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Chapter One




Istepped off the train at Penn Station and the crowd swallowed me whole. Bodies moved in every direction, fast and purposeful, everyone going somewhere. I stood on the platform with my duffel bag slung over one shoulder and watched them flow around me like I was a rock in a stream. The air smelled like coffee, diesel, and something frying from a food cart. Announcements echoed off the high ceiling in a garbled loop that might have been English.

I scanned the platform for Dustin or Trey. Neither of them appeared. I checked near the stairs, near the benches, near the cluster of people waiting by the elevator.

Nothing.

A small knot formed in my chest, equal parts annoyance and resignation. Dustin had said they would meet me here. He’d texted two weeks ago.

We’ll be there bro, don’t stress.

I’d known better than to count on it. That was why I had asked him for the address last week and saved it in my phone.

I waited another five minutes in case they were just running late. The crowd thinned as my train emptied and the platform cleared. Still no sign of them.

I pulled out my phone and opened the maps app. The address loaded—Ridgewood, Queens. The blue dot on the screen showed me standing in Midtown Manhattan. The route looked simple enough.

I’d only been to New York once before, a weekend trip junior year with my ex, and we’d barely left Brooklyn. But the subway system was just colored lines and stops. I could figure it out.

I shouldered the duffel bag higher and started toward the exit. The bag wasn’t heavy, but it was awkward, stuffed too full with clothes I should have gotten rid of years ago. Everything I owned fit inside it.

The main concourse of Penn Station stretched out in front of me, wide and fluorescent and packed with people. I followed the signs for the exit and came up onto Seventh Avenue. The noise and the cold hit at the same time, the wind funneling down the avenue and cutting straight through my jacket.

I checked my phone again. Herald Square was two blocks east. I walked there with the duffel bag knocking against my hip, crossing through crowds of people who all seemed to know exactly where they were going.

The subway entrance at Herald Square swallowed me into stale, thick air, warmer than the cold street but heavy enough to make me want to hold my breath. I bought a MetroCard at a machine that took three tries to accept my card, then passed through the turnstile and followed the signs down to the M train platform.

The train arrived a few minutes later. I got on and found a seat near the door. The car was half full, a mix of tourists with suitcases and locals who stared at their phones or into the middle distance. I held the duffel bag on my lap and watched the stations go by.

The train crossed the Williamsburg Bridge and sunlight hit the windows for a moment, the river flashing below, before we dropped back underground into Brooklyn. The people around me shifted and changed at each stop. The train climbed onto elevated tracks somewhere past Myrtle Avenue and the sunlight came back and stayed. I looked out the window and watched the buildings pass below. Rows of low rooftops, fire escapes, laundry on lines, tar paper and gravel. The neighborhood changed as we moved deeper into Brooklyn and then into Queens. Fewer brownstones, more brick.

I got off at Forest Avenue. The platform was elevated, open to the air, with a view of the street below and the buildings stretching out in every direction. The neighborhood looked quieter than the parts of Brooklyn I had passed through. Less foot traffic, fewer cars. I walked down the stairs to the street and pulled up the map on my phone. The apartment was five blocks away. I started walking.

The buildings were three and four stories, mostly brick, with storefronts on the ground floors. A deli, a laundromat, a cell phone repair shop with bars on the windows. The sidewalks were cracked and uneven. A man stood smoking outside a bodega with his hands jammed in his coat pockets, and a couple of kids pedaled past with their hoods up against the cold.

I found the building halfway down the block. It was a narrow three-story brick rowhouse with a laundromat on the ground floor. The windows of the laundromat were fogged with steam, and through them I could see rows of washers and dryers. The entrance to the apartments was a separate door to the right of the laundromat, painted dark green and scuffed around the handle. There was no buzzer system, just three mailboxes mounted on the wall next to the door with apartment numbers written in faded marker. One of them said 3R in handwriting.

I pulled the front door open and stepped into a narrow hallway that smelled like detergent and old carpet. The stairs started directly in front of me, steep and covered in worn linoleum that might have been brown once. Scuffed beige walls ran up to the ceiling, where a water stain bled down from one corner.

