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For my husband. If I were rearranging the alphabet,
I’d put U and I next to each other.










One
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The student in the fourth row glanced left then right as his friends stared in other directions and the bravado drained from his face. My question still hanging in the air, he muttered, “I don’t know.”


I itched to call him out for not doing the reading, then texting during class. Disengaged students didn’t usually bother me this much, but it had been a long semester and I was tired of this room. Someone crinkled a bag of chips a few rows back, and the clock on the wall ticked away. The ticking brought back a flash of memory, but I pushed it aside.


Not now.


His expensive-looking shoes caught my eye. Boat shoes. They coordinated with his plaid shorts, polo shirt, and sunglasses pushed into blond hair styled just so. I needed to check my roster to confirm his name; it was Quinton or Quenton or something equally preppy. I planned to add looking him up to my to-do list when I got back to the office.


“We’ve covered several theories. Tell us how the study of social learning can be applied to communication on social media.” I hoped he might contribute something, anything, to renew my faith in the modern American college student.


Instead, Quinton or Quenton leaned back and repeated, “I don’t know, Dr. Turner. Um … there are a lot of ways because of … um … the social connection.” Pen in hand, he glanced down at his “notes”—a blank sheet of paper in front of him—as if this answer should appease me.


That wasn’t even a good nonsense answer. C’mon, man.


I stepped back to address the auditorium, pulling at the hem of my loose cardigan.


“Turn to a partner and discuss three ways we could apply these traditional theories of learning to social media.” Chairs squeaked and groaned as students shifted, and voices rose.


I knew better than to judge a student so harshly based on his appearance. A penchant for Top-Siders and sherbet-colored shirts didn’t influence his intellectual ability. Quinton or Quenton would either surprise me by acing the final or he’d fail the exam spectacularly in a blaze of styling gel.


I knew this, but mostly I was still annoyed by his stupid shoes.
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Joe, my department chair, waved to me when I stepped into the hall after class. “Naya, do you have a minute?”


We took the flight of creaking stairs to our floor, where a sign with the words “The Center for Learning” etched into an ancient and scuffed plaque greeted us. The home of my specialty—math education—shared the cramped space with faculty from English and social studies education. What was left of the elementary education department took up the half of the floor above us that wasn’t unusable because of water damage.


Originally constructed in 1917, the structure could best be described as decrepit. The faded, chipped paint and worn carpet were a good metaphor for our diminishing funding as the institution increasingly focused on preparing students to go into business and engineering.


When we emerged from the dim stairwell, our department secretary’s efficient voice followed us down the hall. “No, you want the campus childcare center. This is the Center for Learning … I’ll transfer you.”


I wondered how many times a week she answered that same question. Dr. Anita Kline, a senior professor, was a national leader in the study of early-childhood math development and online technology, and my research on math education for English-language learners had been called groundbreaking, but most of the campus assumed our building had a swing set tucked away somewhere. We needed to think about rebranding if we wanted the campus to take seriously the cutting-edge work we were doing with the science of learning.


I attempted to close Joe’s door, pulling it hard, but to no avail.


“The wood’s warped with the humidity. Don’t worry about it,” Joe said over his shoulder.


We had a little way to go before we got to that cutting edge, I thought as I sat in a chair with worn, orange vinyl. “What’s going on?”


The familiar smell of coffee and old books surrounded me like a fleece blanket. All our spaces were cramped, though Joe’s was the most cluttered.


“Do you have anything in the hopper this summer?”


“Sure—a couple manuscripts, and some grant proposals to submit, plus working on developing that new course for the fall.” Plus whatever else I find to keep me busy. “Why?”


He bobbed his head and shrugged in resignation, sitting back in his chair. “This new president makes me nervous, and rumor has it that he plans to make cuts. Not sure where our department will land.”


After six months, Thurmond University was still spinning on its hundred-and-twenty-year-old axis and getting used to our new leader: Archibald “Flip” Lewis. He was often described as “nontraditional,” a big challenge to a campus that took to change like a toddler to nap time.


“Would they really cut education? We’ll always need teachers.”


He smiled wanly. “I get the sense that everything’s on the table.”


I’d worked my butt off for six years to publish as much as I could and tirelessly improve my teaching. This was where I was good. This job was where I had solid footing, and I was going up for tenure review in the fall. Now I struggled to wrap my head around the possibility of my department being cut.


When I got hired at TU, I’d explained the concept of tenure to my grandfather as a seven-year audition for a secure job. He’d shaken his bald head and clarified that I’d gone to college for four years and graduate school another five, to then have to prove myself for another seven before my job was safe.


He’d said, “Mija, no tiene sentido!” A quick glance in my mother’s direction gave me a translation. It doesn’t make sense! I never learned Spanish, so my mom was always helping us communicate. Every time I saw him when I was growing up, he’d ask, “Estás aprendiendo?” Are you learning?


“You’re the first doctor in our family, and I’m so proud of you, but you tell me when you’re done auditioning for this job, okay? We’ll have a party.”


I remembered that conversation when the hours got long, the process seemed interminable, or impostor syndrome set in. When I decided to merge my love of math with my interest in education, my grandfather actually gave me the idea of what to study. He told me teachers assumed he wasn’t smart as a child because Spanish was his first language. He didn’t think they ever tried very hard to teach him. I wondered how I could make an impact, to prepare teachers to help all kids love math.


