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To my mother
with love





Chapter One


January 2017


I am working my way through a spicy entrée called renegade scampini, savoring the hypnotic combination of unusual flavors, completely unaware that my life is about to implode. As I take in this swanky restaurant in TriBeCa, an upscale venue full of beautiful people and thousand-dollar shoes, I want to be above the hype, to be unfazed by the billowing satin sheets draping the walls, the way they dance beneath the incongruous industrial ceiling fans. The nearly haphazard combination of materials decorating the space—sleek glass and decadent fabrics offset by distressed wood and conspicuous, bulging light bulbs—creates something unexpectedly sassy and chic. I have been attempting to adopt an imperturbable attitude in my recently affianced state, as though I have graduated from the excitability of my youth, but I must concede that this place is impressive.


“You can’t—I mean really cannot—have the wedding in Jersey,” Lana is complaining. Always trying to prove herself an authentic city girl, she’s reluctant to go anywhere that requires traversing a bridge or tunnel.


“But my mom . . .” I start, between bites of my pasta, a concoction of angel hair, shrimp, and a creamy, herb-infused avocado sauce that’s wickedly delicious. Then Lana cuts me off.


“You know I love my aunt Karen,” she lobs at me as she pushes broccoli rabe around in concentric circles on her plate, “but who are you going to trust on this—a suburban woman who’s had the same hairstyle since the Reagan administration, or a young Manhattanite who works at a fashion magazine? Wouldn’t that mean I know what’s in fashion?” She raises her blond eyebrows at me in challenge.


As I struggle with which part of her statement to contradict first, I feel Aaron’s hand travel to my thigh under the table, squeezing lightly in a show of support, reminding me to be patient in my response. I reach underneath the white tablecloth and squeeze back, grateful that at least one person at the table understands my priorities for this wedding. Lana and Reese are treating us to this exorbitantly overpriced meal in order to celebrate my recent engagement to Aaron. The coveted reservation for four at this hot spot originally belonged to Lana’s boss, the accessories editor of Mode à la Mode, a haughty fashion magazine that showcases items mere mortals could never afford. When the editor was called away to a last-minute meeting in London, Lana, her dedicated and ambitious assistant, landed first dibs on the booking.


I had expected another dark, cramped Manhattan nook where we would be forced to maneuver between tightly packed tables and shout at each other to be heard. Instead, we are settled in a wide, airy space with whimsical, fresh decor. There is white everywhere; a white patina covering the exposed-brick walls, white tablecloths, the aforementioned flowy white fabric suspended from the surprisingly high ceilings, and a long white bar lining the entire left side of the restaurant. The bar top is one long plank of repurposed wood, now bleached to match its surroundings, and it’s stunning in its simplicity. The only splash of color comes from an oversize arrangement of twigs placed near one end of the bar, yellow buds sprouting forth from them in triumph.


I’ve already explained to Lana that I am not concerned with cachet in regard to the wedding. My objective is to create a meaningful ceremony without too much fuss, something that will allow Aaron and me to celebrate our future without getting caught up in the tragedies of the past. As I open my mouth to argue, I suddenly feel so stodgy in my navy pencil skirt and tan silk blouse—items I purchased with the specific purpose of appearing more conservative and mature. Maybe something about the ambience in this restaurant is loosening me up, but I begin thinking that perhaps Lana is right. Maybe we should have the ceremony in the city, keep it small and elite, utilize an unlikely venue.


As my thoughts careen in various directions, I keep quiet for too long, and Aaron picks up my slack, answering for me. “We’re pretty set on using the synagogue in South Orange,” he tells Lana with a casual shrug, holding his ground with the gentle authority that is his hallmark. He isn’t particular about where the wedding should take place, but he is defending what I have been claiming to want.


My eyes roam up, back to the enormous steel blades of the room’s two ceiling fans, which is when I have the idea that maybe we could do it here, at this restaurant, never mind the ridiculous name of the place. Thunder Chicken on Greenwich. It’s a good thing they added that last bit with the street name—as though there are so many other Thunder Chickens out there from which it must differentiate itself.


“There’s a woman at the temple,” Aaron is elaborating, “she handles the catering, and she’ll take care of all the prep work. We won’t have to deal with any of the nitty-gritty.”


“Meredith!” Lana nearly shouts at me. “How can you delegate your wedding planning to a woman you barely know?” She looks like she wants to burst out from her seat and shake me.


“What about doing it here?” I blurt, surprised that I am seriously entertaining the idea.


“Here?” Aaron and Lana both ask at once, looking at me and then at each other.


Reese finally looks up from his iPhone. He’s been typing away on it for the last ten minutes, dealing with some sort of catastrophe at the investment bank where he works.


“That’s a cool idea, Mer,” he offers, before returning his attention to the device in his hands.


I look at Aaron to gauge his reaction and see his dark brown eyes traveling around the restaurant as if he’s seeing the space for the first time, considering what I’ve suggested.


“I like it,” he ventures. “It’s different, quirky. Definitely more convenient for most of our friends than having them schlep out to Jersey. But it’s whatever you want, Mer.” He lifts his hand, signaling to a scantily clad, redheaded waitress who is hovering near our table.


