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Chapter One



“Gabriella, open the goddam door!” I hear her. My best friend, Felicity, is on the other side of the door. But I don’t move. My eyes are fixated on what’s on the kitchen table. It’s a ticking time bomb. And I own it.


There on top of my kitchen table is the end of my story.


I need to sign it to set Simon free. I need to sign it to set myself free. I have cried enough. There are no more tears to be shed. 


You can’t really prepare for moments like this. Moments you know will change your life forever—will change you forever.


Simon had been the love of my life. He had been my breath. When he walked out on me six months ago, I felt my world crumble like I never knew possible.


But I did not expect this.


I stand in the middle of my Manhattan apartment, which I can no longer afford, staring intently at the thick envelope on my dining table, thinking about how I got here. How I got it all wrong. Sixteen years of my life, all but inconsequential now. This used to be a home. Our space. Our love nest. We picked every item here together, even the strange puppy sculpture tucked in the corner bookshelf, which we both thought was funny back then. It was our private joke, an example of how we each had an extension of ourselves to the other, that we were once the same heart and the same soul. Now, this room is a sad memory of what once was.


Like a robot, I mechanically look around as if someone holds the key to my existence. The white walls, which once used to be bright and shiny, now feel cold and dreary, and the curtainless windows appear naked and unadorned.


Simon moved out most of his things two months ago. I didn’t ask where he was going, but I was sure it would be with her. I know him too well. He wouldn’t risk it all unless he was sure that someone was going to catch him at the other end. He’s meticulously careful like that.


Still in my clothes from last night, I bend my head and regard myself with disgust. I’m a thirty-six-year-old woman with more than a few extra pounds on me; my hair has not seen a salon in months; and I let my man run my life for almost two decades. I was pretty once. Boys used to follow me around in college, even though I was already with Simon back then. Being half Filipina means I will always look younger than my age, but who cares about that now? I was a valedictorian in high school. I used to be someone. Now, I’m an echo of who I once was—a faint version of my old self.


Divorce. It is such a painful reality. But it is now my truth.


I hear the blaring song Just Like a Pill by P!nk that is my iPhone ringtone coming from inside my room. It yanks me out of my reverie. I don’t move, knowing that it’s probably my mother or my best friend, Felicity, checking in on me. I hear it stop. I need to change that goddamn ringtone.


I can’t talk to my mother right now. This, right here, is her worst nightmare. All my life, she had me convinced that I’d be happy as long as my marriage was stable, as long as Simon felt satisfied and content, as long as I did my best to be a devoted wife. It’s the culture she was brought up in, and a culture she lives in. Traditional Filipinos look at women in a very old-fashioned, restricted way.


“Gabriella!” There is no denying the worry in Felicity’s voice, and yet I still don’t move. I’m too exhausted. It’s only seven in the morning, but I can already feel the weight of the day on my shoulders.


I can’t talk to anyone right now. I can’t even handle my own thoughts. I put my hands over my ears. It muffles the noise around me, but it doesn’t stop the hostile noise inside my head. I close my eyes in hopes that if I block what I see, I will not feel what I feel right now.


The doorbell buzzes. And I let it. It doesn’t stop.


My phone comes back to life from inside my bedroom with P!nk singing at the top of her lungs. I press my hands more firmly over my ears. And I stand there frozen in time. Unmoving. The feeling bubbles inside me like heat creeping in slowly but steadily. I want to go back. I just want to crawl back to when I have Simon’s arms to cradle me when things are not going as planned. Losing him was not something I ever anticipated. I always thought we were going to grow old together. Wrinkly, we even joked. I move both my hands to cover my face, hiding, ashamed of myself. At thirty-six, I’m already a failure—as a wife.


Numbness inches through me like fire and ice. I feel nothing, and yet it is everything. But my tears still don’t come. 


“Gabby, open the door, please . . . I know you’re in there. Let me in.” Felicity is pleading now. Last night, I sent her a text message after I opened the envelope. “It’s really over,” was all I said. She probably didn’t get it until this morning, and I’m most certain that she also called my mom. Felicity and I have been best friends since high school in Virginia. The three of us, actually—Felicity, Simon, and I—we were all inseparable once.


Minutes pass. I let this moment sink in.


“Don’t make me call the fucking fire department to break this door down. It’s your embarrassment, not mine.” I smile in the middle of it all. I have Felicity. At least I get to keep her.


I walk slowly to the door. I didn’t think there was any truth to how you deteriorate physically when you’re sad. But here I am now, going through the motions of my emotional pain to physical ruin.


“I’m here. . . .”