He was in the throes of Alzheimer’s and had been for a couple years, but I couldn’t wait to visit him one day and tell him I did it, that I was done auditioning. That the work I was doing would help all kids realize they were smart. He was only comfortable speaking Spanish at this point, so I knew I’d need to figure out how to say what I needed to. Joe’s worry lines and the looming uncertainty made me wonder if I’d get the chance.


“If they cut our program, what happens to us?”


“Depends. Faculty handbook allows for them to lay off people with tenure if the department is cut. They might keep some of us around to teach general education and intro classes from other departments, but I doubt there would be support for much research.” If it was possible to slump more, Joe did. His expression said everything I was thinking. “Without tenure …”


So, even if I got to keep my job, I’d spend every day teaching the Quinton or Quentons of the world who didn’t want to be there. No, thanks. I sat in silence with Joe for a moment, letting his words sink in. I had finally gotten near that finish line, I’d run the gauntlet, and now this crushing blow loomed on the horizon.


“Just be prepared, Nay. I’d hate to lose you, but don’t be caught off guard, okay?”


“Got it, Joe.” I glanced back across the desk. “Is there anything else?”


“Yeah.” He scrubbed his hand over his jaw and drew his mouth to one side. “I saw Davis the other day. I think he’s back on campus. Have you talked to him?”


I glanced over my shoulder instinctively, as if the man in question might be lurking in the corner. “No.”


Joe looked unsure. If he’d known the extent of what happened with Davis, he wouldn’t have had to ask. “I thought you’d want to know.”


“Sure. I’ll keep an eye out, boss.”


Down the hall, I closed the door on my office with a reassuring click and leaned on my desk, taking a deep breath. My mind raced and my stomach knotted as Joe’s words looped in my head.


After cracking open my laptop, I searched Davis’s name to see if there were any announcements about a new hire. If I could find out where he would be and when, I could shift my plans in order to avoid him, find new routines, stay holed up in my office. I’d done it before.


My cursor hovered over one of the search results. The headline read, “TU Professor Wins Prestigious Duncan Prize,” and the photo featured Davis accepting a glass statue with a broad smile on his face.


I’d attended with him in a backless black gown, beading across the low neckline. Davis had picked it for me, saying he wanted me to wear something slinky and sexy, and how much he loved knowing other men would want me, but I was his.


“I want to show you off, sweetheart.”


It had been tighter and more revealing than I would normally wear, the dark fabric hugging every curve and the back dipping to just above my butt, and I’d spent much of the evening trying my best to cover my body. Still, it made him happy, and I was determined to do that, knowing how wonderful he could be when he was in a good mood.


Despite my discomfort, I was relieved to find Davis was full of cheer and humor. He’d held me to him and kissed my forehead throughout the gala that followed the awarding of the prizes. We’d made love that night in the hotel’s king-sized bed, and he’d been tender. “This means big things for me, Naya. Big things. I’ll help you get there, too.” He’d seemed genuine, and I’d thought he meant it.


I shook away the memory and didn’t click on the article. Instead, I scoured the results for any recent TU references and found none. What the hell are you doing back here?


I glanced around my office. I’d spent so much time alone in this room over the last six years. The keyboard under my fingers, the scatter of the light as it filtered through the blinds in the morning, and the way the old building creaked late at night were all as familiar as my childhood home. The job could be demanding, but it wasn’t just that. In my little office, I could control things. I’d let those four walls become my whole world, and I didn’t know who I would be without them.










Two



[image: image]


The sun set over the Chicago skyline, and the smell of basil and garlic hung faintly in the air from the pasta my best friends had prepared for dinner. At Aaron and Felicia’s kitchen table, I was still mulling over the potential cuts, Joe’s bombshell about Davis, and those damned boat shoes.


“What’s up with you tonight, Nay?” Aaron took a swig from his beer when Felicia went upstairs to put their oldest to bed.


My mind had wandered, and I jerked my gaze up from where it had landed on my old friend’s chest.


“Eyes up here, pervert.” He covered his torso with splayed fingers. “You haven’t had any action in a while, but that’s no excuse to objectify me.”


“Sorry, but Felicia wouldn’t mind sharing.”


“I know. The only way my wife would ever agree to a threesome would be with you.” He gave a full-body dramatic shudder, and I threw a balled-up napkin at him.


Aaron and I had met freshman year and shared one painfully awkward date, complete with an uninspired, fumbling lip-lock. That was before he asked out my best friend, I gave her my blessing but warned her to not expect much, and they ended up married with three kids. “You’re an ass.”


“You love me. But seriously, why so distracted tonight?”


I’d joked with them about Quinton or Quenton. As a high school teacher, Aaron liked exchanging student stories. “I’m still annoyed about that kid today.”


Aaron’s tone sobered as he ticked off his fingers for each new point. “Cocky, self-assured, dismissive, the polo shirts. Sound familiar?”


I reflexively touched my left wrist. “It’s not that.”


Since leaving the classroom earlier, the memory had crept alongside every other thought. A few months after we started dating, I’d been excited Davis wanted to see me teach—he was taking an interest in my work, and as a professor with more experience, he could give me pointers. I’d been lively and engaging with my students in ways I hoped impressed him. I was so naive. When class was over, he’d strolled to the front of the room, his expression impassive when I asked, “What did you think?”


He didn’t answer immediately, but reached for my hand and brought it to his lips. The gesture was soft, but his tone was steely. “You were flirting with the male student in the front row.”


“I wasn’t. I would never.” I tried to pull my hand back, but he gripped it firmly.


