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Praise for Swear on This Life

BOOKLIST, TOP 10 WOMEN’S FICTION OF 2016 GOODREADS BEST ROMANCE OF AUGUST 2016

“Swear on This Life is Renée Carlino at her finest. Raw, real and gripping; I read it in one sitting.”

—Colleen Hoover, #1 New York Times bestselling author of It Ends with Us

“This bestselling author knows how to deliver a literary punch, and Swear on This Life is her strongest yet.”

—Redbook

“Mysterious and compelling, Swear on This Life is the epic love story your summer needs.”

—Bustle

“Carlino fans will love this one, and so will readers who have not yet made her acquaintance. The tale is engaging and paced to keep the pages turning long after the lights should be out.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[Readers] will find themselves simply smitten by both the novel in front of them and the story within the story. Romance readers and women’s fiction fans should snap up this charming love story.”

—Booklist

“Romance fans will find this heartfelt story of resilience and first love hard to put down.”

—Library Journal

“Mesmerizing. A story of love and redemption, Renée Carlino’s novel is a perfect reason for staying up too late to read.”

—Shelf Awareness

“I love the juxtaposition of the story within a story, and I’m addicted to Emi and Jase’s ill-fated love.”

—Heroes and Heartbreakers

“A beautifully written second-chance romance that stays with you long after you’re done.”

—Vilma’s Book Blog, 5 stars

“Carlino’s writing will transport you.”

—Book Baristas, 4.5 coffee cups 
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For Rich, the best brother in the world.

I love you, even though you’re Mom’s favorite.



1. Little Flags

Tuesdays were tortilla soup days at Blackbird’s Café. They offered unlimited refills for a lousy four ninety-five. It was awesome if you were a tortilla soup lover. It was some kind of evil if you were a waitress there.

The restaurant’s trick was that the bowls were wide and shallow, making it appear like a massive amount of soupy goodness, when really, each bowlful amounted to just a few thinly spread ounces. The problem with said plates disguised as bowls is that they were impossible to carry on a tray; the soup just sloshed from side to side, predictably spilling over the lip each time you traipsed from the kitchen to the customer’s table, no matter how steady your hands were. Jack, the owner, and his fat “little” brother, who went by Jon-Jon (ridiculous, I know), insisted that we carry the trays up high, like waitresses on roller-skates at a goddamn carhop. It’s part of the charm, they said. The word charm was used loosely to justify the outdated décor, in my opinion.

If you ordered the “bottomless” tortilla soup bowl, you had to shamefully raise a miniature flag on a tiny flagpole screwed to the end of your table. It was an abominable mechanism, truly, but it achieved Jack and Jon-Jon’s desired effect: no one ever, not even a three-hundred-pound man with a passion for Tex-Mex, would raise the flag more than twice; it was too humiliating.

Unfortunately, this type of ploy to get people into the restaurant without the business losing money didn’t draw a high-tipping clientele, so Tuesdays were a bust for the waitresses at Blackbird’s. We made no money and we always went home with a healthy amount of tortilla soup splattered on our white tuxedo shirts. (Yes, we wore tuxedo shirts and bow ties in a pie-and-fry diner; more of that charm I guess.) But this particular Tuesday was the worst.



“I FEEL LIKE I’m in hell. Have you seen the guy at table twenty-three?” Helen, my best friend, roommate, and fellow waitress, said to me in the side station.

I peeked around the wall and spotted a gray-haired man eating by himself. “Yeah, what about him?”

“He asked for an avocado al dente. Who the fuck uses the term ‘al dente’ to describe an avocado?”

“You know what he means though, right?” I was laughing but Helen was serious.

“Yes, but this isn’t Spago. He’d be lucky to get a green avocado at this place.”

“It’s not that bad,” I said as I filled a plastic cup with Coke. The fountain dispenser started huffing and puffing little bursts of air. “Fucking shit, the CO2 is running out. Can you go tell Jon-Jon?”

“Sorry, I have to get twenty-one’s order.” As Helen left the side station, I watched her hips sway from side to side as she breezed into the dining room. Helen knew she had a good body and that men gawked at her. She walked slowly and rhythmically, which made me think she liked the attention.

I, on the other hand, walked fast everywhere, with my shoulders slumped and my head down. People would always say, “You’re a pretty girl, Charlotte. Why do you walk like an old man?” My response was usually something like, “I don’t know, it’s just the way I walk.” Lame, I know, but I didn’t put much thought into how I was perceived. Probably because the only thing I really liked about my entire body was my long, reddish-brown hair. I had big brown eyes that my brother called “poop colored” and freckles that, thankfully, were fading as I got older. Still, if you asked me to draw a self-portrait, I’d unconsciously add the freckles. It’s like that Freudian theory that says you’re a perpetual child in your own mind.