“What can I get you?” She glides over, standing too close to Aaron as she eyes him from head to toe, probably admiring his expansive chest and thick, dark hair. People always say that Aaron looks like a younger, broader version of Ben Affleck, but Aaron is built so athletically that I’ve never been able to see the resemblance. After one quick glance at him, you can guess that he was once a football player. In addition to the typical bulk of a line-backer, he has eyes that are bright and alert in the way of an athlete who is always one step ahead of the other team’s play. But it was other details about Aaron that first drew me to him two years ago, when he approached me in the elevator of my office building. His brown eyebrows are velvety and expressive. His lips are naturally upturned at the corners, even in his resting state, as if he knows the punch line to a salty joke and he’s just mulling it over again.


“Do you guys do private events?” Aaron asks her, and I melt a little, seeing him so eager to explore any plan I’ve hatched.


“Private events?” she asks, stepping even closer to him and moving her silver pen to her mouth in a seductive gesture. It’s almost as though she thinks he’s asking for a lap dance—and come to think of it, “private events” does sound kind of suggestive.


“Like weddings,” I interject pointedly, marking my territory.


“Because they are engaged,” Lana adds, motioning from Aaron back to me with her fork.


“Oh.” She purses her lips around the pen she’s been mouthing—too tightly, as if she’s trying to suck a hamburger through a straw. “I don’t know.” She glances from Lana to me. “We’ve only been open a couple of months, so no one’s done that yet. I can ask the owner what he thinks,” she offers tepidly.


“Yes,” Lana responds. “Go do that, and then come tell us what he says.” Lana is as bossy as ever, but the waitress seems unfazed.


After the woman flutters off, Reese finally puts his phone into his pants pocket. “Sorry about that,” he apologizes again. “I thought finishing my first year as an analyst meant I’d be able to dial it back a little at work, but apparently I’m still one of the little people.” He unbuttons the cuffs of his dress shirt and begins rolling up one sleeve, then the other.


“Not to me, you’re not,” Lana turns toward him on the banquette, her round blue eyes full of adoration.


“Uh-huh,” he answers. His eyes dart to his watch before he finally digs into the crispy duck dish that has been languishing on his plate.


I feel a stab of sympathy for Lana. Reese still treats her like an inconvenience, an interruption, instead of the love of his life. They have been dating since high school, and Lana is desperate to get engaged. Reese, on the other hand, seems prepared for several more years of urban independence and boondoggling before he will be ready to settle down.


When the waitress reappears a few minutes later, she drops a slender hand on Aaron’s shoulder and turns her back to me as she stands between our chairs. Is she kidding? We told her not two minutes ago that the apparent object of her affection is engaged.


“Hi,” she says again, all throaty-like. “I asked him, but he said he’ll come talk to you guys himself. He’ll be out in a minute.” She looks down at Aaron’s plate. “How’s the chicken? Everything good?”


Aaron glances at his plate, the roasted chicken thigh that he’s been working on mostly finished, and then looks back up at her. “It’s thunder-ful.”


The blank expression on the waitress’s face makes clear that she has failed to comprehend his statement as a joke about the name of the restaurant.


“Okay, good,” she finally answers before swaggering away.


The rest of us last only a few seconds before we burst out laughing.


“Oh, man,” Reese snorts, “you did not just say that. You’ve only been engaged a month, and your game is already slipping big-time.”


“I don’t need game.” Aaron laughs. “I’ve got what I want.” He puts his thick arm around me and pulls me closer to his side. “Who I want,” he corrects himself, kissing me quickly on the side of my head. “Thunder Chicken,” he says again, smiling and shaking his head at the name.


As I wiggle back into the center of my chair, I see a man in chef’s garb making his way through the restaurant. One customer after another stops him, most likely to compliment the food—which is, admittedly, outrageously tasty. Truly thunder-ful. I wonder if the chef and the owner are one and the same.


The man in white turns toward our table, and I freeze. One glimpse of his face, and it’s as though I have suddenly been thrown to the ground, pummeled. Memories reach out to squeeze my heart, crushing me all over again.


He doesn’t notice me, doesn’t see me, as he glances toward our table but gets distracted by someone else nearby. I know him. Knew him. At one point in my life, I knew him better than anyone. This is his restaurant. Of course it is, I realize now; everything about this sleek room—the offbeat food pairings, the nonsensical humor of the menu—starts to fit into a certain picture, falling into place as Wesley’s vision. It’s the restaurant I didn’t know he had, hadn’t known if he would ever manage to create. But here I am, sitting in a chair in what is obviously his establishment, and I can’t be here, cannot. My eyes shoot to Aaron for help, but he is focused on his food, still laughing about the absurdity of his own behavior a moment ago. And anyway, I can’t tell him, can’t talk about Wesley to him. That’s the deal we have, what we settled on when we first started dating and I was still so raw from the blame Wesley had placed on me. But as I see him again now, all the air is knocked out of me.


My eyes shoot back to the bowl of pasta in front of me and I duck my head, hoping irrationally that there’s some way I can hide. I think about running to the bathroom, remaining unseen, and then smuggling myself out from the restaurant after Aaron finishes talking with him. But Wesley might recognize Reese, I remind myself, and he will definitely know Lana. He’ll remember her from all the times he gave her dating advice and helped with her math homework when she was a teenager.


I wonder if I can grab Lana and get both of us into the restroom without him seeing, but he’s too close to the table now. I dig my fork into my pasta and twirl noodles, trying to appear nonchalant while I struggle to think what I should say when he reaches us. I will have to admit I know him. But will I have to tell Wesley I’m engaged again?


And now he’s standing at our table.


“Hi,” he addresses us collectively. “I heard you folks had a question.”


The sound of his voice sends shock waves through my veins, as it always has. I look up, reluctantly dragging my eyes out of my pasta. As our gazes collide, his green eyes sharp as ever, I see him swallow in surprise.