“I was sitting right there.” He’d twisted my arm behind my back, slamming it into the wooden podium with a fast jerk, and I yelped. To anyone walking by, it would look like he was hugging me, but pain radiated up my arm from the impact. “You practically fell into the kid’s lap.” His face inches from mine, he’d pecked the tip of my nose with a smirk as he twisted my wrist with more force. He dropped a kiss to my mouth after that, biting my lower lip before sucking on it.


“You’re hurting me, and people are right outside.”


After a moment of tense silence—the only sound the ticking clock—he’d laughed, a small caustic sound. “What? You worried they’ll lose respect for you? Believe me, if you always act like you did today, they already have.” He’d released my arm, letting it fall at my side, and told me he’d see me after work, walking out like nothing had happened.


I stifled the shudder of revulsion, and the memory of the flowers delivered the next day, and the lie I’d told Felicia about slipping on the ice. I shook it all away, focusing on Aaron’s question. “He’s a kid. I don’t compare my students to men I’ve dated. That’s …” I searched for the phrase that best described the rising bile in my stomach and settled on “inappropriate.”


Aaron shrugged and pushed back from the table to get another beer. “I’m not saying you want to sleep with the kid. I’m just saying he might remind you of Davis.”


Felicia breezed into the room, plucking the beer from her husband’s hand. “What did I miss?”


“I was just saying, Nay always has strong reactions to people who are self-assured.”


“Definitely. Except for me. It’s a miracle we’ve been friends so long.”


My best friend since third grade when she punched a girl who was bullying me, Felicia was my opposite in every way. Bold to my timid; dark, smooth skin to my ethnically ambiguous; brave to my fearful. Her smile was contagious, and I gave her a knowing grin. They were both wrong, though. Self-assurance didn’t bother me. Davis was cocky. The way his lip curled when he was upset with me and how I had learned to cower at that expression—cocky bothered me. I shook my head, willing away the image as Aaron continued.


“You’re wound too tight, Nay. Always have been.” Aaron popped the top off two beers and handed me one. “I bet that kid wouldn’t bother you this much if you”—he lifted his brows a few times—“found someone to help you loosen up.”


“My sex life has nothing to do with that kid being prepared for my class.” That was true, and my interest in sex had been nonexistent for a long time. After my last relationship, I’d felt disconnected from my body, and I didn’t trust anything that felt good. Then, a few months earlier, Felicia had talked me into doing yoga with her a couple times a week, and eventually I’d become more in tune with my body. Turned out, my body missed sex even though my mind was resistant to trusting someone.


Felicia settled in the chair across from me, leaning forward on the table. “You might be more relaxed. Maybe you’d go with the flow more. It’s been a long time, girl.”


I couldn’t fault my friends for encouraging me to move on. It had been three years, and as far as they knew, I was over it. I skirted the issue.


“Have you ever known me to go with the flow?” I raised an eyebrow at her and smirked. “Besides, I can’t just get laid. It’s not like I can just pick up a guy at the drugstore along with aspirin and gum. It’s not that easy.”


Felicia shared a look with her husband. “You’re hot and live in a major metropolitan area; it is definitely that easy. I’d do you myself if I wasn’t so in love with my husband and his impressive—”


I held my arms up, palms out. “Do not finish that sentence, I beg you.”


Felicia shrugged and smiled sweetly.


Aaron took a swig from his beer. “Don’t let this go to your head, Nay, but if I was a stranger and saw you on the street, I’d think you were pretty hot. If you want to get laid, you can get laid.”


I cringed at his assessment and turned to Felicia. “You’re okay with him thinking that?”


Felicia looked me up and down. “You have the ass of a nineteen-year-old … Let’s be honest, he’s not wrong.” She held up her hand for a high five from her husband.


I narrowed my eyes and stared at Aaron.


He shot me a rueful glance and ignored my expression. “I’m married, not dead. I stand by my assessment. Why not test the waters if you’re ready?”


“I don’t want to have sex with a random guy I meet in a bar or because he swiped right. I want a connection.” I wasn’t sure I’d ever been in love with someone I’d slept with, not real love. I had no idea how different it might be to be with someone where it was real. Hell, it’s been long enough. Do I even remember how to do it? Somewhere in the middle of this conversation, I’d forgotten I was against the entire premise.


“I offered to set you up with my trainer. Wes is cute,” Felicia chimed in.


“Isn’t he dating someone?” Aaron asked.


“Details,” she said with a dismissive wave. “Nay, I’m adding sex with a stranger to your list.”


“What list?”


“The list of things you will do on the way to getting a life.”


Aaron grabbed a notepad and pen off the counter with a laugh.


“Having sex is not the same as getting a life. And when did you start this list?” I asked.


“About three seconds ago. And you could try for both things at the same time.” Felicia told Aaron to take notes, and he wrote Nay’s To-Do: and 1. Sex with a stranger at the top of a blank page.


“I know you. You’re a list-maker. What else?” She looked up at me, eyes bright.


I made a grab for the paper, but Aaron snatched it back. “My life is fine. I don’t need a list.” Except that all I do is work and I might be about to lose my job.


The two of them shared another glance. “Nay, we’re the only people you hang out with. Humor us.” Aaron scratched out his notes. “You’ll need to work up to sex, though. I’ll move it lower on the list.”


I rolled my eyes, deciding to play along. “Okay, I could stand to get out of my rut. How about ‘try new things’?” Maybe that Cuban place around the corner or joining a book club.


