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			Laura, Claire, Christina, and Jennifer—

			I wouldn’t have survived birthing both this book and a baby in the same summer without a hell of a lot of help. Thanks for the midwifery.

			

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER ONE
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			“So what we can do,” Clare said into her mic, “is an equal exchange of the shoes for an identical pair in size five. Do you have the receipt, with the return form attached?”

			“No, I don’t.” The monitor informed Clare that the nasal male voice in her headset belonged to caller 0440310. “It didn’t come with one.”

			Yes, it did. “Okay, that’s no problem. Could you look up your order number for me, then? It’ll be in the subject line of your confirmation e-mail.”

			“Hang on.”

			Clare eyed the clock on her screen. One last call, she sniped at herself. One last call she’d decided to take before she left for lunch. Those were always the ones that droned on forev—

			“I don’t have it,” came the voice. “I don’t think you sent me one.”

			Uh-huh. “All right, that’s fine. You can also log into your account on the Web site, view your order history, and request an exchange in the—”

			“I don’t have time for that.”

			“Okay. Well, I can look up your order using your name, then, and e-mail you a copy of the receipt.”

			“Fine.”

			“Then all you’ll do is print it out,” Clare said, switching screens, “and fill out the exchange section. And as soon as your item is received back at the warehouse, the replacement will be mailed right out—”

			“How long will that take?”

			“It depends on where you are.”

			“Connecticut.”

			“Well, our warehouse is in California, so it’ll probably be seven to ten business—”

			“What? I can’t wait that long. My daughter needs these shoes for a recital on Thursday.” It was Monday.

			“In that case, I’d suggest you go to the Web site, order the shoes in the size you need, get expedited shipping, and return the original shoes at your leisure for a refund.”

			“You mean pay for them twice?”

			“Well, not exactly, sir. You’ll be refunded the cost of the original pair upon their—”

			“And I suppose I’d have to pay for this extra shipping myself.”

			“For the new order, yes. But when you return the first pair, you can use the provided label—”

			“Oh, this is just ridiculous.”

			Yes, yes, it is. Please ask to speak to my manager. Pretty please? “I’m sorry this is frustrating. But to get you started, let me have your first and last name, and I can e-mail you that receipt.”

			“Fine. Fine.” A sigh like steel wool. “Call this customer service, do you? You send me the wrong size and make me pay for shipping twice—”

			“Oh, were you not sent the size you ordered? Because that’s a different—”

			“Well, they don’t fit, so I’d say that’s not the right size.”

			“But are they the size you ordered? If they’re not—”

			“Let me talk to your manager.” A choir of angels burst into song. “Where are you, anyway? India or somewhere?”

			“Pittsburgh, sir. Hang on one second, and I’ll connect you.” Clare typed in the keyboard shortcut to transfer the call, sighing her relief as the hold music came on in her headset. She tapped a quick note into the memo space on her screen.

			Code 29T38. That was call-center drone for bitch. It got used a lot. Needs different size by Thursday. Suggested a reorder and return, but he’s not happy. Sorry, Brady. I’ll bring you back a cookie. Clare hit QUEUE CALL and tossed her headset aside, opened up her digital time card, and clocked out for lunch.

			All around her in this sea of cubes, people spoke in soothing, gentle tones, placating customers who were probably roughly as charming as caller 0440310.

			She shouldered her bag. Good God, get me out of this mental institution.

			Yeah, right. She had benefits, and this place paid her way more than she’d get in retail or waiting tables. Considering that her bachelor’s was in fine arts, Clare was lucky she wasn’t destitute.

			Plus, now it was lunch. She’d get a big coffee and an overpriced turkey sandwich, and escape into her project for an hour. Well, forty minutes, once you subtracted the walk and the line. Still sounded like a vacation just now.

			She shrugged into her jacket and took the stairs down three flights, smiling at the security guy as she passed through the former factory building’s snooty, modern lobby and out the front door.

			It was a gorgeous day. Blind-you bright, warm but not sticky, and downtown smelled like spring. It had been a long, nasty winter, and even now in early May there were some blossoms on the skinny trees planted along the busy street—literal late bloomers. It was tough to stay sour about some anonymous asshat from Connecticut on a day like this.

			Not even if your thirtieth birthday was four days away and you’d not accomplished any of the things your college-aged self had planned to by this time.

			That’s not entirely true. I might just have my opening, if not quite by the deadline.

			Her first actual, biggish-deal show, the kind where they bother setting your name on the gallery’s front windows in fancy frosted decals . . . Clare had been courting the owner, a friend of an acquaintance from college, for ages now, attending every new opening, interacting on social media, kissing ass and tactfully reminding the woman at every passable opportunity that she was a photographer. It had taken more than two years, but she’d finally been handed a break this past Friday. A collage artist who’d been slated for a show at the end of August had pulled out. Could the owner maybe take a look at Clare’s portfolio? Fuck yes, she could. And she had. And she’d been impressed—impressed enough to offer Clare the three-week slot, provided she could formally propose a cohesive show.

			Clare had already been gestating an idea, even had a few shots to back it up. The owner loved the concept and samples but needed more—proof that Clare could find enough subjects to put together an eighteen-piece exhibit. She had two weeks to go—two weeks to find and shoot three more willing models who fit the bill for the show—to clinch the offer. Tough but not impossible.

			Nothing’s impossible in your twenties. And for maybe the first couple of weeks of your thirties.