“Did I hear my name?” Jon-Jon was suddenly standing inappropriately close to me as I unscrewed the large CO2 cylinder.

“Can you fix this?” I was bent over with my ass in the air.

“You seem to be doing a pretty good job.”

I popped up straight. “Why are you so pervy? You’re gonna get sued one day.” Had I not been fired from two jobs already that year, I never would have put up with Jon-Jon’s crap, but I needed the money and I was not in a position to lose another job. I think it goes without saying that waitressing wasn’t my career of choice, though that wasn’t my biggest problem. I had a degree in nutrition and my real estate license, and I was a certified massage therapist. See a pattern? At one point I actually thought I wanted to become a horse jockey. I’d never even been on a horse, but repeat viewings of Seabiscuit were enough to persuade me.

“Relax, Charlotte, out of the way.” Jon-Jon moved his tubby little body in front of me and took over replacing the cylinder.

I looked into the dining room to see raised flags on three of my tables. It was time for some ingenuity. I found a large pitcher under the dishwasher’s station. “Can I use this?” I held it up to one of the busboys.

“Sure, Gutterfoot,” he said. Did I mention that everyone at Blackbird’s called me Gutterfoot? Directly underneath the big metal trays where we stacked dirty dishes was a one-foot-by-one-foot drain where we scraped all the nasty food that was left on the plates. Sometimes it got clogged, and very rarely, a waitress would step in it. Some shitty Tuesday when I was in a hurry, I was that waitress, and the damn thing was practically overflowing with what looked like vomit. It wasn’t actual vomit, of course, but if ever you need something to really resemble vomit, a mixture of soup, meatloaf scraps, pie, soda, and beer is pretty much as close as you can get. The sludge went halfway up my right calf, but I just pulled my foot out and smiled, briefly thanking some higher-up somewhere. On any other day of the week, this incident would have enraged me, but it was a Tuesday. I thought for sure I’d get sent home and be relieved of my duties as soup peddler. I was wrong. Jack said we were too slammed, so I had to stay and distribute bottomless bowls of tortilla soup with a sopping-wet pant leg and shoes filled with rotting food sludge. Naturally, I got nicknamed Gutterfoot.

I took the pitcher and began ladling tortilla soup into it when Jon-Jon found me. “Charlotte, what are you doing now?” he asked.

“I have a bunch of refills. This’ll make it faster and easier.”

“You know you’ve been on thin ice since the closet caper, right? We don’t serve soup via pitcher,” Jon-Jon said.

“I’m being efficient! And, anyway, the closet stunt was Helen’s doing.” We always got blamed for each other’s mistakes because we were inseparable. A couple of weeks before, when our shift had gotten slow, she’d told me to find Jon-Jon and ask him if he’d fixed the door to the linen closet. I’d known she was up to something.

When Jon-Jon had opened the closet, Helen jumped out and yelled, “Wah!” He’d fallen back on the floor and clutched his heart immediately; a man with his kind of dumpy little body was totally a candidate for sudden cardiac arrest. Luckily we hadn’t been responsible for his untimely death . . . yet.

“You were part of it,” he said.

“No, I really wasn’t.”

Helen came bouncing through the kitchen. “Dude, you have flags up on, like, every one of your tables. People have no dignity.”

“I’m going, I’m going.”

Jon-Jon was right. Tortilla soup should not be served via pitcher, but if anyone asked, I would say it was part of the charm at Blackbird’s.

After our shift slowed down, I pulled a little closet caper of my own. I knew when Helen went on break that she’d sometimes make out with Luc in the linen closet. They’d been sucking each other’s faces off for about six months. He was a French dude who had flunked out of some hoity-toity pastry school in France and now was stuck at Blackbird’s, making pies for the masses. He was actually surprisingly proud of his job, despite the fact that he made minimum wage. His pie technique was incredible, and he had the freedom to make every kind of pie he wanted. Somehow, this aroused Helen. I tried not to judge, but I could barely watch Helen’s face whenever Luc said anything. He pronounced her name Huh-leen, and every time he said it, she practically had an orgasm.

The first time they met, he’d kissed her hand and whispered in her ear, “You and I would make beautiful babies.” Helen had turned into a pile of goo, and she was Luc’s ever since. He’d helped both of us get hired at Blackbird’s—I was between careers, and Helen hadn’t landed a substantial acting gig in eight years—so I just rolled my eyes and kept my mouth shut whenever I saw Helen throwing him seductive looks.