He jotted it down. “Flirt. Let a guy buy you a drink.”


“This sounds like an instruction manual from the fifties on how to land a man.”


“You don’t need to land a man, just to board one,” Felicia said, eyeing my sweater set. “And I think you might consider dressing more your age.”


“What’s wrong with my clothes?” I glanced down at the plum-colored, loose-fitting top and khaki pants.


“Nothing’s wrong with them, but you never look comfortable wearing them, and there’s no way those are your size.”


I shied away from revealing or tight-fitting clothes. Wear shapeless sweaters and pants a size or two too big, and colleagues don’t accuse you of being a slut. Unless your ex already told them you were.


Aaron read through the notes in his jagged script. “This is good. Stop dressing like you’re on your way to bingo. I’m also adding ‘get drunk in public and do something embarrassing.’”


“Why?” I never knew if a student or colleague might be nearby, or what they might think, so I rarely drank in public.


“Mostly because I want to hear the story of you doing something dumb.” Aaron cast a playful, brotherly look across the table. “And you’re fun after you’ve had a few.”


I kind of miss being fun.


Aaron held up the list triumphantly. “You’re agreeing to do everything that’s on it by accepting this.”


“Yeah, right,” I said, stretching to grab it from him. “These are all about hooking up with a guy. I want more from my life than that.” Also, I would need to google how to flirt before even attempting it.


Felicia batted my hand away. “Keep adding to it. And we’re mostly kidding—you don’t need to run out and get down with some random person.”


I read through the items and wondered if it might work. As I went down the list, I mentally added:




Stand up for myself


Take risks


Let someone else get me to orgasm


Trust a man again





“Okay, whatever. I’ll see what I can do.” I laughed, snapping a picture of the list with my phone. “Work is intense right now with this new president shaking things up. I need to focus. I’m not going to put time into searching for some dude to sleep with or getting a life.”


“Work and men don’t have to be mutually exclusive.” Aaron rapped the tabletop with his knuckles, a sly grin spreading across his face as he exchanged another look with his wife. “What are you doing tomorrow night?”


“Nothing. Why?”


“Throw some condoms in your purse. We’re getting a babysitter and taking you out to a bar.” Aaron rose and grabbed the empty bottles from the table.


“You’re ridiculous. I’m not actually doing any of this. Besides, who goes out on a Tuesday?”


“Old married couples and social recluses, apparently,” Felicia said. “Plus it will be less crowded, so you can ease into it with a little breathing room.”


Aaron set the bottles on the counter and returned to lean against the table. “Nay, you were different after you broke up with Davis. Still you, but with the volume turned down.” He patted my shoulder. “We’d love to see the volume go back up.”


I had turned my volume down so he could be the one whose voice was loudest—that’s how he’d liked things—and I’d even pulled back from Felicia and Aaron, knowing they’d figure out what was happening. I’d questioned myself for a long time after we broke up, wondering if he was right about me speaking up.


Who am I kidding? I’m still questioning myself. I glanced back at the list, rereading the items and wondering. What if?


Aaron spoke over his shoulder. “We’ll have a few drinks—don’t worry, nothing wild.”


Maybe drinking on a weeknight will be good practice for when I no longer have a job to wake up for in the mornings.


Felicia flashed me a sly grin. “But you never know when that stranger might show up.”










Three
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I pushed through the crowds at Spur, surprised Aaron had picked a spot in the Loop with so many tourists. The trendy place was packed with bodies even on a Tuesday night, but I managed to grab the lone open seat at the bar while I waited for my friends.


“What can I get you?” The young bartender’s gaze darted from me to the perky blonde on my left who cried, “Woohoo!” several times along with her friends, arms waving in the air and breasts spilling out of her top.


Compared to her, I looked like Mary Poppins, or a more conservatively dressed version of Mary Poppins. I unbuttoned the cardigan sweater to reveal the neckline of the dress I’d pulled from the back of my closet. I considered the challenge to wear better-fitting clothes and glanced at the bartender. He was kind of cute, in a scruffy twentysomething I-have-a-decadeof-bad-decisions-ahead-of-me way. Couldn’t hurt to try …


As he approached with the drink, I leaned forward, pushing my breasts together with my arms, and smiled as the articles I’d read on flirting suggested. I gave myself a pep talk. You’re going to check this off the list.


When Twentysomething took my credit card and set down my gin and tonic, he spilled a third of the contents on the bar without looking at me or apologizing. A smile was plastered on my face like an idiot as he eyed the woo-hoo girls.


Fail.


I exhaled and relaxed my arms. Felicia would have demanded another drink, but I wiped up the spilled liquor with a napkin and took a sip from my glass. It wasn’t worth drawing attention to myself, especially after he completely ignored me, and I wasn’t quite pathetic enough to pull up the how-to articles again while sitting there. I re-buttoned my cardigan, admitting my unsuccessful attempt, and looked around for Felicia and Aaron. This was such a bad idea.


The woman who’d been in the seat next to me had slipped out while I focused on my mortification. A man took that stool, and catching sight of him in my peripheral vision, I coughed, choking on the drink. The straight posture, the athletic build, the polo shirt. My pulse raced, and my muscles tensed. I searched out the exits, making sure I had a clear path away from the bar.


It’s not him. It’s not him.