			It was the biggest break she’d gotten yet, and she wasn’t about to waste it. Her mom had been the strongest skeptic when Clare had announced her decision to pursue an art degree. Desiree Fowler was a hard-ass, a strong, opinionated black woman who’d earned her MBA after seven years of night school and clawed her way into a VP position at a respected local medical device company by age forty-five. Clare admired her mom, respected her deeply. Idolized her in some ways, even if the thought of being a businesswoman herself sounded like sheer misery. And she knew her mom wanted more for her, even if she never came out and said it. She wanted more for Clare than a half-decent wage for forty hours of weekly drudgery. Clare would settle for proving to her mom that she hadn’t wasted four years earning a degree in photography. A show at a respected gallery like the Feurhy was a start. She could taste the opening-night wine on her tongue now.

			Tastes like vindication.

			The coffee shop was up ahead at the corner, and before its entrance a woman was maneuvering an overbuilt stroller up onto the curb. Clare jogged the final few paces so she could haul the door open wide. The mother thanked her with a frazzled smile. Clare was in need of a pick-me-up, but this lady looked about ready to drop.

			It was just past one, but the line was rush-hour long. No matter. Clare liked lines. She liked people-watching, liked doing anything for a little while aside from sitting in her cube getting bitched at, especially if that anything was accompanied by the smell of freshly ground coff—

			One of the three baristas rushing about behind the counter caught her eye.

			People-watching turned to man-ogling in an instant.

			He was striking. He was stunning. The best-looking guy she’d seen in ages, in person or in a movie—or in her filthiest and most inspired daydreams, for that matter.

			The young man was tallish, maybe five-eleven, with a long, lean build. His movements were unself-consciously graceful, in perfect tune with the trim, tattooed arms and slender fingers hustling this way and that with an order. He was at least half-Asian, Clare imagined, judging by his eyes and cheekbones, though his skin was fairly dark and his hair was a bundle of fat brown dreadlocks corralled into a spiky bun high at the back of his head. Black and Asian, she guessed, or maybe Pacific Islander? She couldn’t quite guess, and that excited her. That had her reaching into her bag, rooting past her camera until her fingers met smooth card stock.

			As the line inched forward, her heart beat harder. She wasn’t especially shy, but a hot guy was a hot guy, and this was one freakishly hot guy.

			She waited, palpitating, until he turned from the hissing espresso machine, a frothy mug in each hand.

			“Excuse me.” Clare tried on her most engaging smile.

			He met her eyes with his dark ones, brows rising.

			“This is going to sound weird, but I’m a photographer, and I’m looking for people to model for a show I’m doing at the Feurhy Gallery. It’s all about identity, and heritage,” she said, giving the postcard a little wave. “I won’t pester you, but if you could take a look . . .” She extended it toward him over the bakery case. “My e-mail’s on the back.”

			He set down one mug and accepted it, looking politely puzzled. “Okay.”

			“Thanks.” And thank goodness the line chose that moment to surge forward—she could feel her cheeks flushing. The barista’s hotness was like an eclipse, and if she’d spent another five seconds staring directly at him, she’d no doubt have gone blind.

			Please e-mail me. Please e-mail me, she chanted in her head as she neared the register. The thought cooled her momentarily, as it always did after she approached people about the project, and then the mantra changed. Please don’t be offended. Please don’t be offended.

			The name of the show she’d proposed was So, What Are You?

			It was a question Clare had been hearing her entire life. Her appearance tended to stump people. She was tall, slim save for a little extra through her butt and thighs, with fair skin and dark freckles and windburned cheeks from her dad’s Scotch-Irish roots, and a strong jaw and nose and lips, and a great burst of tight curls, courtesy of her African-American mom. Her hair was brass blond, lightest at the temples, and her eyes were nearly black. It was as if her features had each been forced to side with one parent, and they hadn’t bothered consulting with one another.

			It had not been the easiest look to grow up with, though these days she rarely gave it much thought. Or hadn’t, until six weeks ago, when someone from her yoga class had asked her that old question, and the idea for the show struck her like a bolt.

			And man, would the world’s hottest barista ever make a great addition to her sample portfolio.

			The stroller mom wheeled away from the register and Clare ordered her drink and sandwich, plus a saucer-sized peanut butter cookie for her manager. She loitered at the pickup counter while her sandwich was plated and her coffee made. She tried her level best to keep her eyes off the barista, but couldn’t help stealing a sneaky glance at his flashing triceps as he banged around at the espresso machine. That sharp slash of muscle was just begging for the right lighting. Late-afternoon sun, no lamps. And angle him just so, to catch the shadows of his shoulder blades through that snug T-shirt—

			He turned, startling her. “Americano for here?” He set it on the counter, just the briefest eye contact as he registered it was her, the giddy spaz who’d foisted a postcard on him.

			“That’s me.” Clare lifted the mug in thanks, but he was already turning back to the machine. She could see the postcard, folded, peeking from the back pocket of his dark gray jeans. She studied his arms and the smooth skin and bold tendons of his tan neck as he worked until her sandwich appeared.

			Giving him the card felt like a long shot, but she’d have regretted chickening out. She hadn’t laid her eyes on a guy—on any human—that gorgeous in who knew how long.

			As she made her way to an empty table near the windows, she said another little prayer that he might take her half seriously. Insanely hot people probably got handed fliers all the time, for shows and parties and openings. He may have already forgotten about it. It might go straight from his pocket to the trash tonight or tomorrow or whenever he found it, or maybe meet its undignified end in the laundry.

			Then again, she’d asked him to model for her. That would spark curiosity in most people. Humans were naturally vain, and that wasn’t a criticism. She hoped he’d at least visit the link. If only to find out if it’s nude modeling, she thought, imagining what she’d make of someone approaching her with a similar proposition.