But when I swung the linen closet open, it was just Helen sitting on a stool, puffy-eyed and holding a bottle of vodka she’d clearly swiped from Jon-Jon’s famous Bloody Mary bar.

“What are you doing?”

“Luc broke up with me.” She sniffled.

“What? Just now? Why?”

“He was rambling something in half French, half En-glish, so I didn’t catch it all. Something about a ship running its course, and overripe peaches. He was smiling the whole time, that bastard.” She took a swig and hiccupped.

“How do you know he was breaking up with you?”

“Because he said, ‘Huh-leen, it was a beautiful think, you and me, but eet is over.’ ”

She unintentionally made Luc’s accent sound Mexican, and it made me laugh. “I’m sorry, but honestly, you’re better off. I mean, those bright-pink tennis shoes and that permanent five-o’clock shadow . . . come on. I bet he wears Speedos.”

“He does!” She burst into tears.

I bent and hugged her around her shoulders. “Don’t worry, babe; there will be other, less stinky fish in the sea.”

She straightened up. “He smells, doesn’t he?”

“Like body odor mixed with pie dough. It’s offensive.”

“I need a rebound.” Her eyes shot open and she raised her index finger to the closet ceiling. “That’s it, we’re going out tonight.”

I shook my head. “I’m too tired, and you shouldn’t be going out tonight, either. It won’t make you feel any better. The first night of a breakup should be about Chinese food, ice cream, and bad TV.”

“I’ll let you dye my hair tomorrow,” she offered.

“Wait. Really?”

Helen nodded like an excited puppy.

“Ugh. Deal.” I had been contemplating going to cosmetology school, but I didn’t have enough people to practice on. Helen changed her hair color after every breakup—it was currently a pale shade of purple—but she’d never let me near her hair before.

“I’m thinking chartreuse,” she said, rising from her stool.

“Chartreuse will look great on you!” I gave her a bone-crushing hug of gratitude. “We’ll get some Manic Panic tomorrow. So, where do you want to go tonight?”

“Ladies!” Jon-Jon barked. “Out of the closet. Do I have to remind you that this is a place of business?”

We peeked our heads around the door. “We weren’t doing anything, Jon-Jon. We just wanted a break in peace,” I said.

“Well, take your break outside. You two are getting phased for the night.” He made a circular motion with his hand in front of his face, which was the symbol for, Wrap up your tables because you’re going home.

“Thank you, Jesus!” Helen shouted. Once the rush was over, every waiter wanted to get phased. You didn’t really make any money after the dinner rush, and the waiters who had to stay late ended up doing boring side work, like filling up saltshakers and ketchup bottles. It sucked.

“Did we decide where we’re going tonight?” I asked Helen while we wiped down our empty tables.

“How about Villains?”

I gave her a wide grin. “Perfect.”



2. Muse

Villains was an unpretentious tavern with live music about five blocks from our apartment in the Arts District of Downtown LA, where Helen and I had been living together for the last eight years. I’d heard of other people’s friendships imploding after they became roommates with their BFFs, but Helen and I were always joined at the hip. We’d known each other since we were little kids growing up in the same suburban cul-de-sac, and we’d been together through twelve years of grade school and four years of college at UCLA. If we had any problem, it was that we were maybe too comfortable with the idea of becoming spinsters together.

Helen loved Villains because, deep down, I was pretty sure her Plan B was to become some rock god’s muse. Whenever we’d go to a concert, she’d stand in front of the crowd near the stage and sway back and forth in an attempt to get the attention of the lead singer. It wasn’t subtle. I’d usually sit at the bar and watch the spectacle from afar.

When it came to dating, I always waited to be approached. I’d had boyfriends, but nothing had lasted longer than a year. I had a way of turning every date into a yearlong relationship instead of getting out early, when I knew it wouldn’t last. I just couldn’t get into the one-night-stand scene. But Helen had no rules about anything. I envied her for that.

After our shift ended, we went back to our apartment and peeled off a layer of tortilla soup, got ready, then headed to Villains around ten. I was wearing my party uniform—black blouse and jeans—and Helen was in a red, high-waisted, A-line skirt and sleeveless white blouse with platform heels. She always looked way hipper than me.

Once inside the bar, she shouted, “Damn it!” I followed her gaze to the stage where an all-girl band was setting up.

“Bummer,” I said.

“Let’s leave, Charlie. This is lame.”

“No, I like it here. It’s so close to our apartment. Don’t make me go back out there.”