“Don’t scare me like this, Gabby!” I open the door. She bangs it wide open with her fist and grabs me in her embrace. “Gabby!” I sink my head onto her neck, letting myself go. And yet the tears don’t come.


“Hi,” I whisper, my head still leaning heavily on her shoulder. Felicity is a lot shorter than I am, so my body is arched uncomfortably. But I don’t mind. Her scent consoles me. It is familiar. It is what I know—like Simon.


“Where is it?” Felicity asks, letting me go and walking to the kitchen table where the thick envelope lies waiting for my attention. She pulls the papers out, reads them for a few minutes, and tosses them back on the table. “That fucking dick!”


“It’s over,” I say with calmness. It scares me. And I can tell it terrifies Felicity too.


“You deserve better.” She runs back to me for a hug, on tiptoe, trying to catch me with her small frame.


“I know . . . I heard a rumor that he proposed to her.” But I don’t cry as I say this. I’ve known about this for months, and yet I had hoped that, somehow, he would change his mind. I thought he had because something seemed to have shifted the past month. He started calling me again, checking in on me, and having brief conversations on the phone. He had been by the apartment a few times when I was around, and we had been cordial, respectful. We even cracked jokes a few times. There were moments when we would look at each other, and I could tell that somehow love still lingered somewhere between us. I was obviously wrong. I’ve misread Simon.


“They deserve each other!” Felicity is angry.


“What am I going to do now?” I move to the living room. I lower myself to the sofa slowly, still in shock. My reflexes are slow, like my body is shutting down.


I hear a fire truck drive by, and I give Felicity a questioning look. “I didn’t call that,” she says with a smirk. The noise from outside the window is proof that life goes on outside even without me. I need to be out there.


I bend my head to my chest and cover my face with my shaking hands. “What do I do now?” I ask again in a whisper, talking more to myself than to my best friend standing across from me in obvious worry.


“What the hell are you talking about?” she wails. She does that when she tries to cover up her fears. I hate that I make her feel this way. “You’re starting grad school on Monday and will finally do something you’ve always wanted to do. Think about the cute guys you’ll meet at NYU—smart creative writers.” Felicity helped me get into the New York University master’s in fine arts creative writing program. She has been an adjunct professor in its undergraduate communications department for more than five years, in addition to her gig at The New York Times, which she recently put on hold. She’s still single and living the life she said she’s always wanted. “Besides, it’s time for you to be single in New York. You’re missing out on a lot of things.”


I sink deeper into the sofa, clutching its armrest tightly, but I feel nothing. I’m too exhausted. I sigh. It’s the best I can do right this second. I let go of the last breath that is Simon. I let go of the life I once shared with him. And yet I’m still holding on to me. I should probably let go of her too.





Chapter Two



Crash!


I jolt backward from the sudden contact. On impulse, I close my eyes and cover my chest with both my arms. I let my things fall on the floor.


“Watch where you’re going,” the voice says. The words are uttered with precision and irritation. I open my eyes one at a time and I start to blink repeatedly. I am captivated by the voice, and in surprise find myself mesmerized by the face whose body I just collided with. I involuntarily shiver within. This reaction unsettles me. My brows furrow in confusion.


I’d hit him straight on the chest. It had been my fault. I’ve been mindlessly looking around my new environment on my first day in unchartered territory—graduate school. I didn’t see him coming, which seems silly because his presence is definitely strong—even more so now that we’re standing face to face. My movement, as I picture it like a movie in my head, is in slow motion, and I flutter my lashes upwards as I peek underneath to meet his eyes with mine.


An inexplicable emotion consumes my center. I feel ashamed all of a sudden.


He’s a tall guy, more than a foot taller than I. Standing in front of him, with my insecure stance, I feel like a tiny waif— afraid, yet at the same time in awe. I instinctively move my head sideways, angling for a better view of his face, like an alien examining a human being for the first time. His black hair is unkempt, and yet it still looks unbelievably attractive. I’m quite sure there are ridiculous amounts of gel in it. He’s wearing black jeans and a plain white shirt. And an expensive-looking black leather jacket is draped over one arm. His nose is strikingly structured, his upper lip curved atypically where I can only imagine a stunning smile can come from it, and his eyes are luminous, pulling me to swim into them. He looks no more than thirty-five, maybe even younger. He’s probably also a graduate student like me.


He crosses his arms in front of his chest with the jacket covering both his forearms but based on the parts I can see, they are toned and muscular. They’re the kind of arms you’d like to melt into. I shake off this ridiculous thought with a toss of my head. Nobody in her right mind should feel this much attraction toward someone she literally just bumped into mere seconds ago.


I bend my head to look away from his compelling glare.