I returned my gaze to the bar, but not before a memory left me momentarily frozen. One night after we’d been dating a couple months, out with Davis’s friends in a bar like this, I’d corrected a mistake he’d made in relaying a story from the New Yorker. He’d joked about it in the moment, but on the drive home, he was silent, his lips pressed into a firm line. When we got into my apartment, he’d gripped my upper arms hard and ignored my cry of pain.


“Don’t do that again.” His voice had remained steady, even, and quiet as his fingers continued digging into my flesh despite my protests. “It won’t make people think you’re smart or interesting. It just makes them think you don’t respect me.”


I’d stared, wide-eyed, as he dropped his hands and strode into my bedroom as if nothing had happened. Later that night, he’d kissed me and apologized, telling me he was just stressed. In retrospect, I knew it wasn’t normal for men to get violent, but I reasoned that he hadn’t hit me, and I’d embarrassed him. He was just more sensitive than I’d thought. From then on, though, I questioned myself before speaking up, increasingly attuned to his reactions during our two-year relationship.


I shook away the memory, rubbing my upper arm absently where the small, round bruises had taken two weeks to fade.


I have to stop looking for him.


I knew that logically, but the message didn’t always reach my brain. I glanced toward the door for Felicia and Aaron again, anxious for the distraction they always provided. I could usually get out of my head when they were around.


I drew a slow breath before downing a large gulp to settle my nerves. I tried to signal the bartender for another. He looked at me with a bored expression that left me feeling frumpy, like I annoyed him by pulling his attention from the hot girls who had moved to the other end of the bar. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the stranger also studying the woman and her friends.


Of course he is.


My phone vibrated with an incoming call from Aaron. The ambient sounds of the speakerphone came through the line.


“You guys stuck in traffic?”


“Hey. My mom was admitted to the hospital—I’m driving home.”


“Oh my God. What happened? Is she going to be okay?” Aaron’s mom was the healthiest woman I knew. Well into her sixties, she ran marathons and led spin classes.


I should start working out more. Adding that to the list.


“She got hurt while … exercising.”


“Fell while running or something?”


“Um, no.”


He was being oddly cagey. I asked him again what happened while indicating to the bartender I wanted another.


Aaron sighed. “They want to keep her overnight for observation, and my sister is worried. Apparently, she fell and hit her head pretty hard and injured her leg during a new class.”


“Spin class?”


“No.”


“What, then?”


He grumbled, “A pole dancing class.”


“Your mom is hospitalized with a pole dancing injury?” The man next to me cocked his head and glanced my way, but I tried to focus on Aaron. I didn’t want to laugh—the woman was in the hospital, for goodness’ sake—but I couldn’t shake the image of Mrs. Daniels’s long gray hair flying as she twirled around a pole.


“I’m sorry, Aar. Send her my love.”


“Thanks. I’m worried she’s going to want to tell me about the class.”


I let a grin crack across my face. “Have singles ready, then.”


“I hate you.”


“Is Felicia still coming?”


“As far as I know. She should be there soon.”


We hung up and I opened the picture of the list. I couldn’t do these things. Look how badly my pathetic attempt at flirting with the bartender had gone. The guy hadn’t just ignored me, he’d ignored me while spilling my overpriced drink. I couldn’t imagine going from that awkward encounter to sex with a stranger. Hell, sex with anyone. I toyed with the top button of my cardigan again, remembering Aaron’s words. Still you, but with the volume turned down. I bit the corner of my lip and glanced again at the stranger next to me. Like the bartender, he wasn’t paying me any attention. That was usually a relief. If men didn’t see me, they couldn’t hurt me. Still, after admiring him again, a little part of me wanted the man next to me with the broad chest and strong jaw to notice me, want me, and touch me. It had been way too long, and a forgotten belly flutter made me glance over a second time.


He drank from his glass, and I was in the middle of an internal debate about whether to attempt a flirtatious greeting when he unexpectedly met my eyes. On closer inspection, his posture was different from Davis’s, not so stiff, and his hair was closer to a chestnut brown than dirty blond. As we made eye contact, a swirl of energy curled between my thighs, and a loud cheer from the woo-hoo girls rang out.


“Now, what’s the point of that?” He motioned to the blonde and her friends.


“I have no idea.” I returned his smile before looking away, searching out the bartender, then glancing at my phone. The image of the list remained on the screen.


“It’s interesting,” he mused.


“Why?” I sipped my drink and unbuttoned my cardigan again. I’ll do it. I’ll try one more time.


He dipped his head and adopted a questionable Australian accent. “Observe the whooping female in her natural habitat.”


His impression was bad, really bad, but I laughed.


“See how the loud, ritualistic mating call signals to the rest of the herd to mimic their leader.” He added, breaking from the accent, “Could be a good documentary, don’t you think?”


“Um … Crikey!”


He seemed impressed at my equally sorry attempt at an accent.


“I’m Jake.” He glanced at me again before adding, “And I can call you … ?”


I reached to shake his hand. No ring. No telltale tan line. I considered giving him my real name, but “Naya” wasn’t common, so I shared my middle name instead. Err on the side of safety.


“Michelle.”


I glanced toward the entrance, checking for Felicia again.


“Michelle,” he repeated. His voice was low without being gravelly. “What brings you here?” Jake kept his body angled toward mine, leaning in to be heard as the woo-hoo girls’ volume increased.


“Um, work.” I wasn’t sure why I lied, but him thinking I was a tourist made me feel safer. “I’m meeting a friend who is running late, though. I’m sure she’ll fly in any moment.”