The lead singer approached the mic and tapped on it. “Check, check.” When she tore off a crazy guitar riff, Helen’s face lit up. “Okay, fine. We can stay for a while, but we’re getting shots!”

Remember how I said Helen had no rules? She liked attention, and it didn’t matter who it came from. We sat at the bar and took shot after shot, forgetting all about tortilla soup, Luc, and the messiness of our lives. An hour into the set, Helen left me to approach the stage. She stood near the front and tried desperately to get the lead singer’s attention, but the woman wasn’t having it. Maybe she was straight? After more shots and watching Helen’s pathetic attempts to catch the singer’s eye, I found myself sitting in a booth, comforting a rejected—and very drunk—Helen.

“Why doesn’t anyone want me?” she slurred. “Not even that gay chick with the guitar.”

“Well, no one hit on me either.”

“No one ever hits on you, Charlie! You’re standoffish!”

“What? No I’m not,” I whined.

“Your eyes scream, ‘Stay away, I hate one-night stands.’ ”

“Everyone hates one-night stands. They’re awkward as hell.”

“You’re just a prude.”

“Ugh. Let’s go home, I’m over tonight, and I don’t want you throwing up in this bar.” Between Helen, my brother, my mom, and Helen’s mom, I got enough crap about the state of my love life.

“No, I wanna dance.” Helen slid out of the booth and fell directly on her ass with a thump. I pulled her up by the armpits, wrapped my arm around her waist, and started dragging her toward the door. We were making a scene, but Helen was finally getting her wish: the lead singer was staring at her, along with everyone else in the bar.

“I got it, I got it,” she said.

“I don’t think so, babe. You can’t even walk.” I propped open the door to the bar with my foot and led her out onto the street.

“I think I got roofied,” she slurred as her head lolled against my shoulder.

“I think it’s the ten shots you took, not to mention the vodka from earlier.”

We turned a corner and I looked up just in time to see a guy standing directly in front of us with his head down, staring at something written on his palm. “ ’Scuse us,” I muttered, trying to navigate around him, but he was standing in the middle of the sidewalk, holding a bag full of what looked like Chinese takeout.

“Yum, is that Chinese food?” Helen asked.

The guy looked up at her strangely and then looked down at the bag in his hand. He was wearing shorts, flip-flops, and a black hoodie, which shadowed his eyes. Not the most fashion-conscious outfit. “Oh this? Yeah, it is. Are you hungry?”

I started pulling Helen forward. “Come on,” I whispered. “You can’t eat some random guy’s Chinese food on the street.”

She stumbled but caught herself before falling over.

The man walked to her other side. “Let me help you,” he said.

“No, no, we’re fine,” I protested, but Helen had already slung her arm around his shoulder. She reached up and pulled his hood back, and he turned toward her, nonplussed, his striking brown eyes wide with curiosity. He was undeniably good-looking, and would be in anyone’s book. “I’m Adam,” he said. “Let me help you.”

“Nice to meet you, Adam. I’m Trixie and that’s Dottie. I think we got this.” I said.

Adam grinned. Two deep dimples punctuated his cheeks. “Trixie and Dottie, for real?”

“Yep,” I said curtly.

Helen rolled her eyes. “That’s Charlotte and I’m Helen.”

I elbowed her in the ribs. She leaned in and whispered, “He has Chinese food and he’s cute.” She said the last part a little too loud, which made Adam smile.

“Adam, do you live around here?” I asked.

“Yeah, I live on Molina.”

“Why were you headed in the opposite direction then?”

He looked straight ahead so I couldn’t see his face. “I must’ve gotten flipped around.”

I looked at him curiously. Maybe he’s new to the neighborhood? That would explain why I haven’t seen him around.

“You wanna eat at our apartment?” Helen slurred.

“That’s okay,” Adam said. “I’ll just walk you to your place.”

“It’s right up here.” I pointed to the steps leading to the front door of our building. “This is good here; I’ll get her up the rest of the way.”

He stopped, looked at the side of our building, and crooked his head. “Ahhh, man, I love that mural. It’s like wolves dancing in a bed of flowers.”

I followed his gaze to the large, abstract mural that took up the whole side of our building in a riot of grays, pinks, oranges, and blues.

“We always thought those streaks were blood,” Helen said, making sweeping motions with her hand.

“That’s a pretty gruesome interpretation. Those are pink and red flowers, obviously,” he countered. “Their beauty is meant to emphasize the equally wild beauty of the wolves.”