			She’d set up a special page on her portfolio site for the would-be show, with the three sample photos she had so far—one a self-portrait, Clare sitting on her living room floor and cutting a mat for a photo frame. Another of her yoga instructor, Dannica, a striking older woman holding a startling backbend in a beam of light in the middle of the yoga studio. Dannica’s heritage was “a patchwork,” she’d said once in class, when the session’s theme had been “melding.” Clare had loved that term; it informed the entire project. Dannica was “the whole spice rack,” she’d said once. Scandinavian, Caribbean, Jewish, and Hispanic, “and maybe a few other flavors tossed in—I can’t remember. I’m a one-woman UN.” The third photo on the project’s page was of an acquaintance who worked as a chef, taken in a bustling kitchen as he quartered a chicken with an impressively large, gleaming knife. His dad was Mexican-American, and his mother had come from Fiji.

			Clare dug her laptop from her bag and opened it before her, waiting for the Wi-Fi to kick in.

			“Isn’t it kind of insulting?” her roommate, Bree, had asked when she’d told her about the show’s premise. Bree was the whitest thing since marshmallows. “I mean, what if someone gets offended?”

			“Why would they?”

			“I dunno. Because, So, What Are You? It sounds kind of pushy. Kind of rude, like, who are you to demand they label themselves?”

			“The title’s ironic. It’s not meant to be political or anything—it’s just about faces. Interesting, unusual faces that you can’t just neatly classify, or make snap judgments about their owners.” Clare had shrugged off her roommate’s worries, or perhaps pretended to. In the wake of asking a new person about modeling, those questions always nagged at her, even if she’d yet to offend anyone.

			A shadow moved across her keyboard and the tabletop, another patron passing by.

			Or not. Clare sat up straighter as the hot barista skimmed between the tables and pulled out the chair opposite her. She closed her laptop, crossed her arms on the wood before her, and let her smile tell him she was curious what had brought him over. He set a mug down, then mirrored her—only his smile wasn’t merely friendly, like hers, but something else. Something sharp. The sunlight struck one side of his fascinating face, making her ache to whip her camera out and start shooting.

			“Hello again,” she offered.

			“I’m on a break.” His voice was smooth, not too deep, but soft and masculine. The sort of voice you wanted right at your ear, saying all the right things to make you blush. “So, tell me about it. Your event.”

			Guess we’re jumping right on in, then. “It’s a portrait photography exhibit I’ve proposed to a local gallery. Pictures of people I meet around Pittsburgh.”

			He reached into his back pocket and withdrew the postcard, folded lengthwise. He flattened it and held it up. “So, What Are You?” he read, expression changing, smile dropping away. “Meaning what, exactly? That people owe you an explanation for how they look?”

			Ah, fuck. This was bound to happen eventually. Too bad it had to be the superhot guy that Clare wound up offending. Dread left her stomach sour and empty, but she smiled, spoke mildly.

			“Yes and no. It’s a question I’ve gotten really sick of hearing myself. Like I meet someone at a party, and two minutes into knowing me they’re like, ‘Okay, so explain to me what I’m looking at—’”

			“And so you see me and you think, oh, I bet he’s heard that same stupid question all his life, so he’ll probably want to be a part of my little guessing-game art project. Something like that?”

			Clare winced, probably visibly. “Listen,” she said, keeping her tone even and reasonable—her work voice. “I didn’t mean to offend you, I promise. I’m sorry if I have. I just . . .” She stopped, arrested when his mouth split into a broad grin. “I was . . .”

			“I’m just fucking with you,” he said, eyes crinkling. His smile was like nothing else, sly and easy, drenched in mischief. It did little to ease Clare’s nerves or still her racing heart.

			She sank back in her chair. “Jesus. That was mean.”

			He laughed. “Sorry. And seriously, I’m interested. Tell me more about it.”

			She grabbed her mug just to have something to hold, feeling upended by this man. Not unpleasantly so. “Like I said, I’ve been getting that question my whole life.”

			“So, what are you?” he prompted.

			“My mom’s black and my dad’s white.” So white she’d been named for a county in Ireland. “But people have no clue at first, and it, like, stresses some of them out, I think, not being able to pin it down. Like they don’t feel as though they can get to know me until they know that.”

			“Until they know what their shorthand is for your experience,” he supplied.

			She nodded. “Exactly. I don’t even find it offensive—or not usually. Not unless you get that vibe, like they think you owe them an explanation. I think usually it’s innocent, like people are just nosy, or they want to understand you. Want to try to relate to you. Or maybe some of them want to know so they don’t offend you somehow. Which is a little off-putting,” she added with a frown, “to think they might treat you differently, depending on what your answer is.”

			“I feel you.”

			“I can show you my Web site,” she said, opening her computer. “There’s only a few shots so far, but it’ll give you a sense of the project.” She clicked on the tab and swiveled the laptop to face him.

			He shielded the screen from the sun with his hands, eyes skimming. “These are amazing. Especially the yoga one. Jesus.”

			“Thanks. I need another five shots to secure the show. Then ten more by the end of the summer to put together the final collection. If I get it, it opens the last Friday in August.”

			He turned her computer back around, crossing his arms atop the table once more. Goddamn, but that boy’s stare could boil lead. His tattoos were tribal, but not the sort that meatheaded white dudes favored. Intricate and latticelike, almost floral. One arm had just a band around the biceps, but the other side was a dense half sleeve. Both were black ink only. They reminded Clare of Buddhist mandalas, old slides from her art history lectures flashing across her memory.

			“So,” she said, turning her mug around between her hands, feeling hot and flustered and hopeful and awkward. “Can I ask what you are? Aside from a ballbuster who just about gave me a heart attack?”

			Another of those intoxicating smiles. “My father was black and my mother was Malaysian.”

			Malaysian. That probably explained the designs on his arms. And he’d mentioned both his parents in the past tense, but it was far too soon to pry. Too soon, when they didn’t even know each other’s names.

			“Now that I know which stereotypes to filter you through,” she teased, “I ought to tell you, my name’s Clare.”

			“I know. It was on the flier.”

			“Well, yours isn’t on your lapel.”