His features are more chiseled now; his bones seem to have matured and refined themselves in the years since we last saw each other. If anything, he’s grown even more handsome, weathered and masculine. I can’t tear my gaze away as I drink him in, not realizing until this moment how desperately I have missed him.


He and I stare at each other for too long. Lana and Reese are shocked into silence. The only one oblivious is Aaron, my sweet Aaron. I can’t fathom what I am supposed to do at this moment, how I am supposed to handle the fact that standing before me is the man who still haunts my dreams after all these years. He is the first man I ever loved, the first one I agreed to marry. He is also someone I can never be with again, no matter how often I think about him, no matter how much I still miss him.


Not when he will always blame me for killing his parents.




Chapter Two


January 2008


Don’t be a cockblocker.


Those were the words I was reading when I met Wesley for the first time. Scribbled in bright yellow marker on the dry-erase board outside my dorm room, Daphne’s message had effectively made me homeless for the night, yet again. It was only the fifth night of second semester, and it seemed like my roommate was aiming to screw her way through all of Carman Hall before spring break. I’d spotted the guy from the previous evening a few minutes earlier, clowning around on the library steps with his hockey buddies, so I tried to guess which member of Columbia University’s student body had drawn today’s golden ticket.


Our friend Bina was definitely going to launch into another tirade when I showed up at her suite, asking to use the ratty sofa in her common area one more time. Recently, Bina had declared that accepting physical attention from the opposite sex without first establishing an intimate emotional connection was one more way in which women on campus were demeaning themselves. Put more simply, she was convinced that hooking up with random guys was bad for female empowerment. She had begun quoting Doris Lessing and other feminists at every opportunity.


I hadn’t bothered to point out that only a couple of months earlier, Bina had used many of the same quotes to support the opposite position—that women must be permitted to pursue sexual gratification without critique from others. It seemed to me that she was just decrying Daphne’s behavior based on the teachings of the week rather than engaging in the kind of open-minded exploration she purported to espouse, but she had the couch, so I would probably just nod along with whatever doctrines she spewed tonight.


Daphne was my best friend—had been since elementary school, actually—and I was trying to be considerate of her approach to coping with her last boyfriend’s sudden defection. If rolling around in the sheets with a vast array of preppy frat boys would prevent her from succumbing to post-breakup depression, who was I to stand in her way? Still, I was craving my own space and wished Daphne had thought to venture out to her new friend’s room tonight, instead of bringing the guy to ours. I stared back at those words on the whiteboard and wondered whether it would count as cockblocking if I just snuck in for a few seconds to grab my fleece pajama pants and maybe my toothbrush. Since when had “cockblocking” even become a word, anyway?


“Second night in a row, isn’t it?”


I looked up to see a guy I didn’t recognize walking toward me from the other end of the dusky hallway. He was tall and muscular, wearing clothes that were covered in paint. As he approached me, I took in his square jaw and full lips, his short, honey-brown hair that flipped up slightly in the front, and I bristled. He was so good-looking that I guess I just expected him to be a prick. His light green eyes were nearly translucent, and somehow, I felt as though he could see right through me.


“I’m Wesley.” He stuck out his hand as he reached me.


I looked down at his large palm, splatters of green and white paint littered across fingers that were outstretched and waiting to meet mine.


“I’m sorry—is there a reason you should have anything to do with this situation?” I don’t know what possessed me to go straight-up bitch on him, but it’s what I did. Maybe I already knew then how easily he would burrow himself into the deepest recesses of my heart. Maybe I just wanted to protect myself.


“Whoa, don’t shoot.” He held up his hands in surrender and took a step back. “I was just trying to commiserate a little, be friendly. My freshman roommate used to barricade me all the time. It sucks not getting to use your own space.” He shrugged, like everything in life was obvious to him, like things came easy.


“If you’re not a freshman, why are you skulking around Carman Hall like a creep?” I could feel my spine straightening, preparing for battle even as I continued to wonder why I was being so antagonistic. “And why are you covered in paint, anyway?”


“Jeez, take it easy,” he chuckled, and I got the distinct impression that he found my agitation amusing— endearing, even. “I’m your new RA. Wesley Latner.” He started to reach out his hand again, but then seemed to think the better of it and curled his fingers into a fist at his side.


“New RA? What happened to Keith, or Craig, whatever his name was?”


“Kevvvin,” Wesley answered, dragging out the word like he was trying to prod my memory about the other guy’s name, “transferred to some school in California, so this position opened up and I skated off the waiting list.”


I realized then that I ought to be a little more cordial if this male pinup was supposed to be the resident advisor for my dorm, especially since it seemed like I might soon need permission to sleep on the withered brown carpet of the hallway floor. There was only so long that I could expect to freeload off Bina and her suitemates. I blinked hard a couple of times and tried to start over.


“Sorry.” I tilted my head to the side in a gesture of surrender. “Meredith,” I offered, along with my hand. “It’s been a long day, and I really didn’t feel like sleeping on a couch tonight. I’m not usually such an ass-wipe.”


He reached out to shake, and his warm hand felt callused and rough as it met my own. “Apology accepted.” He was smirking. I looked down at our hands, wondering if he was holding on for a beat too long, as he added, “I’m actually already aware that you’re not usually an ass-wipe.”


“You are?” I glanced back up, wary now.


He shrugged again. “I’ve seen you around, at the soup kitchen on 116th Street. You seem to be a fan favorite up there.”