I tipped my head and squinted. “Now that you mention it, they do look like flowers. But why are the wolves angry if they’re dancing in a field of flowers?”

“Maybe they’re allergic,” Helen offered.

“Who says they’re angry?” Adam replied. “The flowers are rising up from the ground to embrace them. To me, they look happy.”

I stared at him as he stared at the mural, completely transfixed. Silence washed over us as we stood in the street, two best friends and a stranger sharing an oddly sincere moment together.

“Well, it was nice meeting you, Adam,” I said, gently breaking our collective daze. “Thanks for your help.”

“No problem. It was nice to meet you, ladies.” He nodded at us, gave a little wave, and headed up the street. But as we turned and made our way up the stairs, we heard Adam call out, “Oh, I almost forgot!” He jogged back toward us, pulling a take-out container from his plastic bag. “Here, I told you I’d share.” He held the little carton out to me and looked into my eyes with total sincerity. He pushed his thick, wavy brown hair back with his other hand, and I felt something pull within me.

“That’s okay.”

“No, we’ll take it!” Helen swatted at the box, ripping it from Adam’s grasp.

He chuckled at her and then turned his attention back to me. I couldn’t pull my gaze from his, from that face full of kindness, those eyes that turned down slightly at the corners, giving him a slightly sad air. I should’ve felt uncomfortable, but I didn’t.

You know when you’re looking at someone and you can’t help but smile at how oblivious they are to their own charm? That’s what was happening to me, and it was making me feel . . . happy. Euphoric. Something indescribable. It was like we already knew each other, like we had met in a previous life. Memories that didn’t exist began exploding in my mind like fireworks.

I smiled at him; he smiled back. There was some sort of affinity between us, but I didn’t know where it was coming from, exactly. I didn’t know this guy half an hour ago, but now I needed to know him.

He glanced past me at the mural, and then he searched my eyes, squinting. “Have we met before?” he asked. Is he feeling it, too?

“No, I don’t think so.”

“But you seem so familiar to me.”

“I know, right?” I said with conviction.

He reached out for a handshake, the whole time never taking his eyes off mine. “Maybe we both have familiar faces.”

“Like, average faces?” I asked.

“Yours is anything but average.” I felt that same pull again. I let him shake my hand for an unusually long time while he continued studying me. He turned it over, palm up, and ran his index finger across it. “Long life line,” he said.

“Thanks. I think.” If he wasn’t so adorable and if I wasn’t feeling the magnetism so fiercely, I’m sure my subconscious would have been screaming, Is this guy a serial killer?

Helen yawned audibly and I realized Adam and I were just standing there, staring at each other in a trance.

“Bye, Adam,” I whispered.

His kind eyes crinkled. “Bye, Charlotte.”

I swallowed and pulled my hand out of his. After he turned to head down the street, Helen said, “What on earth was that?”

“What do you mean?” I was still blinking out of my trancelike state.

“He could have impregnated you with that look.”

I jogged up the stairs to our apartment. “Yeah, he was kinda . . .”

“Hot!” Helen blurted.

I was going to say strange, even though I liked that about him.

She went on. “Did you see the way he looked at the mural?”

“Yeah, I thought it was sweet.”

Helen stood near the door, waiting for me to unlock it. “You should have asked him out. I would have been all over that guy if he looked at me like that.”

“Too late, I guess.”

Once inside, Helen hopped up on the countertop, which sat in front of the sliding glass door that led to a small balcony overlooking the front of our building. She tore open the Chinese takeout box and began eating directly from it with the chopsticks Adam had given her.

“I can’t believe you’re eating that,” I said from the couch.

“It’s delicious!” she mumbled through a mouthful of noodles.

I rested my head against the back of the couch, closed my eyes, and yawned. “I think I’m gonna go to bed.”

“Oh my god!”

“What?” I turned around quickly.

“Look, look, there he is!” Helen was pointing toward the sliding glass door.

I popped up, slid the door open, and ran out onto the balcony. From our second-story apartment you could see all the way down to the corner, to where Adam was standing stock-still, gazing up at the street sign.

“What’s he doing?” Helen asked, joining me on the balcony.

“I think he’s lost.”

“Should we help him?”

“Adam?” I called out. He turned around and began shuffling toward our building.

“Now you can get his number,” Helen said under her breath.

“Look at him, he has no idea where he is,” I said.

“Maybe this is some weird act.”

“Adam? Are you okay?” I shouted

“Yeah. I haven’t lived here that long and I forgot my phone.” He was looking up at us from the street.

Helen leaned into me. “Help him. Let him use your phone.”

“I’ll come down and help you,” I said.