“I’m sorry,” I whimper in humiliation, sounding almost like a hiccup. I slowly lift my head up to look back at his piercing blue eyes—deep blue, like an angry sea. For a split second there is softness in his perfectly chiseled face, but it disappears as quickly as it emerges.


The stranger looks at me oddly, squinting his eyes, sizing me up, and probably trying to figure out whether I’ve lost my mind. I move my admiring eyes to his broad shoulders, down to his taut biceps under his tight shirt, and then further down to his narrow hips. I look away immediately, embarrassed, again. I feel my cheeks turning red.


“Watch where you’re going next time,” he icily replies. I glance up at him. There is a pause, a long agonizing silence while we stare at each other. He squints his eyes again and looks as confused as I feel.


Without saying another word, I hastily gather my things and walk away as fast and as far as I can. I seriously don’t need this right now.


I command myself not to turn around to look back at him, and I push on forward, like a woman on a mission hoping to widen the distance between us. It’s disconcerting. I’m almost out of breath.


Confident that I’ve finally escaped, I give in to a sideward glance, and to my surprise, I find him still standing on the spot where I left him, watching me, looking slightly entertained by my awkwardness. A small but distinct smile brightens his face.


I close my eyes, willing my humiliation away and hoping that when I open my eyes, he’ll be gone. He’s not. He’s still there, looking at me curiously. I wish I could will myself to disappear.


“Gabby! Here!” Felicity’s familiar, friendly voice is salvation. I give out a heavy, freeing sigh. I turn around, and down the hall I see Felicity giddily waving at me. She’s a happy vision in her bright pink top, red bubble skirt, and black kitten heel pumps. And no one—I mean, no one—could ever miss the big black-and-white polka-dot bow in her hair, held by a transparent plastic headband that we got together at the Kate Spade store in Jersey. Yeah, we go to the outlet in Jersey sometimes— Simon used to drive us. The thought of him pierces my heart. I shake the thought away. So, yes, think of Felicity as a Kate Spade model with the entire adorable, ladylike trimmings.


I take a deep breath again, pulling my shoulders back, trying to regain some semblance of confidence as I walk toward my best friend. I take in the old building smell. Musty. The hall is dark, but the ray of sunlight that escapes through slightly cracked windows adds character to the old school feel. There are groups of nervous first-year students walking by. Some upperclassmen are in a hurry and some are simply taking it easy. Here, right now, is my reawakening. New chapter. Rebirth. Independence.


I can sense that someone is observing me. A tingling feeling at the back of my neck gives it away. Or so I thought. I steal another look behind me. He’s gone, like a dream. I feel . . . disappointed. Perhaps, I’ll see him around.


“Are you okay today?” Felicity chirps jovially—a beautiful welcome after the disconcerting incident. I smile at her with admiration and gratitude. I don’t know what I would have done the past six months without her, or the past six years, or the six before that.


“I’m fine,” I say, letting my shoulders sag in frustration. Walking a few yards bravely is more difficult than I expected.


“What’s wrong?” she asks, looking worried after seeing my uncomfortable expression. I tell her about the stranger, omitting the part about how gorgeous he was and how good he smelled. “Don’t mind those douchebags. Unfortunately, there are a lot of them here. They all think that they’re God’s gift to art.”


“I know. This just needs a lot of getting used to.”


“Forget about that. So, what’s your first class?” She grabs my schedule, printed on a pink sheet visible on top of my obnoxiously red binder, which Felicity gave me as a present when I got my acceptance letter from NYU. “You’re in the next building. Not far away. I’ll walk you. My class doesn’t start for another hour.” She instantly links her arm in mine. I can feel a skip coming—and there it is. Felicity skips next to me like a five-year-old on a playdate. I can’t help but smile.
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The building next door is more serene. Felicity mentioned on the way over that this is where most of the graduate classes are held and where the writing labs are located. My schedule shows that my classroom is on the third floor, which looks like quite a hike up the stairwell. I’m glad I wore my white Adidas sneakers with jeans today. Felicity happily climbs the steps with me. She looks totally at home here at NYU, and I can see that this is where she truly belongs. Although she wouldn’t acknowledge it, she is a born teacher, a nurturer, someone young minds can look up to for guidance, for care, for counsel. I look up to her for all three.


I brush my hand along the wooden rail as I climb, observing the dents and scratches, wondering about the stories and circumstances that come with them. I hold onto it, knowing that my story will one day be etched into it too. I smile because the mere touch of my palm on it is already my contribution to the history of this place.


When we land on my floor, I see him. I do a double take in the direction where I thought I saw him. Then he’s gone. I shake my head, wondering why I can’t stop thinking about that man.


