from, and he chooses the Jets?”

“Shows resilience,” Wilder says. “Because who would really be able to survive that kind of suffering without a heavy dose of enduring tenacity?”

I mean, he has a point. No one can be tortured for that long without building at least an ounce of resilience.

“This, um, arsenal of athletic archives was not what I was expecting when I was told Sanders is the cream of the crop of marriage counselors. Especially given the design aesthetic of the front of the office.”

Wilder scratches his jaw. “Think he’s going to pass around a hockey stick that must be held in order to talk? Because I’d be down with that.”

Seems like Wilder would be down for anything.

Before I can answer him, a door off to the left opens, and an average-size man in navy blue basketball shorts and a hot pink Hawaiian shirt walks into the office. His beard is peppered with gray, laugh lines define his face, and the sideways baseball hat he’s wearing is giving more Fresh Prince of Bel Air rather than esteemed marriage counselor of the Northeast.

This is Ellison’s husband?

Not to be rude, but he’s giving Adam Sandler impersonator taking a walk on the streets of New York City.

In a run-down pair of Birkenstocks, he struts toward us with a smile plastered across his face and a football spinning in the palm of his hand.

“Hey, man,” he says as he reaches his arm out to Wilder. “Nice to meet you.” Sanders then turns to me and shakes my hand as well. “And you must be Scottie.” He chuckles lightly. “Never met a female Scottie before.”

“Neither did I,” Wilder says, surprising me. “Fell for her name though, because of—” and to my despair, they both say, “Scottie Pippen” at the same time.

“Yes,” Sanders says as he lets go of my hand and then takes a seat. “Back in the nineties, I was obsessed with the Bulls, despite being a Knicks fan. It was hard not to follow the phenomenon.”

“My dad was obsessed with the Bulls as well,” Wilder says, jumping right into conversation. “He had memorabilia and newspaper clippings hung all around his office. After school, I’d go into his office, and he’d put in a VCR tape of a game he recorded, and I’d watch while doing my homework. Scottie was my man.”

“Did you watch the documentary, The Last Dance?” Sanders asks with a wince.

“I did.” Wilder sighs heavily as I sit back, watching a bromance unfold. What…what is happening right now? “I try to block out the fact that he ended up being a prick.”

Sanders tosses his football in the air and catches it. “Made your taint shrivel up, didn’t it?”



Uh, did my marriage counselor just say “taint” and allude to it shriveling up? What the hell kind of professional setting is this?

“To fucking dust,” Wilder says and then leans back on the couch and drapes his arm over it.

Sanders chuckles. “A man after my own heart. What’s your name by the way?”

“Wilder. And you met my wife, Scottie, or Pips as I call her.”

Pips? Where the hell did that come from?

“For Scottie Pippen, obviously,” Sanders says.

Wilder raises his hand in a charming yet annoying way. “Guilty.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet you two. Ellison was telling me that you work for her, but she didn’t say much other than that.” Sanders directs his attention to me.

“Um, yes. I work as her copy editor.”

He nods. “You play golf?”

“Not exactly,” I drag out.

“She’s good though.” Wilder whistles, stepping in. “Girl has game when she wants to. Beats me every time we hit up the turf, although I don’t excel at handling a club, so maybe I’m not that great of a judge.”

Okay, what is he doing?

What kind of angle is he pulling?

He’s not supposed to come in here and be all buddy-buddy with the therapist. Because now, when we talk about our problems, who do we think Sanders is going to empathize with more?

The copy editor with moist palms? Yeah, they’re moist. I’m nervous.

Or the gray-eyed comrade with loose lips and an impressionable smile?

I’ll give you one guess.

“Ellison and I like to play mini golf. We have an ongoing score, and right now, she’s leading me by a few points, but with the new Butter Putter line coming out, I think I have a solid chance at gaining on her.”



Is this how all marriage counselor sessions go? Because if so, how are more people not divorced? This feels like a chat over a coffee, not a “help me, my marriage is falling apart” situation.

“Do you two ever play games together?”

“We used to,” Wilder answers. “Not so much anymore.”

“What did you used to play?” Sanders asks as he spins the football in his hand. That’s not distracting at all.

“Everything,” Wilder says. “Isn’t that right, Pips?”

It takes everything within me not to flare my nostrils as I turn toward him and say, “Yup.”

“Like what?” Sanders asks.

“Go on, tell him,” Wilder encourages me, but for the life of me, nothing is coming to mind.