As I was walking toward the door, Helen followed me out. “Tell him he can use your phone in exchange for a kiss.”

“Not if you’re going to be watching us from the window, weirdo.”

I don’t know what changed inside of me; maybe it was his sweet smile as he stared up at me like a lost puppy while clutching his Chinese food, or maybe I was tired of always being the one to sit back and watch.

His eyes were wide when I met him on the stairs in front of the building. I held my phone out. “You want to punch your address into the GPS?”

Taking it from my hands he said, “Yeah, thanks so much.”

“Sure.” He handed me the Chinese food to hold as he read an address off his palm and plugged it into the maps app on my phone.

“So you’re brand-new to the area?” I asked.

“Uh huh, yeah . . . sorta. Okay, left, left, right three blocks, left, then right. Left, left, right three, then left, right.” He was studying the screen.

“You live right by Bar Kenner, in those brick lofts?”

He gave me a thumbs-up. “You got it.”

I raised an eyebrow. Those were very expensive lofts. “That’s pretty close,” I said.

“You go there? Bar Kenner?” he asked.

“Yeah, Helen and I go there after work sometimes.”

He smiled when he noticed I was staring at his mouth. “You want to go there and get a drink?”

Oh my god, he’s asking me out. Be cool. “Sure. When?”

“Right now?” He shrugged, revealing his dimples again. “Life’s short.”

I took my phone back and looked at the time. It was eleven thirty. “It’s kinda late.”

Coward! I shouted inwardly.

“Go ahead! Go!” came a voice from above. No, it wasn’t God; it was Helen, standing on the balcony—eavesdropping, of course.

“I’ll sweeten the deal and let you have some of my cold kung pao chicken.”

“That’s very enticing,” I said.

“I mean, I understand if you can’t,” he said, picking up on my hesitation. “It’s late. Rain check?”

“Go with him!” Helen shouted.

“Sure. Do you want my number?”

He looked around and shoved his hands into his pockets like he was searching for a pen but coming up short. That’s when I made the decision.

“Screw it. Let’s get a drink now. Wait here, I need to grab a sweater.”

“I’ll be here,” he said.

I ran back to the apartment, a huge smile on my face.



3. Soul Affinity

I took the stairs two at a time and burst through the door. Helen was waiting for me. “He’s precious, all doe-eyed and unassuming,” she said. I ran around searching for a sweater while she continued talking. “He must have a decent job; he’s wearing a Tag watch, and those lofts near Bar Kenner are super expensive.”

“The watch doesn’t exactly fit his style. Maybe it was a gift?”

“He was just running out for takeout.” She braced my shoulders, stopping me from spinning in circles. “Don’t be standoffish. This guy seems nice. Plus he’s hot. Did I mention that?”

“Why do you and my brother insist on bringing up how standoffish I am?”

“Because you have a pretty bad track record. It’s time to change that. Just go have a drink with him and be chill.”

“It’s late and he’s a stranger. We just met on the street. Am I not allowed to be a little nervous?”

“Text every five minutes if that makes you feel better. I’ll stay up. Besides, it’s only two blocks away and you’ll be in public. You’ve done way shadier stuff than this. Remember when you met that guy at the Museum of Death?”

“Ugh, don’t remind me.”

“Wasn’t he wearing a dog collar?”

I was still rummaging through my closet for the perfect sweater, trying to ignore Helen. “Yes, yes he was.”

“What was the thing about his name?”

I laughed. “He told me his name was Atticus Danger and then I saw his ID; it said Albert Davis. Part of the skull and bones tattoo on his forearm rubbed off when I spilled my margarita on him at dinner.”

“And you’re worried about this guy? Just take an Uber if he creeps you out that bad.”

I gave her pistol fingers, even though I had already made up my mind. “That’s a good plan. I’ll go.”

“I’m proud of you. You never do anything fun. Ooh, maybe you guys will bone!”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’m going to have a drink. Stop pimping me out.” I hurried to the door. “If you don’t get a text from me by two a.m., file a missing persons report.”

I heard her cackling gleefully as the door shut behind me.

Adam watched me closely as I made my way down the stairs toward him for the second time that night. “You look lovely.”

“I just put on a sweater.”

“Well, you look lovely in that sweater.”

“Thank you.”

He took my hand in his. “Come on.”

I pulled him the other way. “It’s this way.”

“Oh right, ha! Just testing you.”

I honestly didn’t know what I was thinking, leaving my house at almost midnight on a dark street, four blocks from Skid Row, with a stranger. I guess my intuition wasn’t sounding any alarms when it came to Adam.