He grinned. “Her arms will be tired.”


I scrunched my nose and shook my head. “That was awful.”


He chuckled again, scrubbing a hand over his jaw. “Bad jokes are my thing.” He paused, taking in my reaction before asking, “Not even a pity laugh?”


“I couldn’t in good conscience.” I smiled, swallowing the last of my drink and slipping the sweater off my shoulders. I’d consumed the second gin and tonic quickly, and my smile emerged without me thinking. “What about you? Here for business or pleasure?”


“Pleasure, I suppose.”


My cheeks heated, but I was confident he wouldn’t notice in the bar’s low light. I blamed my empty stomach and the gin for the image that ran, unbidden, through my head. After only a brief conversation with this guy, my mind was conjuring something worthy of Cinemax late night. I do need to break this dry spell.


The rich tone of his voice wasn’t helping. “I’m here for a friend’s wedding. Might get a little work in, too. You know, two birds, one flight.”


My phone vibrated.


FELICIA: UR gonna kill me! Miles and Ari both got sick—Vomit-palooza hit me on my way out the door.


“Sorry, it’s my friend,” I said before tapping out a reply.


NAYA: Vomit or illness hit you?


FELICIA: Both. It’s like the girl from the Exorcist ate gas station sushi. I can’t leave the babysitter with this and Aaron had to go be with his mom.


Jake looked over at me. “Everything okay?”


“My friend’s twin boys are sick and she’s telling me about it in graphic detail,” I said, meeting his eye. “I guess she’s not coming.”


“That’s too bad.” He took a sip from his glass and looked at the TV screen above the bar.


FELICIA: I’m so sorry, Turner.


NAYA: Do you need me to help?


FELICIA: Stay away. I would hate to get sick on your shoes. Though, I’ve seen your shoes. Might be an improvement.


NAYA: They’re new. But let me know if you need anything.


I glanced back at Jake staring at the baseball game and tipped my glass to take a cube of ice into my mouth. I paused, crunching. Part of me hoped that Felicia would hold me to sticking to the list. “I guess that’s my cue to go.”


His knee bumped mine as he turned to face me. His glance flicked down to the bare skin above my breasts and then back up. I should have been offended, but I liked that he saw me. “You could always stay and keep a lonely guy company.”


My body stirred, heat spreading. Two drinks that fast on an empty stomach was probably a mistake, and he was asking me to keep him company. Is that code?


Jake winced in response to my awkward silence. “Too cheesy? I’m sorry.”


“No. I mean … yeah, it was cheesy,” I said, resettling on my seat. “But that’s not a bad thing.”


He signaled for the bartender, then tilted his head toward me. “Another?”


“Why not?”


“Another for the lady,” he added, to the distracted bartender.


The corners of Jake’s lips curled, revealing tiny dimples and laugh lines at the edge of his mouth. He leaned close, making it easier for me to hear him over the bar noise, and when the bartender set down my drink, just a little splashed over the side this time.


Let someone buy me a drink.


“Check,” I said under my breath.


“Check?” He cocked his head. “Oh, my treat. Unless … do you have to go?”


“No, sorry. It’s silly.”


“I like silly.”


“It’s really silly,” I insisted, taking a sip.


“I like really silly,” he said, his light-colored eyes dancing. “C’mon. I gave you my best bad joke. It’s only fair.”


“My friends thought I needed coaching on how to get a life. They made me a to-do list.” God, why am I telling him this?


“And you checked something off the list?”


“Yes,” I admitted, taking another sip from my drink to avoid eye contact.


“What was it?”


“Let someone buy me a drink.”


“Glad to be of service.” His lips turned up. “What else is on this list?”


“I’m usually a homebody. All the items lead to me acting a bit irresponsible.” Like giving all this information to a complete stranger who could be a serial killer.


The royal blue fabric of his shirt stretched across well-developed pecs and a flat stomach I kind of wanted to reach out and touch. He toyed with a coaster on the bar and eyed the horde of women over my shoulder. A Tuesday seemed a strange night for a bachelorette party, but our initial subject, the blonde, had donned a veil and a tiara made of tiny pink plastic penises dotted with rhinestones that glowed and sparkled as someone snapped a photo using the flash. I wonder how buying that impacted her recommendations on Amazon.


“I could help you check other things off.”


Want to join me in a dark corner? I smiled at the bold voice in my head, and my knee shook under the bar.


“I shouldn’t monopolize your night.” I checked my phone, and I groaned internally. Barely eight o’clock. Normally, I’d be in my pajamas.


“It’s a selfish request. I’ve been stuck helping with wedding things since I arrived this morning, and my friend’s future wife is acting a lot like her.” He gestured toward the blonde. “I could use a break and to spend time with a grown-up.”


“How do you know I’m not actually one of them?”


“Good point. I guess I don’t.” The knee of Jake’s jeans again grazed my bare leg below the hem of my dress. The nudge felt sinful, and another wave of heat spread through my body. He dipped his head close to mine. “How many erotic tiaras do you own?”


I counted off my fingers. “Technically, four, but I lent one out for the royal wedding and haven’t gotten it back yet.”


“I might be willing to take my chances.” He raised his glass. “What do you say?”


C’mon, girl. Volume up.


I clinked my glass to his bottle. “I have just one condition.”


“Name it.”


“Can we promise to stay away from real-life details like work and last names?” I sounded like an unhinged person, but I couldn’t abandon years of protecting myself, and I knew a stranger having your personal information could go bad quickly.