I felt my eyes narrow. “Since when have you been at the soup kitchen? I don’t recall meeting.” It was a small place, and I would have remembered him.


“I’ve been working construction next door. I get a pretty decent view of the sidewalk servers when I’m up on the scaffolding. It’s hard to miss that pink streak in your hair, even from the rooftop.”


I tucked a piece of blond hair behind my ear, pushing at it like I was driving away everything my pink stripe represented. There was no reason to bring my mother’s illness into this conversation. I looked him over again from ears to ankles, taking in the worn jeans, the paint splatters covering his heavy gray Henley, the weathered Timberland boots. “So, I don’t get it—are you a college student or a construction worker?”


“Both.” He smiled with apparent pride. “This was just a job I was working with a friend.” He gestured toward himself, indicating his current painty mess.


A muffled cheer sounded from a room down the hall, likely guys watching sports or getting overly excited about a video game. He glanced over his shoulder, where the hall was still empty, and then asked, “So, is there somewhere you were planning to go for the night?”


“Yeah, no worries. I’ve got it covered. It was nice meeting you.” I lifted my silver backpack from where I had dropped it on the floor before reading Daphne’s note, and I started to move around him so I could make my way to Bina’s.


“Boyfriend’s?” He leaned against the cinder block wall and crossed his arms across his broad chest, as if to watch me go. As I slung my bag over my shoulder, I noticed the bulge of his forearms, sinewy and dusted with golden-brown hair where the sleeves of his shirt were pushed to the elbows.


“No, Nosy,” I quipped, as a corner of my lip lifted, and I realized that I was flirting in spite of myself. “Difficult as it may be for you to believe, we females are actually capable of solving problems without male intervention. So, uh, see ya.” I raised two fingers in a half wave and started down the hallway.


I had made it nearly to the stairwell when Wesley called out after me, “So, does that mean there is no boyfriend?”


I kept on walking but couldn’t stop myself from responding, even as I marched farther away. “No boyfriend,” I called back without turning, glad that he couldn’t see the smile still playing at my lips.


After I veered into the stairwell and started up the steps to Bina’s floor, I heard Wesley jogging after me. “Wait,” he said, “hold up.”


I paused on the second step and turned to see that I was now eye-level with him where he waited on the landing. I heard the fire door open on the floor below, then female laughter and fast steps advancing toward us. Twin towheaded girls whom I recognized from around campus appeared, chasing each other up the stairs, one of them holding a box of donut holes. Wesley and I nodded at them as they raced past us and continued up another flight.


He waited for the sounds of their boots to recede before he turned back to me and continued.


“Come with me.”


“Come with you where?” Was it against the rules for me to sleep in another student’s suite? If I couldn’t concoct a way to talk myself out of trouble, this jackass might be writing me up all semester long.


“Come for the night, on an adventure,” he clarified. He raised his eyebrows a couple of times, as if to add to his intrigue, and it was disarmingly cute, even with the faint scent of turpentine he was emitting.


“What are you talking about? It’s already one o’clock in the morning.”


“It is?” He glanced at his wristwatch. “That’s perfect.” He smiled cryptically and motioned for me to come back down the stairs. “Come on, it’ll be fun. You can’t go back to your room anyway, and if you have to know the truth, I’ve been wanting to hang out with you since the first time I saw you ladling soup on 116th. Come on, don’t rob a guy of his opportunity to woo the girl.”


“What are you talking about? Woo.” I laughed out loud. “You’re totally crazy. I just met you ten seconds ago, and what about sleep? I have class in the morning.”


“So what?” he pushed, glancing at his watch a second time. “So, you’ll be tired tomorrow. You can take a nap in the afternoon, when your room is finally unoccupied. Please?” He reached out his hand and gave me an exaggerated version of puppy-dog eyes that just made him look ridiculous.


I laughed again and felt myself tumbling toward his energy. “Isn’t there some sort of rule against RAs wooing members of their flock?” I asked, thinking out loud.


“Probably.” Wesley grinned as he shoved his hands into his pockets. “But are you really going to let some handbook stand in the way of one of the most thrilling nights of your life?”


“Wow. That’s a pretty bold promise.” I looked him over again, wondering if I should surrender to his suggestion. I thought of everything going on with my mom and reasoned that I really could use an opportunity to blow off some steam. I had been a model student since I’d arrived at Columbia, careful to prevent myself from adding to my parents’ list of worries, and, truthfully, I was feeling ready to succumb to a little recklessness, to abandon my usual fastidiousness. My eyes darted to the ceiling above me as I thought of Bina’s room on the next floor, and then I looked back at Wesley. My essay on Georges Braque was already complete, even though it wasn’t due for two more days, and I didn’t have any exams scheduled for the rest of the week. It wasn’t like I was going to get a good night’s sleep on that lumpy velour couch anyway. I pictured the Spanish lit class I was supposed to sit through in the morning, the one I was taking simply to fulfill the school’s language requirement, and I knew I’d probably zone out whether I got nine hours or stayed up the entire night.


I chewed on my bottom lip as I began to accept that I was about to make a daring decision. Daphne would never believe I’d done something so out of character.


“Can I drop my books in your room before we go?”


“Well, hallelujah.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me back from the stairs.


As my feet hit the landing, I was struck again by how tall he was. I was average height at five foot four, but he definitely had nine or ten inches on me.