We found two seats at the bar and ordered the same glass of wine, so Adam suggested we get a bottle. “Why not?” I said, fully throwing caution to the wind.

“So, Charlotte, tell me about yourself. What do you do?”

“Well, I work at Blackbird’s, that shitty restaurant on Fourth. But I’m saving up to go to cosmetology school.”

“Blackbird’s? The place with the Bloody Mary bar and those weird flags?”

“That’s the one!” I said, with equal parts triumph and embarrassment.

“Good tortilla soup, though, right?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Time to change the subject. “What about you, Adam?”

“I used to be a lawyer, actually.”

“A lawyer?” I didn’t expect that.

“Yeah, corporate litigation. The really depraved kind.” He smirked.

“What, did you find God or something?”

“Yeah, something like that.” He reached out and touched my bottom lip with his thumb. I had been chewing the inside of my mouth, a lovely habit I acquired as a toddler. “You’re gonna chew your mouth off.”

“I always do this.”

“It’s cute.”

“It’s kind of gross.”

“You’re right, it’s disgusting,” he said, but I could tell he was kidding.

“Hey!” I protested, and we both laughed. “So you were working as a corrupt lawyer and then you found God and quit? How do you afford that fancy Chinese take-out?”

He stared at me intensely for a moment. “Do you want to come over?” Whoa. That was abrupt.

“Um, what? To your house?”

“Yeah! Do you want to have a sleepover?” He waggled his eyebrows. Oh my god, this guy is forward.

“Honestly, that kind of freaks me out, Adam.” Truth be told, I totally wanted to have a sleepover at his house, but it was a little soon. Even by Helen’s standards.

“Okay, we’ll just have the wine then.” He took a sip as if he were totally unfazed by my rejection. “To answer your question, I’m taking a break from work. And I paint.”

“Houses?”

He laughed. “No, artwork.”

“Oh, that kind of painter.”

“Are you an art fan, Charlotte?”

“Who isn’t?”

“A lot of people, unfortunately.” He laughed. “Tell me more about your life, your family. How do you like to spend your time?”

He watched me like he was trying to commit everything I said to memory. There were things I noticed about him as he sat there, engrossed in my ramblings. First of all, he was insanely handsome. His skin and hair were just dark enough to make the brown of his eyes seem impossibly light, and he was tall and slim while looking strong and capable all at once.

It’s incredibly sexy when a man is as comfortable in his skin as Adam was. His motions were smooth, from the way he lifted his wineglass to his mouth to the way he gestured with his hands. There was an ease about him. And he was spontaneous and fun. It excited me.

“My mom and dad are still happily married, living in Thousand Oaks, where I grew up. I have a little brother, Chucky, who’s in school studying to be a dentist, just like my dad. Total golden boy. He’s kind of a dick. I’m close to my mom because she gets me, but my dad has always been hypercritical, at least of me. He calls me Paper Doll.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he thinks I’m fickle. Like I’ll float away in a gust of wind.”

“Wow. That’s kinda harsh.”

“Well, I guess I am a bit scattered.”

“You don’t seem like that to me.”

“You don’t know me that well.”

He smiled like he thought that had no bearing on the situation.

“Boyfriend?” he asked.

“No. You?”

“I’m straight.”

I punched him in the shoulder. “I mean, do you have a girlfriend?”

He smiled. God, those dimples. Those lips. I couldn’t look away from him; it was as if we were inhabiting our own little vignette, separate from the rest of the bar. He squinted and then shook his head.

“What?” I asked.

“You’re really beautiful, Charlotte. And . . . I want to kiss you.”

“This is moving really fast, Adam,” I stammered.

“Life’s short,” he said again, looking intently into my eyes, entranced.

I held up my palm. “Not mine.”

“Braggart,” he whispered as he leaned in, watching my mouth.

We met halfway and suddenly we were kissing. Slowly, delicately. No other body parts touching but our lips.

He pulled away and opened his eyes. “Do you want to come to my house and have a sleepover?”

“You asked me already.”

“What was your answer again?”

“My answer was yes, absolutely, without a doubt. Let’s go back to your place.”

He pulled out his wallet and threw some money on the bar before holding up the bottle of wine to the bartender. “Can we take this?”

The bartender pushed the cork back into the half-empty bottle and then placed it in a paper bag and handed it to Adam. “See you soon, Adam,” he said.

“Yeah, you too, man.”

“Do you know him?” I asked.

“Sure. He’s the bartender here.” He held out his hand to help me off the stool. “Come on, kid, let’s have a pajama party.”