			“It’s Mica.” His shake was firm, his hand dry and slender and rough. He wore thick silver rings on two fingers, and the metal was warm. She let that hand go with some hesitation.

			“I’m not from around here,” he said, “if that matters. If the show’s supposed to be about locals or anything. I’m only here until September.”

			That’s a shame. “No problem. So, what brought you here?”

			Mica sipped his drink. “My best friend’s from here. His roommate bailed in the middle of their lease, and I was sort of couch surfing back home, so I figured, why not come east for the summer?”

			“East from where?”

			“Los Angeles.”

			“Wow—about as far as you can come from. That must be a change of scenery.”

			He shrugged. “It rains a lot more here.”

			“I’ll bet. So, do you think you’d be willing to let me shoot you?”

			“You ask that way more politely than they do back in LA.” He smiled. “You have a studio or something?”

			“No, I’m hoping to show people in their natural environments, you could say. Like the sample shots you saw.”

			“So people at work? Did you want to get me here?” he asked, nodding toward the counter.

			“I could. Or if you have a hobby, I could photograph you doing that.” Or just naked in my bed or whatever. “I want to capture people doing the things that most define them. Or maybe the things that most fulfill them—that’s a better word.”

			“Well, espresso jockey’s not exactly my life’s ambition, and my hobby takes me out of Pittsburgh.”

			“Oh?”

			“I do free-climbing. Usually out in the Southwest.”

			“Wow.”

			“It’s how I met my best friend,” Mica said. “When we were teenagers, we were both part of this program that took boys from rough backgrounds and threw them into nature and shit.”

			“Really? That’s kind of awesome.”

			He nodded. “Backpacking and survival skills, rafting, climbing. Complete culture shock, if you’re from where I am. Like, the air’s too clean and the sky’s too big and the night’s way too quiet. But that was kind of the idea. It’s a great program. Got me hooked. I did it for three weeks in July, every summer break for three years. After that you’re too old, but my friend and I still meet up and do a climbing trip every year.”

			“Believe me, I wish I could shoot that.” And how. She eyed his shirtsleeves, now wondering what sort of shoulders they hid. “But I am trying to keep things set in the city. So I could photograph you here, or where you’re staying. Or even around town, on the street—wherever you feel most at home in your skin, I guess. Oh, or at a climbing gym, maybe? Pittsburgh must have one.” She pictured the rock wall setting, imagined shooting him from above with a shallow depth of field, so the foreground handhold things would be blurry, his fingers and face and surely startling arms sharply focused and intense.

			“I don’t do climbing gyms.”

			Damn. “Well, if you’re interested, give it some thought. It’s your face I’m after, really. The setting is flexible, so long as the light’s decent.”

			He nodded in what struck her as a very West Coast way—a slow, casual bob of his head.

			“I can’t pay you a ton,” she added. “I’d be asking for two or three hours of your time, and fifty dollars is about all I can offer.”

			He shrugged. “Money hadn’t crossed my mind. But that sounds fine.”

			“Do you have regular days off?”

			“I just started, so it might change, but this week I’m off Wednesday and Thursday, and Sunday I’m off at one.”

			Wednesday was out—Clare worked seven in the morning to six at night and had yoga right after. Thursday, Friday, and Saturday made up her three-day weekend, a trade-off for working four ten-hour shifts. Thursday was her birthday, but that didn’t really matter. She wasn’t celebrating with friends until the weekend. Plus, it wouldn’t exactly be a hardship, spending her thirtieth birthday photographing Mica. She couldn’t think of any better present than an hours-long excuse to stare at this guy’s stunning face.

			She wondered how old he was. Maybe her age, maybe a couple of years younger. She wondered what his hair and skin smelled like, too, and what he tasted of.

			Coffee, duh. What the fuck had he last said to her? Oh, right, scheduling. “I have Thursday off, too,” she said. “And the sooner the better, on my end.”

			“Works for me.”

			“Well, think about places where you feel the most at home, any activities you enjoy. And if we’re outdoors, midafternoon or early morning is best.”

			“I’m not a morning person. But I’ll keep my Thursday afternoon open. You want my number?”

			“Sure.” She opened up a new contact on her phone and he told her the digits, then took hers. Though part of her wanted to jump up and dance on the table, another part warned her to cool her jets. There was something about this guy. Maybe it was just an LA thing, but she sensed a certain lazy quality in him, a hypercasualness. Somebody this hot probably strolled from bed to bed and job to job, the next opportunity rising up before him just in time for his foot to touch down on it. She bet by Thursday he’d have totally forgotten about this chance meeting and have plans, and no clue what she was talking about or who she was when she called to meet up.

			But no way in hell was she not going to try.

			Mica stood. “I have to get back to work.”

			She did the same and offered her hand once more. “Thanks for your time, really. I hope I’ll see you Thursday.” Or tomorrow, if she went there for lunch again. Which she suspected she would, knowing how much more interesting the wildlife behind the counter had just become.

			He offered her one last taste of that devilish smile—equal parts wide-open and charmingly unsavory—then headed back to the front. She watched him go, nerves buzzing.

			If you’re there, God, hear my birthday wish: Give me just three hours alone with that man and I’ll die a grateful woman.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER TWO
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			Lunchtime on Tuesday, Clare chickened out.

			She was mere steps from the coffee shop—mere steps from where the panty-peelingly hot Mica was working—when her nerves got the better of her and commanded her legs to turn around and head to the deli down the block instead.

			What the fuck am I even so afraid of? she’d wondered. Of their eyes locking across the counter and . . . ? Of him not remembering her? Unlikely—hers wasn’t a face you saw every day. Of looking like a stalker? That felt a little closer to the truth. Whatever the case, she returned to her cube with a dry chicken sandwich and no fresh hit of infatuation.