“Will we be subject to more paint disasters on our adventure? Because this happens to be one of my favorite sweaters”—I motioned to the cropped purple V-neck that he obviously couldn’t see beneath my down parka— “and I refuse to get all Jackson Pollocked like you.”


“Give me this.” He lifted my loaded backpack off my shoulder and started down the hallway.
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WHEN WE REACHED Wesley’s room, the one that had formerly belonged to Keith or Kevin, he dug into his pocket for the key. Holding up a finger, he told me, “Give me one minute. Do not leave.”


I didn’t answer while I considered him, and he bent down so his face was right in front of mine. A Star of David necklace toppled out from his shirt as he leaned forward, and I had the fleeting thought that my mom would be pleased. I smelled the mint on his breath, and something pleasant and soapy beneath the turpentine.


He looked me straight in the eye and repeated himself. “Do not.”


“Okay, wow.” I took a step back. “I said I would do this . . . this . . . whatever this insanity is going to be, so I will. You don’t have to get all up in my face. But let’s move it—it’s not nice to make a lady wait.” I kicked a little at his leg.


Before I had time to seriously second-guess my decision, Wesley was back in the hallway in a clean pair of jeans and a long-sleeved black T-shirt that showcased many of the muscles his other shirt had been hiding. He was holding an olive-green, military-looking jacket. As he turned back toward his door to lock up, I studied him from behind, wondering whether he was too attractive for me, if I should cut and run before disaster stuck. But when he turned around, I looked into those pale green eyes of his and saw him regarding me with such enthusiasm, such energy, that I just wanted to bask in his intensity a little longer.


Even so, I pushed for more information about where we were going, a little nervous about following a virtual stranger to an unknown location. I didn’t want to become another news story about a college girl who made a fatally misguided decision, and I said as much to him. He promised that we would stay in public places for the duration of our evening and then reached into his pocket.


“Here,” he said, as he handed me his wallet and his cell phone. “You hold on to the important stuff. Like collateral. Now I’m at your mercy.”


In retrospect, I don’t know why that was enough for me, but I suppose I was simply looking for any reason to follow him—which is exactly what I did after shoving his belongings into my coat pocket.


A SHORT SUBWAY ride and a couple of snowy city blocks later, we were walking into a store on Amsterdam Avenue called Insomnia Cookies.


“This is our adventure?” I looked at him sideways. “We’re having milk and cookies?” I’m not sure where I thought we were going—maybe a dance club or tourist site, or even some old speakeasy. Chocolate-chunk snickerdoodles, I was not expecting.


“Hey, Wes.” The older woman behind the counter pulled off her hairnet and started untying her apron as she glanced up at the digital clock on the wall, which read 1:26 a.m. The air in the place smelled so sweet that I was instantly hungry. “I’m beat,” she said. “Mind if I toss you the last four minutes of my shift?” Her eyes slid toward me, and she added pleasantly, “I see you brought reinforcements anyhow.”


He looked from the round-cheeked woman back to me and announced, “Ingrid, Meredith. Meredith, Ingrid. Sure, get out of here. Tell Abby she owes me for the extra four minutes she gets to spend in your company tonight.”


“Nice to meet you,” I said as Ingrid grabbed a black parka off a hook and began slipping her arm into one of the sleeves. It was difficult to keep my eyes from straying to the display case in front of her, where all sorts of baked delectableness were pleading to be savored. A quick glimpse was sufficient for me to take in an assortment of treats, including M&M cookies, bulging cookie sandwiches, hubcap-size cookie cakes, and dark, gooey brownies.


“You too.” She zipped her coat and looked back at me. “Don’t let him make too much of a mess in my kitchen tonight.” She gave Wesley a friendly slap on the arm and beelined for the door.


“You’re the cookie chef?” I asked. How many odd jobs did this guy have?


“C’mon.” He pulled me behind the counter and put his own jacket where Ingrid’s had been hanging a moment before. “Give me your coat.” He waited with his hand out. As I sidled out of the puffy jacket, his eyes coasted quickly over my body and he added, “You’re right, it is a nice sweater. Let’s get you an apron.”


“I’m cooking? Trust me, you do not want me messing with anything in there. I’m like the dream killer of baby cookies and brownies everywhere.”


He rolled his eyes at me and pushed against the shiny swing door that led to the back kitchen. I followed behind him, intrigued by the evening’s turn of events, lulled nearly equally by the physical appearance of my companion and the overwhelming scent of sugar. We walked into a room that looked like any bakery kitchen I might have pictured in my head—commercial-grade appliances, fluorescent lighting, hoods and vents, complex mixing machines, stainless steel for days. He tossed me a powder-blue apron like the one that Ingrid had been wearing, slipped another one over his own head, and quickly washed his hands at a sink in the corner.


“C’mon,” he said, “I’ll teach you.” He started pulling containers out from steel cabinets and lining them up neatly on the counter: flour, sugar, chocolate chunks.


“Wait, seriously? We’re really cooking?”


“Baking.” He paused in his calculated actions to correct me and then added, “If you’d prefer to watch and learn, I suppose that’s okay, too.”


Before I could formulate a response, Wesley had arranged multiple metal bowls on the counter and was pouring out various dry ingredients with surprising speed. He opened a refrigerator under the countertop, removed two cartons of eggs, and began cracking one after another into an empty bowl.


“This,” he informed me, gesturing toward the bowl of eggs, “will soon be transformed into our famous deluxe s’mores cookies. Since you’ve made clear your preference to remain uninvolved in the creation of this hallowed masterpiece, how about you play DJ?” He motioned with his head toward a small computer screen embedded in the wall.