His full lips stretched into an amused smile. It was hard to tell the exact color of his eyes in this light. They were pale, maybe blue or green, but completely mesmerizing. “Sure … just Jake and Michelle. Like Sonny and Cher.”


His next question caught me off guard. “What is your favorite snack?”


“Like, to eat?” I took another sip and realized I was beyond tipsy.


His eyes narrowed. “What would ‘snack’ be slang for?” He held up his palm before continuing. “Wait, don’t answer. Nothing appropriate comes to mind.”


The drinks left me a little out of my head, and I thought back to the list. Flirt. “Sometimes appropriate is overrated.” I averted my gaze, but a quick glance back at him showed a surprised expression on his face.


“Good to know,” he said into his bottle with a smile before tipping it to his lips.


“I like ice cream,” I said quickly, to hide my embarrassment.


“I like ice cream, too.” Jake signaled toward the bartender to close out his tab. “We could stay here or track down some ice cream?” He pulled his phone out and tapped a search for a nearby location. “There’s a shop not far from here.”


I weighed out the safety of going with a stranger, but the area was well lit and packed with people. I have pepper spray if I need it. I’d been considering joining Felicia for her kick-boxing class. I always felt vulnerable when I was out alone, and I didn’t like that feeling.


Jake tucked his wallet into his back pocket, and I imagined being wrapped in his arms, feeling protected by his embrace. The thought was equal parts wonderful and scary.


“Let’s go.” The hem of my dress shifted across my thighs as I slid off the stool, and his eyes darted over my bare legs. I didn’t know why his gaze felt so intense, but it did.


One of the woo-hoo girls approached him and motioned to the bride-to-be, who was now across the room with lollipops taped to her shirt. “It’s my best friend’s bachelorette vacation—five days to go wild!” The woman squealed and flashed a toothy grin. She dressed like many of my students, skintight jeans and a cotton candy pink top that dipped so low, it revealed everything except her nipples. “Suck for a buck?” she asked in a sugary voice.


Jake frowned as she grabbed at his arm, pushing her breasts against him. I guessed she was easily fifteen years his junior, and he avoided staring down her low-cut shirt.


She motioned to her friend again. “Please? She’s shy, that’s why she’s not asking herself, but you’re so cute!”


He inched closer to me, creating distance between himself and the woo-hoo girl, and I took pity on him and stepped forward, edging her back. “Honey,” I said, lacing my fingers through his. They were surprisingly warm and curled with mine immediately, sending an unexpected rush through me. “We need to get going. You’ve got that appointment in the morning.”


The young woman seemed to notice me for the first time but didn’t release her grip.


Damn, that was bold.


“With the proctologist,” I added, hoping to prompt her to walk away.


She was like a puppy hearing an unfamiliar command.


“About your chronic hemorrhoids.”


The woman giggled. “Um, never mind!”


Jake stared at me, his expression hovering between shock and amusement. Finally, he laughed, leading me toward the exit as the pink envoy scurried back to her coven of bachelorettes. “You couldn’t have said it was an appointment to have my Ferrari detailed or something?” He was still holding my hand as we walked through the door, and the giggles dissipated as we shifted into the warm night air.


“I’m not sure she knew what ‘proctologist’ meant.”


Storefronts and restaurants lined the streets, and white twinkle lights were strung along wrought iron gates surrounding a patio.


“But, hemorrhoids?” He shook his head. “I don’t know what to make of a beautiful woman talking about the state of my … backside.”


Beautiful?


“Do you want me to run back in and set the record straight?” I turned to the bar, our hands falling apart.


“No!” He wrapped his long fingers loosely around my wrist, the lightest pressure there before his hand fell away.


I flinched, just for a moment. He didn’t seem to notice, and after a slow breath, I kind of wanted him to touch me again.


What would his hands feel like elsewhere on my body?


I raised a three-finger salute as we continued down the street, where people shuffled along crowded sidewalks and milled in small groups. “On my honor, I promise to not mention your colon or any related topics for the rest of the night.”


Not even a six-volume anthology on flirting could save me at this point.


“Thank you.”


“But it must be a little ego boost, being hit on like that.”


“They were way too young and too … loud.” He nodded to the ice cream shop, and we walked that way.


“I’ve had my fill of young and loud with my friend’s fiancée and her entourage. Besides, you agreed to get ice cream with me, so my ego is plenty boosted.”


“Are they young, your friends?”


“Thomas is a few years older than me, close to forty. Madison … graduates from college next spring.”


“How old is she?”


“Twenty-one.” He shook his head. “Like I said, that woman back there? No, thanks.”


My gin-fueled buzz was some kind of magical cloak, leaving me light and silly, but not drunk or sloppy. I had enough courage to break the silence. “So then, you’re telling me you like women who are old and, what, quiet? Like white-haired librarians in sexy cardigan sweaters and support hose?” I cringed, tossing my own cardigan over my purse.


“Do you know any?” He flashed his brilliant smile. “When they shush you, it’s mind-blowing.”


A group of teenagers nearby eyed us as I laughed harder, picturing Mrs. Haley, the stooped, ninety-year-old volunteer librarian from my hometown, in a leather corset with a riding crop.


“And the glasses on a chain?” He fanned himself.


I snorted as we approached a small storefront with a neon ice cream cone in the window. Music wafted from the crowded corner where a young man in a flannel shirt strummed his guitar next to an open case.