			On Wednesday she gathered her balls and returned to the coffee shop, determined to play it cool. If their eyes met, great—she’d smile with recognition and leave it at that, leave it up to him to initiate conversation, if he was so inclined. But she’d act like it was an everyday thing, her approaching heart-stopping strangers with invitations to model for her. No big deal. Not like she’d worn her cutest work-appropriate dress for bravery. Just a regular old Wednesday. Nothing to see here.

			Sadly, there had been nothing to see. She got a coffee and a sandwich, but no glimpse of Mica, not through her entire lunch break. Had he said he worked Wednesdays? She couldn’t remember.

			Shit. And that meant by the time she summoned the backbone to call him tomorrow, they’d not have seen each other for three whole days. Would he even remember saying he’d set aside that afternoon for the shoot? They’d spoken for all of ten minutes.

			And so it was a stomach full of nerves that she greeted as her first gift when her birthday dawned on Thursday, courtesy of Mica.

			She looked to her roommate, who was rooting through her purse at the kitchen table that morning. “How early is socially acceptable to call a dude you barely know who’s agreed to do you a favor?”

			“How old?” Bree asked, finding her phone, tapping on it.

			“I’m not sure. Mid- to late twenties, probably.”

			Bree looked up from her screen, grinning. “Good job, birthday girl! You’re like five seconds into your thirties and already robbing the cradle.”

			“Seriously, what time?”

			“Eleven,” Bree declared, reaching for her coffee, and her certainty was reassuring.

			“You think?”

			“Sure. Any earlier is too early. Any later and he might make other plans.”

			Clare nodded. “You’re smart.”

			“I attract flaky guys,” Bree said, her face obscured by a curtain of red hair. She shoved it back and zipped her bag, drained her cup. “Or I’m attracted to them. Either way, I’ve got it down to a science. And I’ve made it a rule that if I call at eleven and the guy sounds like he just woke up, then I don’t want to date him anyway. Because he’s either lazy or hungover. I have a master’s now,” she added, slipping her bag over her shoulder. “I can’t be dating guys who keep undergrad hours.”

			Clare laughed. “Easy to have standards when you’re not dealing with the dry spell I am.”

			It had been months since Clare had seen any action. Since before Christmas, for crying out loud, and that hadn’t been much to write home about—her last time with her ex, who she’d been with for nearly three years. Their sex life had fizzled in much the same fashion as the rest of their connection. Clare’s mom had been more upset about the breakup than either Clare herself or her ex. She’d liked Davis for all the qualities Clare had ultimately found suffocating. He’d been a workaholic, exceedingly serious and driven, precisely the things her mom valued most in herself and others. All the things she wanted for Clare, in fact. On paper he’d looked great, and he’d treated her well. But in the end she’d grown restless, outright bored, and he’d been getting worse and worse at hiding the fact that he thought she was lacking in motivation. Quite the turn-on, dating a guy with the same complaints about you as your mother.

			“After Davis,” she told Bree, “a little taste of immaturity doesn’t sound all that unattractive. A sloppy hookup with a hot barista? Sign me up.” She was probably older than Mica, and she bet he didn’t have health insurance, nor did he strike her as a man with a college degree. He made her look like the one who had it together, in that equation.

			“Wait a second—who said anything about a hookup?” Bree demanded, eyebrows rising dryly. “This is all strictly professional, right?”

			“When you see the pictures, you’ll understand.” When and if, that was. And that all came down to the dreaded call.

			Bree headed out to work, leaving Clare with nearly three hours to fill before she’d bite the bullet and pick up her phone. She spent the time wisely: returning e-mails, tidying the house, drinking so much coffee she got the spins when she stood up from crouching with a dustpan.

			She steadied herself on the couch arm. “Whoa. Okay, now. Critical mass.” She emptied her mug down the sink and eyed the clock, and her heart dropped into the vicinity of her espadrilles. Ten fifty-seven.

			Now or never. She grabbed her phone off the counter.

			She found Mica in her contacts list, and in a state of eerie calm, she hit CALL.

			The dial tone whirred. Oh fuck. What am I going to sa—

			“Yeah?” It was a friendly yeah, not a curt one. And he sounded awake.

			“Hi, Mica? This is Clare. The photographer who was bugging you at the coffee shop?”

			“Oh, right.”

			Oh, right, like, Oh, right, I totally forgot you existed?

			“Are you still willing to let me shoot you?” she asked. It felt as though there was a lemon lodged in her throat. “I’ve got the afternoon free.”

			“Yeah, sure. What time?”

			She sank against the counter with relief. “Two thirty?” If they were outside, the lighting would peak around four.

			“Okay. Where should I meet you?”

			“Do you have a favorite spot in the city yet?”

			“Not really. I only got here last weekend.”

			“Okay, well . . .” Fuck. “Um, since a climbing gym is out, what else are you into? It can be anything, really—any sort of sport, like running or basketball or something.” Yes, please. A nice, sweaty postworkout shot of that exhausted face would be pure gold. “Or if you play an instrument, or cook in your spare time . . .” Something with his hands, his glorious, strong, rough hands. “Anything you enjoy, that says something about you.”

			“Can I think about it and let you know later?”

			“Um, sure. Give me a call by two. That’ll give me time to grab the right equipment, depending on the setting, and meet you wherever.”

			“Cool. Talk to you in a bit.”

			“Bye,” she said, just as his end of the line blooped softly and went dead.

			“O-kayyy,” she said, staring at her screen, lit with his name and number and the length of the call—fifty-six seconds. It wasn’t even eleven yet. “Okay, that’s fine.” Another three hours of waiting and uncertainty, and praying he’d actually call.

			Fine. No problem. Best birthday ever.