“Wait, what if someone comes in to buy cookies? No one’s up front.”


“There’s a bell.” He grabbed for a bag of mini-marshmallows on the shelf beside him. “Also, there’s not much traffic in here on Tuesday nights. We’ll get a few walk-ins, but most of the orders are for delivery, placed through the website. The delivery guy comes and goes. That’s his gig. Mine is the baking.”


I walked over to the computerized screen and started pressing buttons, trying to figure out the interface. I found the tab for playlists and saw that there were several different lists, each titled with a person’s name. Ingrid’s name appeared at the top. I continued scrolling until I found the tab labeled “Wes” and tapped it with my fingertip. Music started playing through speakers clipped to the back wall, and I recognized some old-school Guns N’ Roses song.


“For real?” I looked over at him and shook my head in disappointment. “1980s heavy metal? My hopes for you were so much higher.”


“You can keep scrolling. My tastes are eclectic,” he said, as he continued moving around the kitchen.


“Aha!” I declared as my eyes finally landed on a song I could enjoy. I pressed play, and Dusty Springfield’s “Son of a Preacher Man” began to float out from the speakers.


A few years earlier, when my dad still seemed to enjoy my company, he’d introduced me to this song on one of our Sunday-morning drives and it had instantly become one of my favorites. Hearing the notes again now, on this random, surreal, electric night I was having, it did something to me, made me suddenly audacious.


“Wesley . . .” I played with his name, rolling it around on my tongue as I considered it aloud. I started swaying along with the music, grooving my way around the room, briefly examining various knobs and levers that I passed. “Wesley . . .” I repeated, feeling the air slide across my tongue as I drew out the word. I kept dancing around the counters, picking up a wooden spoon as an undetermined prop along the way. Maybe the apron made him less threatening, or maybe I was getting high on dextrose fumes, but suddenly I felt much more comfortable being me.


“Where’d you come from, Wesley Latner? Where’s home?” I asked over the music as I danced toward him, holding the wooden spoon out to him like it was a microphone and I was a television reporter.


He played along, leaning forward to speak into the mic. “New York, born and raised,” he answered, a quick nod of his head proving his local pride. “Not the city, though,” he conceded, as he turned and absently attached the bowl he was holding to an electric mixer. “A stuffy suburb about an hour north.”


He switched on the mixer, the sound drowning out too much of the song. I marched back to the touchscreen and raised the volume to the max. Between the mixer and the music, it was now too loud to hear much else, so we both stopped talking. I kept on grooving to the music, my movements growing progressively more outlandish with each step. All the while, Wesley was pouring and measuring ingredients like he’d done it a thousand times before. Eventually, he flipped a switch, silencing the mixer. He crossed his arms against his chest and stopped with the food prep, just watching me as I continued to sashay around the room.


I bopped around the large rectangular island, swinging the wooden spoon like I was an orchestra conductor, shimmying my shoulders to the left for a few beats, then to the right, a faux-diva expression on my face. My movements were definitely more goofy than sexy. As the song neared its end, I was still dancing my way closer to where Wesley was standing. I realized I’d better quit it, or he might see this as a botched seduction attempt by me, which was not what I was intending. I stopped, midbop, while I was only a foot away from him, suddenly at a loss. The last notes of the song faded into the ether, and the room was instantly too quiet.


I looked up at him, ready to make some sort of joke, but the way he was staring back down at me stunned me into silence, pushing the breath out of me. His crystalline green eyes were darker now, and he studied me with an inscrutable expression. Suddenly my whole body was hot, alert.


“What?” I finally asked.


“You,” he answered.




Chapter Three


January 2017


Lana is the first one to break the silence.


“Well, Wesley Latner, as I live and breathe.” She stands to give him an airy kiss hello, composed and pretentious all at once.


“Quintessential Lana,” Aaron comments, his voice laced with fond amusement, “knowing everyone who’s anyone.”


Lana looks from Wesley back to Aaron, clearly unsure how to answer. It’s one of the few times in my life I’ve seen my cousin speechless, and Aaron doesn’t miss the peculiarity of the moment. He glances over at my face, which must be as white as the sheets draping the walls. Or totally green. Really, who can say?


“What . . . ?” he asks, his eyes narrowing slightly as he looks from me to Lana to Wesley, then back at me again. “Is this . . . Wait, is this your Wesley?”


He asks like Wesley isn’t there, like I’m the only one who can hear him.


My Wesley. I nod. I can feel Wesley everywhere as he waits, now mute, at the head of our table. Feelings I haven’t experienced in years. An internal tilting, a shifting of my inner equilibrium. I’m on fire again, in a way that is exquisite torture, unlike anything I have ever felt toward Aaron. And then I have the horrible thought that maybe I cannot move forward with Aaron. Not when simply seeing Wesley in his chef’s attire, hearing his familiar voice, evokes this visceral, debilitating physical response inside me.


“I had no idea this was your restaurant,” Lana picks up with false perkiness again, trying to quash the intense awkwardness of this moment—an impossible feat, given the circumstances, but kudos to her for trying. Even she must realize that there is no reason to ask about hosting my wedding here, now that a more absurd idea couldn’t possibly exist.


“Hi, Wes,” I finally contribute to the conversation. I stand and walk behind Aaron’s chair to offer my ex-fiancé a stilted kiss hello. As my cheek grazes his in formality, I feel my knees nearly give out, and I am grateful to have the chair beside me—Aaron’s chair—for support. Wesley still smells the same. Like olive oil and forests, clean and spicy. Forbidden.