The stairs creaked under my weight. The duffel bag banged against the wall on the turns. By the time I reached the third floor I was breathing harder than I should have been. The hallway at the top was narrow and dim, lit by a single bulb in a fixture that hung crooked from the ceiling. Two doors faced each other. The one on the right had a brass 3R nailed to it at eye level.

I knocked, three solid raps.

Nothing.

I waited, shifted the duffel bag to my other shoulder, and knocked again, harder this time.

Movement inside. Footsteps, slow and heavy. A muffled voice said something I couldn’t make out. The lock turned and the door opened.

Dustin stood in the doorway in a pair of basketball shorts and nothing else. His hair stuck up on one side and his eyes were half closed. He blinked at me like he was trying to place my face, then broke into a grin.

“Oh shit,” he said. “Nate. Dude. What time is it?”

“Around two,” I said.

“Fuck.” He ran a hand over his face and shook his head. “Man, I’m sorry. I was supposed to meet you at Penn, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Bro, I am so sorry. We got back from this thing in Bushwick like six this morning and I just crashed hard. I set an alarm, I swear to God, but I must have turned it off in my sleep or something.” He stepped forward and pulled me into a hug before I could react. His skin was warm and he smelled like sweat and weed. He clapped me on the back twice and stepped back. “Seriously, my bad. You find it okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It was fine.”

“Good. Man, come in, come in.” He moved aside and waved me through the door.

I stepped into the apartment. The space opened directly into a narrow living room, a galley kitchen visible at the far end. The air was layered with the stale sweetness of weed and the sour tang of old beer. Scuffed hardwood ran the length of the floor, unswept for what looked like weeks.

“So, yeah. Welcome to the palace.” Dustin closed the door behind me and locked it. He stretched, his back cracking, and gestured around the room like he was showing off something impressive. “I know it’s not huge, but it’s got good energy, you know? We’ve had some legendary nights in this place.”

A flat-screen TV balanced on a cheap particleboard stand against the left wall, surrounded by tangled cords and a gaming console. Two mismatched folding chairs faced it. Between them, a small wooden coffee table covered in empty beer bottles, takeout containers, and a glass pipe.

And against the right wall, the couch. The one that had been promised to me.

The upholstery was brown and cracked and peeling in places. The cushions sagged in the middle. A flat pillow with no pillowcase and a balled-up blanket sat on one end.

That was where I was going to sleep.

I set the duffel bag down on the floor next to the door.

Dustin was still grinning, his eyes a little clearer now but still heavy with sleep. He looked soft around the middle in a way he hadn’t been in high school. His chest and stomach were pale and doughy. He scratched his stomach absently and walked past me into the kitchen.

“You want something to drink?” he called over his shoulder. “We got beer, we got… I think there’s some Gatorade in here somewhere.”

“I’m good,” I said.

He opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of Blue Moon. Takeout containers covered the counters around him. A stack of unwashed dishes filled the sink. He twisted the cap off and took a long drink.

“Trey’s still asleep,” he said. He leaned against the counter and looked at me. “He’ll be up in a few hours probably. We were gonna take you out tonight, show you around, but honestly I might need a nap first.” He laughed. “Getting old, man.”

“We’re only twenty-three,” I said.

“True. Plenty of epic nights left in the years to come, especially now that you’re here.” Dustin took another drink and gestured toward the couch with the bottle. “So yeah, I cleared some space under it for your bag and stuff. There’s a closet in the hall but it’s kind of full right now. We’ll figure it out.”

I crouched and checked underneath. About a foot of clearance, dust and crumbs on the floor. Enough room for the bag, though.

“It’s not bad once you get used to it,” Dustin said. He walked over and dropped onto one of the folding chairs. The chair creaked under his weight. “Honestly, we’re barely here anyway. Like, we’re out most nights, hitting shows, meeting people. This place is just where we sleep, you know? The real living happens out there.”