			—

			“A party?” Clare echoed. It was five minutes past four—two hours and five minutes past when Mica had said he’d call, but who was paying attention?—and she hadn’t even left the apartment yet, she was so preoccupied with waiting for her phone to ring. She’d all but given up hope, but now that it had rung, she was in for a curveball. He’d suggested she come to a party with him that night, in lieu of an afternoon meet-up.

			“At my roommate’s friends’ place,” he said. He sounded distracted, like he was doing something else as he spoke to her. “Kicks off at nine. I couldn’t think of a good place for the shoot—you know, anything that screams me or whatever, but then I remembered the party. That’s a good setting for me. I’m social.”

			“Is it like a get-drunk party, or a cocktail party, or . . .”

			“I’m not sure. Thought I’d show up and find out.”

			Clare frowned, imagining it. The lighting could be sketchy—maybe totally useless and too dark, though possibly there might be some gem of an opportunity. But really, considering it was already after four and the day’s light was on its way out, what choice did she have? If she had to choose between a less-than-ideal opportunity to get this man on figurative film and none at all, the answer was obvious.

			“Sure. Sounds fun.” Plus, it was her birthday, and she wasn’t going to be celebrating with the girls until Saturday night. Might as well go to a party, and ostensibly with one fuck of a fine-looking date.

			“Should I meet you there?”

			“I’m not sure where it is. Meet me at my place and we can get a ride with my roommate. I’ll text you the address.”

			“Okay. What time?”

			“Nine, I guess.”

			“Sounds good. See you then.”

			And with a parting “Later,” he was gone.

			She stared at her phone, feeling uneasy.

			Come on, now. Am I after punctuality and professionalism, or a chance to photograph the hottest man I’ve ever seen?

			To her moderate shock, his text arrived only a minute later.

			Not a total flake, then.

			The address he gave wasn’t far, so at quarter to nine she set out on foot, slipping into a jacket to combat the night’s growing chill. Her nerves set the city vibrating around her, the streetlights looking extra crisp, the smell of spring strong and damp in her nose. She’d told Bree about her plans and promised to text by eleven to say how things were going, though her nerves had nothing to do with the fact that she’d soon be climbing into a car with one near stranger and one complete stranger. No, this felt way more like first-date jitters.

			Cool it, now. For all I know he’ll disappear with some other girl the second we get there.

			Mica’s building was an unassuming brick two-story in the Hill, with a barbershop on the ground floor. Clare found the buzzer for apartment C on the bank inside a tight foyer and pressed it. There was an intercom, and she stood with her thumb hovering over the TALK button, but then the door buzzed, unlocking, and she pulled it open.

			The unit was on the second floor, down a short hall lined with tired but recently vacuumed carpet. She knocked on the door, just below the brass letter C, and through the wood she heard a voice call, “It’s open.”

			She let herself into an empty kitchen—nothing fancy, but pretty tidy save for a cluttered dining table. She shut the door behind her, just as Mica appeared from the next room. A TV was droning, the sounds of the news.

			“Hey, you,” he said, and his smile was unexpected, upending—warm and practiced, almost like they’d slept together. Clare had to work to keep her own smile from giving away her pleasure at his familiarity.

			“Hey.” She accepted his greeting—a quick one-armed hug, just enough contact to tease and to tell her he smelled faintly of some pleasant, earthy scent—then turned her attention to the room, hoping he wouldn’t notice her blushing. “So, this is your place.”

			He shrugged. “My friend’s place. I’m just crashing through August.”

			It had that unmistakable scent that every one of her Pittsburgh rentals had had, until the current one—she and Bree lived in the second floor of an aging three-family home, and it lacked that apartment-building aroma. It wasn’t a bad odor, merely distinct, like the way all grade schools seemed to smell alike. Nostalgic.

			Mica was just as hot as she’d remembered, dressed in jeans and a pale heather gray henley with all the buttons undone. The color brought out the rich tan of his skin. His dreads were down, the longest ones brushing his shoulders. Around his neck he wore a thick cord, its three fat silver beads resting in the V of his open collar. On one wrist was a worn leather cuff, and those fat silver rings adorned his fingers. He belonged on a dusky beach someplace, barefoot and bohemian and tasting of salt spray. She half expected that if she kissed his neck, she’d taste the ocean.

			“Where’s the party?” she asked, tearing her attention off his throat.

			“I’m not sure.” He turned to the adjacent hall and called, “Yo.”

			A distant “Yeah?” answered.

			“Where’s the party at?”

			No reply at first, then footsteps sounded, and a man appeared. “This side of the university.”

			“This is my friend,” Mica said. “He knows the people throwing the party.”

			“Vaughn,” his roommate confirmed, and stepped forward to offer a hand.

			Vaughn was handsome—not freakish, traffic-stopping, model handsome like Mica, but a more ordinary persuasion of good-looking. About six feet tall, very dark skin, short hair, with a nice, solid shape to him behind his fitted tee and jeans. And very white teeth, she noted. Gorgeous smile, this guy had. Disarming, and not in that Mica way. Mica was disarming in a manner that was tough to trust, like a third shot of something strong when you really ought to be switching to water.

			Clare shook Vaughn’s hand and it was exactly as she’d have expected—curt and warm and full of authority. She wondered what he did for work, that gave him this aura of calm confidence.

			“I’m Clare. It’s nice to meet you. I hope it’s cool that I’m crashing.”

			“Absolutely. It’s an apartment-warming. Real casual.”

			That was good, as she’d not exactly dressed for a sophisticated soirée—denim skirt and a sleeveless patterned tee. “I didn’t bring anything,” she said as she realized it.

			“That’s fine—drinks are on them, and I’ve got a load of snacks and stuff in the car. We won’t be empty-handed. I’m driving, by the way.”

			“He’s not much of a drinker,” Mica added.

			“Not when I’ve got work in the morning. I’m ready when you guys are.”

			“Lemme grab my shit,” Mica said, and disappeared down the hall.