I want to topple over from the pain, the relief, of seeing him again.


“I didn’t know this was your place. It’s great.” I manage to eke out these sentences and follow them up with another. “I’m happy for you.”


“Thanks,” he answers, surprise still evident on his face. “It’s nice to see you.” He studies me a moment longer before his eyes dart to Aaron and he clears his throat. “So, what was the question? Something about hosting a party?” He glances back at Lana and Reese.


“Oh, never mind about it.” Lana waves her hand dismissively and forces out a laugh. “We were really impressed with the food and kind of just wanted to meet the chef. Anything to make my coworkers jealous tomorrow, right?”


“Still the same Lana as always.” Wesley smiles down at her indulgently, and I want to bang my head against the table in shame for wishing that smile was directed at me. “Well, consider yourself on the permanent guest list, then. Any time you want a res, just tell them you’re on my list.”


“Amazing. Thank you!” Lana looks really excited for a nanosecond, and then disappointment flashes across her face, likely because she has realized it would be completely traitorous for her to frequent this establishment on any sort of regular basis.


“Okay, well, I’d better get back to it then. Enjoy the rest of your meal.” Wesley’s eyes travel briefly over each of us before he turns and heads back toward the kitchen, stopping and chatting with other guests along the way.


He has left behind a silent table, none of us sure what to say. I finally turn toward Aaron, meeting his eyes reluctantly. He is chewing lightly on his bottom lip, the same way he does when he mulls over medical notes.


I decide it is my responsibility to get the conversation flowing again. “So . . . that was unexpected.”


“And definitely not awkward at all.” Aaron laughs halfheartedly and reaches for his water.


“So much for my TriBeCa wedding idea.” I shrug as I wonder how I ended up in this situation, engaged to a handsome young neonatologist and panicking about whether I’m still hung up on someone else.


Even though I know, on a rational level, that Wesley and I have no future, would it be too selfish, flat-out wrong, to marry Aaron when I still react so strongly to the presence of another man—a man whom I may have once loved a little bit more than I do my current fiancé?


But as my mind races in about sixteen different directions at once, I wonder if I might be mistaken. What if I am misinterpreting my shock as some sort of yearning that it isn’t?


As I take a frantic bite of my scampini, I imagine Wesley cooking this dish, his hands all over my food, and everything tastes different than before. I’m acutely aware of the juices seeping out from the slick pieces of shrimp inside my mouth, the fibers of flesh coming undone against my tongue, and it’s suddenly too much, way too much. I cough abruptly, blocking the food, pushing it away from my throat, like I am trying to keep it from entering me, from reaching my insides, possessing me all over again. I grab for my ice water, taking several large gulps as I try to wash away the taste of Wesley, swallowing once, twice, coughing again.


I’m doing a poor job of masking my discomfort, and Aaron signals our waitress for the check. Nobody mentions dessert. I think fleetingly of Wesley’s crème brûlée and nearly shudder. Yes, it’s definitely time to go.


“Don’t forget, this meal is on us.” Reese reaches into his back pocket for his wallet as the waitress returns with the little leather folio in her hand.


“It’s really not necessary, you guys,” Aaron argues as he produces his own wallet. “We obviously appreciate the gesture, but let us split it, at least. The prices here aren’t exactly gentle.”


“Here you go,” the waitress nearly sings as she hands Aaron the folder. “Your meal was comped, but there’s some information inside about special events—you know, wine tastings and prix fixe nights—if you want.”


“Well, that was nice of him.” Lana looks at me with her eyes wide. After the way Wesley and I left things three years ago, I think Lana and I would both be less surprised if he had kicked us out of the restaurant rather than treating us to a free meal.


“For sure.” Reese nods as he starts to stand. “But now we have to buy you an actual engagement present.” He laughs lightly as he stuffs some bills into the folder to tip the waitress.


“Oh, please.” Lana swats him as she slides to the end of the bench and rises as well. “As if I wasn’t going to buy them an actual gift. She’s practically my sister.” Lana grabs me and gives me a tight squeeze, an exaggerated show of affection.


I am so gutted from seeing Wesley that I just want to lean into her, allow her to do the work of keeping me upright. Her skinny arms are strong from all that time she spends at Equinox or whatever flashy gym she likes these days, and I have the thought that maybe she is stronger than I am in every way. At least she knows her own mind. I can’t break down, though, not here, in front of Aaron. And certainly not where Wesley might still see me.


I paste a smile on my face and wrap my arm through Aaron’s as we head toward the coat check. He looks down at me and heaves me closer to him as we walk, as though he knows I could use the extra support right now, as though he will always hold me up.


[image: Image]


DURING THE CAB ride back to my apartment, Aaron and I are both silent. He knows that getting over Wesley is one of the most challenging hurdles I have overcome in life—although, if my reaction at the restaurant is any indication, it would seem I really haven’t gotten over him at all. There is clearly still much work to be done by way of getting over.


“So, that was a surprise,” he finally says.


I just nod, as Aaron has told me several times throughout the two years we’ve been together that he doesn’t need to know every last detail about my past. I’ve already given him the broad strokes of how Wesley and I had to break our engagement due to irreconcilable differences, that he blamed me for things that couldn’t logically be considered my fault, but I’ve always spared him the specifics. He said it would save us both; me from having to relive the pain, and him from having to brood about how close I once was with another man. He insists that he prefers to remain willfully ignorant, that he’d rather think of himself as the only fiancé, not the second fiancé.