“Are you okay?” asks Felicity. I shake my head again to reset my thoughts. I don’t want to worry her or make her feel responsible for me at school. I’m my own woman, and I want to do this. I got this, I tell myself.


“I’m fine. Nerves,” I say, touching her arm lightly and then making a face, which surprises her. I see Felicity exhale. “Can you please stop treating me like a piece of delicate china,” I joke.


“Fine. As long as you’re not going to crack on me,” she teases.


“I promise.” I stand at attention.


Felicity looks at my pink sheet schedule again, walks a few steps forward, and stops further down the hall to the right.


“Your first class is Creative Expressions? I like this. It’s freestyle writing. The professor will see where you are in your writing, and the whole class will discuss it.” It’s the reason why I decided to take the class. I like the notion of its freedom. “Here we are, my child.” Felicity abruptly stops, turns around, takes both my arms in her loving hands, and squeezes them in support. She gives me a sad smile, like a mother sending her daughter to kindergarten for the first time, and then pulls me into a tight hug. I let her, rolling my eyes and huffing in fake irritation. She pulls away and we both laugh hysterically.


“Just now you sounded like your old self again,” my best friend whispers, “and I’m glad.” 


How can my situation get any worse? What I’m most afraid of happening has already come to pass this weekend. Simon doesn’t want to have anything to do with me anymore. The pain, although numbing, is there, but I know I’ll survive.


Felicity blows me a kiss as she walks backward toward the stairwell. I turn around to face my classroom.


I’m twenty minutes early. I push the heavy wooden door, and it produces a loud creaking sound. There’s no one in the room yet. I leave the door open. This is probably one of the so-called writing labs. It’s a small room with a big rectangular table at the center and twelve chairs around it. The air smells mustier here, like it has not been opened for months, which is probably the case during the summer. I walk toward one of the chairs, set across from the window with a perfect view of today’s clear blue New York City sky. I lay my binder and my purse on top of the table and look around. The walls are covered with big oak book-shelves. I saunter to the one closest to me, and I can’t help brushing my fingers lightly along the books that it shelters. The books are of various genres, and I am pleasantly surprised to see that romance has earned a spot in this room. In another life I would have been a romance writer. Not in this one though, since my only chance at a happy ever after has already gone up in flames.


This room speaks to me. I can stay in this room all day and write, think, and create. Books are my passion. My escape. It’s probably why I neglected to see that my life had become such a mess, because in my books there are adventures and excitement and lots of love—always lots of love—and I guess because of this, I failed to recognize that my real world was falling apart.


I finally take a seat facing the window, crossing my arms over my chest and soaking up the brightness of the morning sun. I stare at it head on without squinting. I breathe it all in. At about ten minutes before eleven, a tall, slender girl in braids walks in and sits next to me. She glances sideways, smiles, and pulls out her MacBook. I look at her digital school supplies laid out right in front of her on the table, and I look at mine. Note to self: Bring my MacBook to school too.


“Hi,” the chirpy girl says to me at the top of her high-pitched voice. She drags her chair closer to mine. “My name is Heather.” She reaches out for a handshake. I didn’t think they still did that anymore with the germaphobe generation, but I take her hand anyway.


“Hi,” I say, and I smile. “Gabby.”


“Aww. That is such a sweet name,” she says in a singsong voice with a hint of a California accent.


“Thanks.” And just like that, I think, I’ve made my first friend in school.


“Nice to meet you, Gabby.” She then faces the table, pulls open her MacBook, and pushes the power button, which reverberates with a loud, lingering ding.


A few more students start arriving.


“This is really exciting, don’t you think?” She claps her hands together in a gesture of overexcitement. “Colt James is the best professor in this program. The best!” she squeals.


“I know, right?” The girl with platinum—I mean, almost white—hair across from us joins in our conversation. “I hear he’s still really busy doing book tours and talks, even though his last book was published like two years ago,” Platinum Girl adds. “Last semester he sent his TA to substitute for him almost half the time. I just hope we get some face time with him to discuss and critique our work before the semester ends.”


I look at both of these girls in shame. I should have done my homework. I should have, like the rest of the university, researched my professors. I read a little about him on his photo-free profile on the university faculty page, but I don’t know him —not with the kind of background these two girls have. In my defense, I have been busy sorting out my messed-up life.


“And it doesn’t hurt that he’s extremely hot!” Heather chimes in. So, I guess he’s not the old, chubby, balding writing professor I’ve visualized. Almost as if she’s read my mind, Heather adds, “How can someone have written so much at that age? I mean, I think he’s only like five years older than I am.” What is he, like twenty-five? I ask myself sarcastically and silently. I’m mortified to think that I could be older than my professor, and by the sound of these two shrieking girls, I could be at least a decade older.