			After an empty pause, Clare asked Vaughn, “And what are you getting up for tomorrow? What do you do?”

			“I drive an ambulance. I’m an EMT.”

			“Oh yeah. That would require a clear head.” And it explained the capable build and the whole cool-and-calm vibe.

			He nodded. “I don’t know how I did it when I was younger—work through a hangover.”

			“No kidding. I feel like I hit twenty-eight and suddenly my bedtime went from two a.m. to ten thirty.”

			“Exactly.”

			Mica reappeared, slipping a wallet in his back pocket and threading his arms into the sleeves of a green hoodie. “Ready.”

			Vaughn switched off the TV and lights and led them all down to the street, where his car was parked—a modest black sedan, maybe five years old, with a few minor dings. Mica offered Clare the front seat, but she declined.

			“The back’s better. Room for all my crap.” She slipped her bulky camera bag and her tote from her shoulder.

			“So,” Vaughn said as he pulled away from the curb, “Mica told me you’re doing a photography show. Something about ethnicity?”

			“Yeah. I’m trying to find subjects to shoot who’re like me—mixed. I’ve spent a lot of my life getting asked, ‘So, what are you, exactly?’ And that’s the theme of the show.”

			“Is that annoying? People always wanting to know?”

			“It used to get to me when I was younger, but now I trust that most people are just curious. Tactless but curious.”

			“It’s not the most polite way to word it, huh?”

			She laughed. “No, not really.”

			“You get that much?” Vaughn asked, turning to Mica.

			“Back home? Constantly.”

			“It bother you?”

			“Fuck yeah, it bothered me. I grew up in gang territory. Standing out doesn’t do you any favors.”

			“What’d people think you were?”

			“Fucking everything. Native American, Korean, Brazilian. They had no clue. Then you say half-Malaysian, and it doesn’t mean anything to them anyway.”

			A pause from Vaughn. “I ever ask you that?”

			“Probably.” He shrugged. “But we were teenagers.”

			As they made their way down the quiet residential streets, Vaughn passed a three-decker house where a man was sitting on the ground-floor porch, reading a newspaper by the light coming through a front window. Vaughn gave the horn a quick beep and raised his hand. The man did the same.

			“That’s my dad,” he told Clare, and turned a corner.

			“Oh, cool. Did you grow up there?”

			“I did. And I see him a lot. Sunday dinners, and usually lunch on whatever weekday I’m not working.”

			“You must be close.”

			“Yeah. Very.”

			“He’s a good dude,” Mica tossed in. “I just met him over the weekend. Explains how you ended up such a pillar of the community.”

			Vaughn made a skeptical noise, but Clare was willing to bet his friend had him pegged about right. You could sense steadiness and reliability on a person the same way you could sense sheistiness. Vaughn was also infinitely easier to talk to than Mica . . . though much of that was surely down to the fact that making eye contact with Mica took her breath clean away.

			“Are you from around here?” Vaughn asked Clare.

			“Yeah. Arlington.”

			“Your parents still down there?”

			“My mom is. They split up when I was five. My dad moved to Steubenville for a job, then all the steelwork dried up. But he’s still there, managing a warehouse.”

			“You see either of them much?”

			“I see my mom most weeks, and my dad’ll drive in and meet us for dinner maybe once a month. He remarried about ten years ago and has three stepkids, so he’s busy, but I see him.”

			“Nice that your folks still get along enough to hang out,” Vaughn said.

			“They’ve always gotten along. I get this feeling like they can’t figure out why they ever thought getting married was a good idea, but they obviously like each other. They crack each other up. They just couldn’t handle living together.” Clare’s parents had taught her what friendship could look like between exes, but not modeled any kind of marriage she’d like to one day find herself in. They’d fought a lot when she was little and the noise and chaos of it had frightened her, so when she grew up and met a guy who was stoic and responsible, she’d tried like hell to be happy with him. Respect was important, and so was steadiness. Davis had offered those things in spades, and they’d never fought once. But there were other things she’d needed that he just wasn’t giving, in the end. Spontaneity, for one. Excitement and desire—some heat in her lover’s gaze when he looked at her. To be treated like a lady, sure, but also like a piece of meat on occasion, as it turned out.

			Clare was dying to toss the conversational ball to Mica, to find out what the deal was with his family, and why he’d referred to his parents in the past tense at the coffee shop. She’d just found the nerve when Vaughn eased the car to a stop on a crowded street before a long yellow-brick four-story. Clare swung her door out. Music and chatter spilled from the open windows of a third-floor unit on the end.

			“Bet I can guess which apartment is your friends’,” she said to Vaughn, shouldering her totes and slamming the door.

			He opened the trunk and pulled out a couple of shopping bags. One crinkled and one clinked, and he shut the hatch with his elbow.

			“So whose party am I crashing, exactly?” she asked as they made their way up the stairs. It was a nice building: newly remodeled, the habitat of young professionals.

			“My friend Linnea and her fiancé, James,” Vaughn said.

			“Nice building.”

			“No kidding, right? I’m starting to wonder if maybe I should have gotten myself a degree, after all.”

			“Not necessarily,” she said. “Mine’s not exactly paying the bills.”

			Vaughn knocked when they reached the unit, and a pretty, curvy woman opened the door and engulfed him in a hug. This was Linnea, Clare found out when introductions were tendered. She welcomed them all inside and told them to help themselves to anything they saw.

			Funnily, Clare bumped into someone she knew barely ten feet from the door—an old college classmate. They chatted for twenty minutes, until the topic of how Clare had come to be here arose, and she realized she’d better find her subject. Who knew what sort of a partygoer Mica was? She’d be smart to get some early shots, in case he was inclined to get wasted or disappear with a girl. The latter thought stung more than she wanted to admit.