We walked hand in hand toward Adam’s apartment building. “You don’t seem lawyerly,” I said.

“What’s lawyerly? Like, douche-y?”

“No, like . . . disciplined. Tightly wound. High-strung. You were roaming the streets in the middle of the night, wearing flip-flops and offering Chinese food to strangers.”

“You must not know very many lawyers. Anyway, now I’m roaming the streets in the middle of the night, wearing flip-flops, carrying Chinese food, and holding your hand. I win. And there’s nothing more lawyerly than winning.”

I laughed. “Should I prepare myself for a ridiculously clean and organized loft? Like, will I have to take my shoes off?”

“It’s a total mess. I’m actually a little embarrassed,” he said, but I don’t think he was truly embarrassed. He just seemed too confident to be embarrassed about anything.

Adam stopped suddenly when he spotted a BMW parked crookedly in a space on the street in front of his building. It was decorated with several orange envelopes, which I recognized as parking tickets. “Shit, I didn’t even notice those earlier.” He began pulling the envelopes off one by one until he was holding a healthy stack.

“Is that your car?”

“No, I’m going to pay this poor fool’s parking tickets. Yes, it’s my car, silly.”

“Are you going to pay those?”

“No. I’m going to throw them away.”

“You’re not serious.”

“I am. I’ve learned lately that I only have so many fucks to give. I’ll move my car tomorrow, but tonight, I don’t give a fuck about these parking tickets, or the car.”

“What do you give a fuck about?”

“Getting to know you.” He squinted. “Maybe even painting you.” I didn’t believe for one second he was going to throw the tickets away, but I was getting the sense that Adam was undergoing some sort of change in his life. People who become lawyers aren’t the type to forget their phone at home and amass a ton of parking tickets. I wondered what happened at his job that had turned him into the person in front of me at that moment.

When we got to the top of the stairs, he stared at his keys for a while. “Here we go,” he said, but the first one didn’t work. The second one opened the door. “You know the bartender at that bar we were just at, but you don’t know which key opens your front door?” I teased. He just winked at me.

It was a traditional high-beamed, open loft space with big floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the street. The other walls were exposed brick. There were canvases, tarps, and paint supplies everywhere—literally hundreds of paintings just leaning in stacks against the walls. Other than a few kitchen appliances, a dresser, and a small table with two chairs, there was only a bed. No other furniture. The bed was unmade. I noticed the first four paintings I saw were of women. One in a park, one in a taxi, one lying across a bed in a flowing orange dress, and one looking out onto the ocean.

The loft was, in fact, a mess. It wasn’t filthy—it was actually quite clean—but there were items strewn about everywhere. I spotted a bra hanging over the chair near the table. I spun around and glared at Adam.

“You never answered me. Do you have a girlfriend?”

“No, that’s my friend’s. She models for me.”

“It looks like you have a lot of friends who model for you,” I shot back.

He looked at me curiously. “Does that bother you?”

“No,” I said lightly, suddenly feeling insecure.

“Are you hungry? I’m starving. And we need to finish this.” He held up the bottle of wine. “Plus, this is the best Chinese food ever.”

I had a feeling I was heading straight for bedpost-notch town. I’d never been there and frankly never wanted to go down that road. Until I met Adam.

“Okay,” I said. So what if he slept with a bunch of girls and then painted pictures of them? He was an artist. Isn’t that what artists were known for? Weren’t they so romantic that they’d cut their own ears off and mail them to the women they loved?

Wait, that’s not romantic; that’s insane.

Helen’s dumb bucket list had all kinds of things wrong with it, including being someone’s muse. If I became Adam’s muse, just for one night, would I get an ear in the mail the next day?

I banished my crazy thoughts and continued to walk around Adam’s apartment. His paintings were gorgeous—truly stunning. They were current but also felt classic, in the way that figurative paintings sometimes are. Some of the portraits were photorealistic, and others were intentionally out of proportion, like a Picasso. I wondered if my image would ever get lost in a stack somewhere in his cluttered loft.

I followed him into the kitchen area. He dished the food out onto two plates and then stuck them in the microwave. When I leaned against the counter near the microwave, he took my hands and spun me around to lean against the counter on the other side. “You shouldn’t stand near the microwave when it’s on.”

“Why?”

“It’ll cook your brains.”

“You don’t actually believe that.”

He opened his eyes wide. “Yeah, I do.”

I chuckled. “So, what’s the plan?”

“We’re chilling. We’re hanging out,” he said with his back toward me.

“This feels way too comfortable for two people who don’t know each other at all.”
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