“Oh, my god, I know,” Platinum Girl concurs.


“Really?” I say, trying to contribute to the conversation.


“You really don’t know him? So, get this, he published his first book, Roots, at twenty-one. Twenty-one!” She lets that info sink in, giving us the I-know-even-more look. “I’m Sophia, by the way,” she adds.


“Hi, I’m Heather and she’s Gabby.” Nods and smiles all around. Heather and Sophia, although their styles are optically contrary—with Heather looking like America’s sweetheart in her blonde braids and angelic smile, and Sophia with near-white hair and nose piercings—I feel like they are going to be instant best friends. They’re still chatting away after almost all the chairs around the table have been claimed.


I look at my watch, which is an old Cartier Tank Simon gave me. Whoever Colt James is, he is almost half an hour late. I roll my eyes in disgust, and the fact that now I know he is hot adds even more to my irritation.


“I hope you don’t have very high expectations of this class.” The crisp, mild voice comes from behind me, as someone enters the room, dragging the screaking wooden door shut behind him. I turn sideways to get a better view of my new professor, but instead my sight lands on the leather jacket he is tightly clutching with one hand.


Our eyes meet. It’s him.


There are no sparks flying, no rainbows or stars over my head, but there are uncomfortable flutters in my stomach. Butterflies.


His soulful eyes bore into mine, and a glint of a smile forms on one side of his mouth. I bend my head, cursing under my breath. I nervously start shaking my leg. Heather looks at me teasingly, as if to tell me that she knows fully well how I feel. But she doesn’t, because she wasn’t there when I made a fool of myself in front of this guy, who as fate would have it, is actually my professor. It’s official. My first day is a complete disaster of epic proportion.


Then, a realization hits me, and like a crazy person I smile. All these things—the simplicity of being awkward in an unknown place with an unknown guy and a number of unknown people—these are the things that I’d rather face than that thick envelope on top of my kitchen table still waiting to be signed.


I sigh.


I slowly look up, more confident than I was a few seconds ago, and I match his glare. He raises one thick eyebrow slightly, impressed that I’m meeting his challenge. I actually am not. I just want to fake it until I make it.


“My name is Colt James,” he says, dropping his jacket at the back of the chair across from me—one of the vacant ones next to Sophia. Sophia cranks her head up to look at him. There’s visible awe in her gaze. He then backs up toward the window, leans against it, and crosses both his legs and his arms effortlessly. “People call me Colt. Students call me Mr. James. I don’t care how you call me, really, but let me make one thing clear—I don’t want to see crap in this class.” The room goes silent, dead silent. Like when the air conditioner stops all of a sudden, and every single sound becomes so creepily distinct around you. It’s like that. Even the noise from outside seems to have stopped. “You were chosen to attend this class based on the sample pages you sent during registration. This is not a class where you will learn Creative Writing 101. I don’t do that. This is a class where I will personally tell you if your writing sucks and if you should just give it up.” His voice is not loud or boastful; it’s chilly, frightening. Imagine listening to a vampire speak—slowly and long and lingering. The word “sucks” coming out of his mouth even sounds different. He makes the word sound intelligent, and I don’t know if that’s even possible. I hear sighs all around. “And no. I’m not one to give someone a pep talk. This is not my MO. Understood?”


The door opens widely, breaking the chilly ice that is Mr. James’s warning. A young man in his early twenties walks in.


“You. What’s your name?” He’s obviously annoyed. Sophia turns around to face Heather and me, and widens her eyes in a mix of fear and admiration. Then Heather touches my knee, trying to stop my leg from shaking. I look at her and she smiles at me sympathetically.


“Scott,” the young man replies softly, obviously uneasy.


“Speak louder,” Mr. James booms.


“Scott!” It sounds more like a scream. I feel terrible for Scott. I look in my professor’s direction and squint at him in clear annoyance. He challenges my glare but instantly looks back at Scott.


“Don’t be late in my class again, Scott.”


“Yes, sir. . . .”


I roll my eyes. I’m too old to endure this kind of crap. He sees it.


“Sit down, Scott.” He gets up and starts walking around the tiny room. All heads follow him like starstruck apprentices. I suppose I can’t really blame these kids for their ambition. I should celebrate that along with them. I’m here, am I not? And hopefully I’m here because, after almost two decades of complacency, I’m ready to do more. I do hope so; otherwise I’m just wasting a ton of money to get my mind off Simon.