Absolutely nothing.

I’m drawing a blank.

All my mind can focus on is the stacks and stacks of boxes crowding the space of this office and the way Sanders keeps fidgeting with the football.

“No, you can tell him,” I finally say. Wilder likes improv; he can figure it out.

Smiling, Wilder turns toward Sanders and says, “Lots of games in the bedroom, if you know what I mean?”

No.

No, no, no, no.

I take it back. Ask me.

Now multiple games are flooding my brain.

Monopoly. Yahtzee. Kings in the corner. Bowling. Freaking slapjack!

Choose any one of those.

Not bedroom games.

“Interesting,” Sanders says. “I’m glad you’re comfortable talking about that.”



Uh, we’re not actually.

We are not comfortable at all.

I would like to have him ask the question again. I’m prepared with answers. Thanks.

“Would you say you’re adventurous in bed?”

That would be a no.

“Very,” Wilder answers. “We’ve done it all. Name the position, check. Name the angle, done it. Name the body part, licked it.”

Dear God in heaven.

I can feel my cheeks flame with embarrassment as a smidge of sweat starts to drip down my back.

“And would you say those games have died down?”

Wilder hangs his head and gently nods it. “Yes, they have.” He looks over at me. “Right, Pips?”

Can we just pause for a moment and take a step back, because this therapy session went from zero to sixty in what feels like five seconds. We’re discussing our sex life already? Whatever happened to gentle pleasantries?

I guess there are none when you’re paying by the hour.

I clear my throat and try to put on a neutral expression. “Yes, the passion has died.”

“Do you know why?” Sanders asks.

Wilder looks at me, waiting for me to answer as I nervously wet my lips and try to think of an answer. “Um…”

“She doesn’t want kids,” Wilder says.

What?

No!

You were the one who was supposed to not want kids, not me.

“I think she’s afraid that we might get pregnant.”

“That’s, uh, that’s not true,” I say.

“Babe.” Wilder levels with me, turning in my direction. “A few months ago, when you wanted me to pull out—that was you telling me you didn’t want kids.”

Christ.

What happened to sticking to the plan?

“Was that the case?” Sanders asks as he tosses the football in the air now. Someone needs to revoke his credentials, because this is…this is childish behavior. No wonder all the Brads and Chad like him, because he’s just like them. Makes me sick!

“No, I…I want kids.”

“You do?” Sanders asks. “Then why does Wilder think otherwise?”

Both sets of eyes are on me, waiting for an answer. One that I don’t have, because this is not how this session was supposed to go.

“Pips, you told me that you weren’t ready.”

Attempting to keep a smile on my face despite the raging inferno building inside me, I say, “Uh, that’s because we’re still young and trying to work on our careers. Just because I said I wasn’t ready doesn’t mean I don’t want them.”

“She has a point,” Sanders says, finally joining my side. “But did you communicate that specifically with him?”

Oh, never mind.

“Not to throw her under the bus, but she didn’t,” Wilder says, rubbing his palms on the tops of his thighs.

“Is this when the passion started to fizzle?” Sanders asks.

“Yeah, that and after the trip to Montauk,” Wilder says.

What on God’s green earth is he doing?

Montauk?

I’ve never been there in my life.

Pretty sure if you handed me a map and told me to point to Montauk, I would have no idea where to begin.

“What happened in Montauk?” Sanders asks.

Wilder gestures to me. “Do you want to tell him, or do you want me to?”



I think he knows the freaking answer to that question.

Through clenched teeth, I say, “By all means, you lead the way.”

He pats my leg and then says, “It was my twenty-seventh birthday trip.”

God, I forgot he was two years younger. Shouldn’t really be that big of a difference, but I’m starting to see the contrast between the two of us.

“She surprised me with a trip because she knows how much I like lighthouses.”

Oddly, I could see him liking lighthouses in real life.

“Very thoughtful,” Sanders says.

Finally, some praise. I nod in agreement. See, I’m not the bad guy in this situation.

I take my husband to see the lighthouses he loves so dearly.

“Everything started off fine. We were holding hands. We were joking around. There were smiles for days.” Wow, quite the cheesy picture he paints. “She booked us a room in a beautiful yet quaint bed-and-breakfast near the coast. One of those places you see in a Hallmark film. White picket fence. Flowers decorating window boxes. The older couple at registration, willing and ready to welcome you in.”
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