Jake held the door as the sweet, nutty smell and telltale chill of the ice cream shop surrounded me. Inside, the space was retro by design, with kitschy linoleum tables edged with shiny aluminum molding and a jukebox in the corner. There was a line, and we both inspected the display cases. “Know what you want?” he asked.


I always chose vanilla, but in that moment, it sounded so plain, so boring, so, well, vanilla. I read some options. Pumpkin stracciatella. Peanut butter bacon. Lemon pomegranate granita.


“Not sure …” I reviewed the options and tried to ignore how much I enjoyed the heat radiating from his body.


He stared into the display as we moved forward in line. “I think I should get kiwi-strawberry mocha, you know, owing to my Australian filmmaker roots.”


“That sounds disgusting,” I whispered, hoping the employees couldn’t hear me, as it was listed as a signature flavor. “And isn’t kiwi fruit more of a New Zealand thing?”


I stilled. I’d corrected him without thinking about it.


“I’ll have to look it up the next time I’m at the library.” He smiled and took it in stride.


Okay, not the reaction I expected.


“You’re taking chances tonight, right? Let’s pick flavors for each other. Close your eyes,” he coaxed.


I cast him a nervous glance before closing them.


“Pick a number between one and four and then a letter between A and … F,” he instructed, all business.


“Two and … D.”


“Okay, open your eyes.” He touched my elbow, the brief brush of his fingertips eliciting a sweet sensation of tingles. “There are four cases, and I assigned a letter to each flavor in the case. Now I know what you’re ordering.”


“So, what’s my flavor?”


“It’s a surprise. Do me.” He closed his eyes without waiting for me to respond.


Freudian slip?


I let my eyes wander unabashedly while his were shut. He was tan like he spent time outside. His fingers were long, and his nails were neat without being overly manicured. My stomach fluttered thinking about how those fingers could slide inside me. Good Lord, I am drunk and horny.


“Did you abandon me?” he asked nervously.


I snapped my head back up. “One through four, and then a color. I’m assigning the cases each a color.”


“Okay, four and … blue.” He opened his eyes.


We moved to the front of the line, and Jake ordered for me first, a large scoop of dulce de leche.


It sounded amazing. I stepped closer and ordered for him, asking for a scoop of kiwi-strawberry mocha, tickled he’d picked blue.


We left through the shop’s back door and looked for a table on their patio, where white twinkle lights strung above us made the space feel magical. I attempted to scan the crowd, making sure Davis wasn’t there. I always checked.


“I mean this in the nicest way, Jake, but you’re kind of a nerd, huh?”


“How did you guess?” He eyed the neon green scoop with flecks of chocolate in his bowl.


“The whole numbers and letters thing; you were excited about that.” I licked a spot of ice cream threatening to drip down the side of my bowl and moaned while we walked. I could have fallen to the sidewalk and melted into a puddle.


His grin widened. “That good, huh? To your question, it depends. Do you like nerds?”


We sat at a bistro table in the corner. “I definitely like nerds,” I said, pushing imaginary glasses up on my nose. “But more importantly, do you like your ice cream?”


Jake eyed his bowl skeptically, then shot his gaze to me.


“You picked blue! I had to follow your rules.”


Taking a tiny portion on his spoon, his whole face collapsed as he tasted it. “First hemorrhoids and now this. You don’t like me very much, do you?” He pushed it toward me. “Do you want to try?”


I took another bite of my new favorite flavor. “No way, but you can share mine. Be warned, though: It’s like a sweet little orgasm for your mouth, only cold.” I froze, my cheeks heating. I clapped my hand over my mouth. I just referenced orgasms … in his mouth … in public.


Forget the anthology. I’m hopeless.


He blinked, his jaw slack for a moment. “Never had a cold one,” he said slowly before taking a small bite from my bowl. “But, wow, you’re right, that is good.” He shifted his eyes left to right. “Did you cheat my system? Are you some kind of ice cream hustler?”


I offered my bowl to him again, urging him to take another bite. “No, just luck of the draw. But this is the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”


His gaze skimmed over my face, pausing momentarily on my lips.


I wonder how he tastes.


I stifled the urge to hide my mouth behind a napkin. “Do you want the last bite?”


“No, thanks.”


“You sure? I feel bad ordering that flavor for you.”


He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “I’d much rather watch you enjoy it.”


“Oh?” I slipped the spoon to my mouth, tracing my tongue along the underside to stop its contents from dripping down my chin, then taking it between my lips.


He followed my movements intently, and a pulse thrummed low in my body when his tongue peeked out over his lower lip. “Definitely.” His gaze returned to my eyes.


I fumbled with my spoon, unsteady at his attention. All that sexual charisma I channeled with the spoon in my mouth disappeared. “Do you want to do something else to me?”


His eyes widened, and I stammered a correction.


“I mean, with me! Rather, go somewhere else?” Good save.


“Sure. Unless ice cream was on your list, you’ve still got work to do, right?” He gathered our bowls, and I admired the lines of his arms. “Where do you want to go?”


The angel and the devil on my shoulder bickered.


Somewhere public! Get to know him and stay safe.


Somewhere private! Take off his pants!


“We could find a club or something?” I hoped my voice sounded surer than I felt. The thumping bass and wall-to-wall people were not my scene at all, but I didn’t want to sound prudish.


“If you want.” He rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “I’m not much of a club guy, though.”


“Thank God.” I smiled, relief filling me.
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