I feel him stop right behind my chair. I don’t move or turn around. I stay where I am, looking out the window. I see Sophia give me a glare, but I don’t budge.


“As you can see, this is a small class,” he says. I can almost feel his breath on top of my head. “We will have intimate discussions about your writings. Let’s get personal,” he continues, charming all the young ladies in the room but one. Yes, me. Although I wouldn’t be too sure, since for a time earlier today, I was so enamored of him that I couldn’t shake his image out of my head. “Tell me your names and why you’re in my class.” I feel his hand resting at the back of my chair and tapping it lightly. Scott, bless his soul, who is sitting on my far left, gives me a knowing glance as if in warning. I don’t react or say anything. Colt walks around the table, stops directly behind Sophia, and stares at me. “You.” He nods at me.


“Uhm. . . .” Definitely a bad way to begin. “My name is Gabriella Martin . . . oh, Stevens.” I shake my head, my bravery and confidence lost in mere seconds. “My friends call me Gabby. You can call me whatever you want.”


“So, Ms. Martin . . . oh, Stevens?” he confirms.


“No, just Stevens.” I match his glower.


“You forgot which one was your last name?” He’s challenging me, and I’m furious that he thinks he has the right to this starkness and sarcasm.


“No,” I say more sternly than I intended. “If you really care to know why I got confused about my last name there for a second, it was because I used to be Martin, but since my divorce papers finally came just this Saturday, I’ll probably have to start using my maiden name again. Stevens. I hope that answers your question.” I see him take a step back, and the softness in his face, which I saw a glimpse of this morning, is apparent again. I can feel my cheeks heating up. Everyone’s eyes are on me—some in sympathy, some in shock. The room becomes awkwardly silent.


“Well, Ms. Stevens, divorce is a good place to start,” Colt says, his look of surprise vanishing. “I expect good writing out of it.” He moves on and calls on Heather next. I clutch both sides of my seat to steady myself. I don’t think I’ve ever been so pissed off, not even at Simon, and he has done a pretty horrible thing to me.


I try to calm myself down as he moves around the room asking everyone the same question. I don’t look at him anymore, because if I do, he’ll notice how angry I am, and how this is ruining my normally calm aura. I feel like crying in anger, and I don’t cry easily. I was just handed my divorce papers over the weekend, and not a single tear dropped. I clutch my seat tighter. If I let go, I’m afraid I might storm out, and then he wins. If his goal is to scare or insult or infuriate his students, I think he’s accomplished that.


I sense him moving around the room until he stops right in front of me again. I slowly lift my chin up to meet his gaze. There is weight in his eyes, an unnerving pull. I don’t look away.


“Academic writing has no place in this class. In this room I want you all to be yourselves, and to be able to explore the depths of your souls.” As he says this, he looks straight into my eyes. “This is not drama. So, if it doesn’t need to be dramatic, let’s not put it anywhere.” He walks to the window and leans, finally letting go of my gaze and resuming his earlier stance, crossed legs and arms. “Look, I had a teacher who was so uptight he wanted me to put two spaces after every period.” The class relaxes a little, and some even manage to laugh. “That is not creative writing; that is technical writing. Anybody can learn those things. They’re in a book. Remember the rules and you’ll be fine. In fact, you can carry the book of rules around if you want.” He unfolds his arms and brushes invisible dirt off his sleeve. “That teacher also told me that I should not use the words ‘nope’ or ‘yeah,’” he says without looking up at us. “But, if you think those are the only words that can truly express who you are, use them.” And then he looks up and stares at each one of us in his class with such intensity. “Creativity cannot be learned. It is a talent. If you’re here, you know you have it. I read your work. Those sentences had so many grammatical flaws, and style guide infractions, but they were all . . . yes, creative. That’s why writers have editors. They are pretty much our help—we pay them to clean up our beautiful work. So, in this class, if you’re angry, be angry. If you’re sad, be sad. If you’re happy, don’t be cheesy, but show it anyway. Explore that, express that, be that, and creativity will flow. Welcome to Creative Expressions.”


I find myself staring at him, entranced. And I hate myself for it.





Chapter Three



My phone rings as I rush to cross Times Square from Seventh Avenue to Broadway.


I’ve been clutching my phone since I left the apartment, just in case Felicity calls to change her mind about where we’ll meet up before the dinner party I was coerced to attend. Felicity and I agreed to grab a drink at John’s Bar at six thirty.


It isn’t Felicity. Simon’s face flashes on the screen. I stare at my phone, battling an inner debate whether or not to take his call. I have to at some point, and I know it. Not right now, I tell myself, and the ringing suddenly stops. I don’t have voicemail set up so it’s likely he’ll call again. I turn off the ringer, drop my phone inside my purse, and continue on toward 48th Street.