“Do you want to talk about it?” he asks, fixing me with his dark, sloping eyes. He sounds guarded, like he’s bracing himself for something.


I lay my head on his shoulder, noting that I’m wiped out from the enormity of it all, devastated by the newly niggling prospect that I might not belong with Aaron after all.


“Nah. There’s not much to say. I guess he’s back from England.” I lift my head to look up at Aaron; his jaw is set, like he’s prepared to listen if I want to continue, like he can withstand whatever details might be forthcoming. “It’s fine,” I say, putting my head back down on him. “It was just a surprise. Thanks for helping me keep my cool.”


“No problem,” he answers, as he angles his own head to rest it against mine. We lean into each other like that, and I am overcome by a rush of warmth and love, which is instantly followed by alarm. Just because I had an extreme reaction to Wesley doesn’t mean I can’t be with Aaron, does it? The fact that I once loved Wesley so intensely doesn’t mean that my love for Aaron isn’t also real.


“So, tell me about your day, then, with Moe,” Aaron says, clearly making a peace offering. “What was he like?”


Moe is the Burmese immigrant my law firm is representing pro bono. Harrison, Whittaker & Shine, where I have been working since I graduated from law school, allows junior lawyers to represent nonpaying clients every now and then as a sort of training exercise. The firm’s partners like to boast that their lawyers complete a certain number of pro bono hours annually. What the senior attorneys don’t advertise when they are recruiting all those bright-eyed law students year after year is that pro bono cases are permitted only to the extent that they do not impinge on the firm’s ability to assist the large corporations, the clients who actually pay the firm’s bills. So taking on a pro bono case means committing to additional hours in the office, rather than replacing one kind of case with another.


Even so, I was energized when I was assigned to assist Moe Hre with his application for political asylum in the United States. I immediately delved in and spent weeks sorting through Moe’s paperwork, so many pages written in English and Burmese, documenting his alleged political and religious persecution in Burma. Today, we finally had our first in-person meeting.


“His English was pretty terrible.” I nod as I take Aaron’s hand in my own and slip our joined hands inside his coat pocket to keep them warm. “Thank goodness for the interpreter. It’s kind of baffling.” I think back to the two-hour meeting. “He was very different from what I had pictured. Even the way he was dressed. I don’t know . . .” I glance at the ceiling of the cab, noticing that there are little glow-in-the-dark star stickers affixed to it. “He looked like anyone else, like he could have been one of your mother’s teaching assistants, or an intern at the hospital. I guess it was closed-minded of me to expect political persecution to somehow show on his face.”


“But what about the case?” Aaron asks, as he readjusts our hands so that our connected palms now rest on his lap inside the coat. “Now that you’ve talked to him, do you think you’ll be able to get his status adjusted so he can stay in the country?”


I think about what Moe recounted earlier today as he sat with me and my supervising associate, Rose Conway, in one of our firm’s many antiseptic conference rooms. He told us about how the Myanmar military ransacked his home and set fire to parts of his village, about how he walked for weeks until he reached the Thai border. He lived in a primitive camp in Thailand until he secured false documents and fled the region altogether. Although certain portions of his testimony were still too vague, like how he actually got himself out of Thailand, the stories he shared about women and girls from his village being raped and groups of men being locked inside huts that were burned to the ground were almost too terrifying to comprehend.


Thinking again about the extreme challenges Moe has faced, I feel familiar guilt about my career choice—selling out as I have, going corporate instead of pursuing a position in public-interest law. I sweated my way through law school because I wanted the skills to help people, but after all the fallout with Wesley, I shifted my focus to finding the job that paid the most generously. My priority has become ensuring permanent self-sufficiency, even if the work in which I engage means nothing to me. Representing Moe Hre in connection with his application for political asylum is the one bit of substantive merit I can see in my otherwise dismal legal career.


“I wonder if I should go back to Community Kitchen, start helping out there again,” I muse, not answering Aaron’s question. “It was like being delivered from darkness today when I was with Moe, finally doing something that mattered. I mean, the antitrust case is great for racking up billable hours, but I can’t say I’m at all passionate about whether one chewing-tobacco company behaved unfairly toward another. As far as I’m concerned, they should both declare bankruptcy and save all their unfortunate customers from nasty breath and probable mouth cancer.”


“Why don’t you quit, then?” Aaron asks me, not for the first time. “You could go work for the ACLU or the ADL, or any of the other nonprofits out there.”


“My salary—”


“Who cares about your salary? If you don’t feel fulfilled by how you’re spending your days, what good is the money?”


I know he is trying to be supportive, offering to pick up the slack until I find something more gratifying, but for some reason I chafe at his apparent need to manage this situation, to commandeer every predicament he encounters.


“Look, we can’t all be heroes like you, okay?” I snap. “Just because I’m not saving infants from neurological defects all day, it doesn’t mean my work is meaningless.”


“Whoa. Okay.” We pass under the glow of a traffic light, and the green hue travels over his face for a moment as he looks down at me. “I know your work is meaningful, and complicated, and I’m sure it matters a great deal to some people, but it doesn’t seem to matter to you. I only want you to be satisfied, so if you are, stick with it. I’m just saying, you could break your lease and move in with me early, let me support us both until you figure out what job you want to take. But if that doesn’t appeal to you, then you should do what you want. Keep the current job but go back to the soup kitchen, like you said.” He shrugs as if he has no stake in the outcome, as if my six-figure salary is irrelevant to him, and then turns away to look out the window.
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