			She found Vaughn first, chatting with a small group in the living room. “Have you seen Mica?”

			“Fire escape, I think. Through the kitchen.” He nodded the way. “I’ll come with you. I could use the air.”

			Air quality wasn’t exactly on the menu—the fire escape was long and broad, accessed through a propped-open door past the fridge, and Clare could smell the smokers before she and Vaughn even stepped outside.

			A half dozen guests were chatting and joking in the cool night air. Mica sat on the corner of the railing, talking with a slim white guy. Someone had draped strings of Christmas lights from the metal slats above, and their glow and the smoke lent the scene a curious ambience.

			Clare would’ve about died of a heart attack if someone had told her to sit as Mica was, but he looked perfectly oblivious to the dangers of his perch. He spotted her and Vaughn and beckoned them over.

			He smiled, holding her in thrall as his gaze dipped down her body and back up. He blew smoke over his shoulder, then said, “I wondered if maybe you’d found a better offer.”

			“That guy in the kitchen? No, we just went to school together. Small world.” She glanced around them. “This light is actually pretty great. Would you mind if I took some shots out here?”

			“Go crazy.”

			As she got herself positioned, Clare imagined how nice the contrast would be—pitch-black background; soft, sexy light; points of white from the bulbs; the atmospheric veil of smoke. Both the yoga studio and kitchen shots she had were dominated by bright light, and these would break up all that white nicely.

			Her shutter clicked and clicked as she captured him. His face and body were pulsing with energy, eyes always moving, hands restless, expression cycling from bemused to intrigued to what she could only describe as seductive. Even with her shooting rapid-fire, every single frame would be unique.

			He was charismatic with his eyes averted and the cigarette at his lips. He was engaging when he turned at another partygoer’s comment, offering her his profile and a broad grin. But when those eyes met hers, boring into the lens, and the smoke painted his exhalation milky white . . . Christ, he was sex. Sex in a hoodie.

			Through the viewfinder he asked, “Getting what you’re after?”

			I’m not in a bed with you yet, so not entirely.

			“I can’t say I know you,” Clare offered, adjusting the settings, clicking away, “but this all looks very you. Do you feel at home on fire escapes?”

			He smiled, shrugged. “I like heights.”

			“No lie.” This from Vaughn, loitering at Clare’s back.

			She lowered the camera, thinking she’d captured more than enough photos out here. Many would be blurry from the low light, but there’d still be dozens of stunning ones to choose from. She half wished she could run home now and glue herself to her computer, curating.

			Mica snuffed his cigarette on the railing, then flicked it to the alley below. “Think I’ll grab a drink.”

			“Good idea,” Clare said.

			A backward glance told her Vaughn had gotten drawn into another orbit. She tailed Mica into the bustling kitchen, where she poured herself a glass of red wine. Mica took the bottle when she’d finished, eyed its dwindling contents, then tipped it to his lips.

			“Hang on,” she said, laughing, and set her glass aside to lift her camera. His eyes met hers through the lens and she snapped fresh shots of him, drinking from the bottle, rings glinting, throat working.

			“Vice suits you,” she told him, then captured his resulting smile, her body flushing warm and curious. She lowered the camera when he did the same with the bottle.

			“Get all the pictures you need?” he asked.

			Clare nodded, though her stomach tightened at the words. Was he getting tired of her shooting him? Was she about to be dismissed?

			Mica didn’t know it, but it was her thirtieth birthday, and she was spending it doing the thing she loved best, in the company of one of the most stunning men she’d ever seen. If he shut this night down now, she’d be lying if she said it wouldn’t sting.

			“Do you want me to run the final shots by you, before I choose one to use in the show?” Normally she wouldn’t be so confident that she had a winner after just one session and only three hundred frames, but she knew she did. This time, the challenge would lie in narrowing down the choices and picking just one. The boy was a diamond—startling from every angle.

			“It’s your show,” he said.

			“Text me your e-mail all the same, and I’ll send you the finals.”

			“Does this conclude our professional relationship, then?” Mica asked, his gaze hot and pointed.

			She swallowed. “I suppose it does.”

			His attention dropped to her waist, and slowly, he reached out one long, toned, tattooed arm and hooked two fingers into the belt loop at her hip. Her heart stopped.

			“So now I can ask you something I’ve been wanting to all night,” he said, tugging playfully.

			“I suppose you can.”

			But he didn’t ask her a thing. He simply tightened his hold on her belt loop and said, “Come home with me.”

			Her heart was pumping again in a blink, all that blood rushing, sending heat and heft and the hum of alcohol to her fingertips, her cheeks, between her legs. Fuck, when was the last time a man had looked at her like that? She’d forgotten how good it felt, feeling somebody’s crosshairs on her.

			It was a bold move, considering they’d not kissed—nor even really flirted, explicitly. But he had to sense that she wanted him. Even with the camera between them, he’d surely felt the heat of her stare on his face and body. And she knew her answer, after all. Thirtieth birthday presents like this one didn’t come along every day.

			She nodded. “Okay.”

			He smiled that devil’s smile, eyes crinkling, and set the wine bottle on the counter behind him.

			Clare’s body was hot and buzzing, like she’d emptied that bottle herself. She’d never been propositioned by a guy so shamelessly before. Some unsolicited DTF? messages from a couple of half-assed attempts at online dating, sure, but nothing quite like this.

			Coming from most any other man, she’d have been put off by such bluntness, but she’d been fantasizing about this chance from the minute she’d first laid eyes on Mica. This was a birthday wish granted, and she wasn’t about to waste it by playing coy. Now all she wondered was how quickly she could get herself alone with this man.

			“I haven’t seen Vaughn,” she said, scanning the kitchen.

			“We can walk. It’s not far.”

			And, mentally blessing herself for having worn practical shoes, Clare agreed.
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