New Yorkers hate Times Square. They try to avoid it by all means. But I love Times Square. The vibrant billboards, the colorful electronic advertisements, and the noise of life—they give me energy. I feel like I’m at the center of the world when I’m here. There is no space for sadness or melancholy. There’s always just the now, like a time warp. I’m at a standstill as I soak it all in. The swarm of tourists this time of day, especially on a Saturday, is like nothing you’ve seen before or anywhere else.


I’m early. I have about twenty minutes to kill, and John’s is just another five minutes away. I breathe a heavy sigh as I look around me. It never gets old.


This is home.


I never really imagined that I would one day call New York City mine. Simon, Felicity, and I moved here after graduating from Georgetown. Simon received a degree from the McDonough Business School, while Felicity and I graduated with degrees in communications. Simon got a job on Wall Street a few months before we arrived and started his master’s at Columbia a few months after we got settled. He was in school during the evenings and worked really hard at his job during the day, which quickly moved him to the top. Felicity jumped straight to a master’s program at NYU, started teaching part-time almost immediately, and was later hired by The New York Times. I was never as driven as those two. I felt like ever since middle school, I’ve followed them around. I loved being part of our trio. So it was a surprise to everyone when I ended up valedictorian, with Simon and Felicity tied for second place.


As Simon and Felicity’s careers flourished, I floundered. I wanted to have children. That had been my focus for a long time. After years of trying, Simon one night drunkenly confessed that he had never really wanted them. It broke my heart a little, but I trusted that Simon only had the best intentions for us both. I never brought up the topic again and went to the doctor the next day for an IUD.


I was content being Simon’s wife. Some people from his office called me “the perfect wife,” and I was fine with it. My mother was happy about it too. We were at the very same spot in our respective marriages. She was proud of the daughter I’d become. All I wanted was for Simon to be happy and for us to be happy together. I really thought he was until he met his assistant. Suzanne. I shouldn’t be thinking about this tonight. Again, I remind myself, not tonight.


Felicity is already at John’s when I walk in, her phone tucked between her shoulder and her ear.


“Bye,” she says into her phone and yanks me right out of the bar before I even get the chance to say hi. With her hand firmly clasping my arm, she hails a taxi as soon as we step outside. This is a horrible idea in this part of Manhattan at this time of day.


“What is going on?” I ask, nonplussed.


“I thought dinner was at seven thirty, but it’s at seven. With this traffic, we’ll probably not make it on time.” For all that Felicity is—her brilliant mind, her creative spirit—yes, she can also be a forgetful klutz, and I love her for it.


With the one-way streets and cars on a standstill at every direction, we still manage to make it before seven o’clock. Our driver was a star, dodging every possible road mishap as Felicity coaxed him to hurry.


“Are you sure this is the address?” I inquire, as we stand outside a townhouse that looks like it’s worth millions of dollars. Big windows, black metal gates, and massive double oak doors. Felicity was invited by one of her colleagues from NYU, a woman named Tina, for a back-to-school dinner with other professors. “She’s a professor like you, right?” I raise one eyebrow skeptically as I ask this.


“Yeah, she teaches undergrad theater.” I can see there’s confusion in Felicity’s face too. Unless you are a big Hollywood celebrity based in New York City, or a big music superstar, or a truly successful banker, this is out of your class. This is a mansion in Manhattan. I don’t think a regular NYU professor can afford to live here.


“Call her; we don’t want to disturb rich people having some quiet time in there,” I say. But it doesn’t look quiet. There is light coming out of every window, even on the top floor, and there are shadows of movement inside that are visible through one of the lower windows.


Felicity and I balance on our tiptoes in an attempt to look in. Then I notice that Felicity seems taller tonight. When I look down at her feet, I see that she’s wearing higher heeled shoes and a noticeably shorter skirt. Her hair is styled differently too. I brush my palms over my jeans, trying to straighten an invisible crease and feeling a little self-conscious. At this house, with Felicity making an extra effort with her appearance, I can almost guarantee that I’m underdressed for this dinner party.


“Fine, just ring the doorbell,” I urge. Felicity pushes the tiny metal button on the side of the door. Even their doorbell fixture is fancy. We hear someone walking toward the door. A tall, skinny, blue-eyed blonde, who looks like the young Cameron Diaz from There’s Something About Mary with longer hair, opens the door. I stand there staring at one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen up close.


“Felicity! You made it!” She opens the door wider, lets us both in, and gives Felicity a big tight hug. I can hear the chattering further down the hall.


“Thank you for having me,” Felicity says, sounding hoarse from the tight embrace. Once out of the blonde’s grip, Felicity introduces us. “Tina, this is my plus one, Gabby.”


“Nice to meet you, Gabby. Thank you for coming.”


“No, thank you,” I say, and I pull out a bottle of red wine from my purse and hand it to her.


Tina, an enigmatic presence, leads us down the hall to a big living room that doubles as a library. A beautiful, imposing, old-fashioned brick fireplace is situated at the far end of the room. The house looks even bigger and more expensive inside.


“Colty,” Tina turns and calls someone behind her. “Felicity and her friend Gabby made it.”


I stop in my tracks and suddenly feel deflated.


Colty, it turns out, is none other than Mr. Colt James.


Colt walks toward us with a slight smirk on his face. He looks infuriatingly attractive and annoyingly breathtaking in his black jeans and white dress shirt with sleeves rolled up to his elbows. At least he’s wearing jeans too. His hair is styled like he doesn’t give a damn about it, disheveled in an obnoxiously trendy way, but still managing to pull the I’m-so-cool vibe. I suck in my breath loudly, a little disoriented by how this man makes me feel. He stops next to me, and I whiff the scent of wood and cider.


He doesn’t look all that surprised to see me, and I can only imagine the look on my face. Stunned.


“Hey,” he says to both Felicity and me.


“Hey, Colt. This is my friend, Gabby. I told you about her the other day. She’s in your class, right?”


“Yes, hi, Ms. Stevens.”


“Hi, and please call me Gabby,” I say lowering my head to avoid his gaze.


The doorbell rings. Tina excuses herself and walks right back to the hallway toward the door.


“I’m glad you guys could make it,” Colt says. Is this his dinner party too? If that’s the case, well, there is no doubt he’s with the supermodel. I stop myself as soon as I think this because the malice and sarcasm in my thoughts are palpable. Why do I care anyway?


“Let me get you guys drinks.” Felicity and I follow him back to the hallway and walk across to enter a spacious den. There’s a fully stocked bar set up next to a massive flat screen TV. Some of the guests are watching sports, but I can’t quite figure out what; it’s foreign, like cricket, maybe.


“Felicity Adams . . .” A cute guy with black-rimmed glasses comes over and plants a kiss on Felicity’s cheek. They move farther away, leaving Colt and me alone. There’s a bartender behind the oak bar looking crisp and smart in a tuxedo. If he’s wearing this fancy costume here, that definitely means I’m underdressed for this occasion. I find Colt watching me as I indulge in my internal monologue.


“We have red, white, rosé, and sparkling, vodka, gin, tequila, beer, scotch, and whiskey.” The bartender recites the list with confidence.


“Red wine, please.”


“We have merlot, zinfandel, and malbec.”


“Malbec is good, thank you.”


“Not my guess, but excellent choice.” Colt narrows his eyes and looks at me curiously. “Can I have scotch on the rocks, man?”


“Why?” I ask.


“Huh?” He looks at me, surprised.


“Why was it not your guess?”


“Well, I see you as the sweet kind of wine drinker,” he says.


“Well, no. I hate sweet wine. I like them dark, dry, and woody.” I sound snappy.


We stand there together in awkward silence while we wait for our drinks. The mirror backing the bar shelves reflects Colt and me side by side, and I, irritatingly, like what I see. Our eyes meet in the mirror. I feel a sudden jolt like the one I experienced the first time I met him. I give him my Gabriella Stevens awkward smile— all teeth and blank eyes. He almost bursts out laughing and covers his mouth with his fist. I can’t help rolling my eyes.


“You think you’ll ever stop hating me, Gabby?”


“I don’t hate you, Mr. James.”


“Really, Mr. James? Is that what you’re calling me? No offense, but I have a feeling we’re the same age, Gabby.”


“I doubt that,” I reply sarcastically. I’ve confirmed that I’m actually almost seven years older than him, but I don’t offer this information.


The handsome bartender hands over my wine, which Colt accepts and courteously offers to me. Our fingers accidentally touch and send tingles down my spine. I close my eyes in embarrassment because I have never imagined myself feeling this way toward another man. I don’t remember even feeling like this with Simon.


I take a sip of my wine and look around for Felicity. She catches my eye and walks toward us. I’m dying to ask her if Colt and Tina are a couple, or are living together, or are married. Why these questions are in my mind is a mystery to me. I’m going through a divorce and shouldn’t be crushing on my new professor. 


“Red wine for me too, please.”


As soon as the cute bartender hands Felicity her drink, and Felicity mouths “Hot” to me, Colt leads us back to the hallway that connects to a large foyer.
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