A sheet tacked up with thumbtacks covered the far window, letting through a flat gray light. A dark stain marked the carpet near the couch.

“You’re gonna love it, man.” He leaned back in the chair and stretched his legs out in front of him. “The scene here is insane. Way better than anything back home. We’ve got connections now, we know where all the good parties are. You’re gonna meet so many people. It’s gonna be sick.”

I looked at him. He was waiting for me to agree with him.

“Yeah,” I said.

Dustin finished his beer and set the empty bottle on the coffee table. His grin faded slightly. “You good?”

“Yeah. Just tired.”

“Right, yeah. Long trip. You should crash for a bit if you want. I’m gonna do the same.” He stood up and walked toward the hallway that led to the back of the apartment. “We’ll get you more set up later. Maybe grab some food, show you the neighborhood. It’s gonna be good, man. I’m glad you’re here.”

He disappeared down the hallway. A door closed a few seconds later.

I walked over to the couch and sat down. The cushions sank under me and I felt the springs through the fabric. I leaned back and stared at the ceiling. A crack ran from one corner to the other, jagged and dark.

The apartment was quiet except for the hum of the fridge and the sound of traffic from the street below.

I thought about the four hundred dollars a month I had agreed to pay Dustin to sleep on this couch.

The four hundred dollars I had left in my bank account.

The fact that I didn’t have a job yet, and that the only people I knew in this city were asleep in the back of this apartment at two in the afternoon.

I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. The burn mark on the armrest was the size of a quarter.

But hey, anything was better than staying back in my small town, constantly thinking about Sage.

It was time for a fresh start.


Chapter Two




Ikicked off my shoes and stretched out on the couch, trying to find a position that didn’t make the springs dig into my spine. The cushions gave nothing back. They just compressed until I hit something harder underneath. I shifted to my side, then to my back again, and finally settled into a half-reclined position with my head propped against the armrest.

I closed my eyes, but my brain wouldn’t shut off. Six hours on trains and I was still wired.

I pulled out my phone.

The screen lit up with notifications I’d ignored during the trip. There were a few texts from my mom asking if I had made it safely and a message from an old coworker at the restaurant back home saying good luck.

I opened Instagram without thinking about it. My thumb moved on its own, muscle memory from too many nights lying in bed scrolling when I should have been asleep.

The app loaded and Sage’s profile appeared at the top of my feed.

Don’t.

I tapped it anyway.

Her latest post had gone up four hours ago. A sunset over water, the sky painted in streaks of orange and pink that looked almost fake. The ocean stretched out flat and endless in the foreground. In the corner of the frame, a white building with blue shutters glowed against the darkening sky. The caption read: Santorini magic.

The photo showed no one else, but I knew she wasn’t there alone. Women were experts at that kind of careful curation.

I shoved the phone into my pocket.

I shifted again and closed my eyes. But Sage’s face surfaced behind my eyelids. The way she had looked at me the last time I saw her, standing in the parking lot of her apartment complex with her arms crossed and her expression somewhere between pity and exhaustion.

“I can’t do this anymore, Nate,” she’d said. “I can’t be the only one trying.”

She hadn’t been wrong.

A door opened and footsteps padded down the hallway, slow and uneven. I opened my eyes and turned my head toward the sound.

Trey appeared in the doorway, shirtless in gray sweatpants. His ribs showed under pale skin and dark circles ringed his eyes. He had always been lean, but this was something else. He shuffled into the living room without looking at me, heading straight for the kitchen.

He opened the fridge and stood there staring into it for a long moment. Then he froze. His head turned slowly toward the couch.

His eyes widened and he jerked back slightly, his hand gripping the fridge door.

“Jesus,” he said. “You scared the shit out of me.”

I sat up. “Sorry.”

He blinked at me, his brain clearly still catching up to the fact that I was sitting in his living room. Then recognition clicked into place and he smiled slowly.

He closed the fridge and walked over, his steps a little more purposeful now. “Holy shit, man. You’re here.”

“Yeah.” I stood up and he pulled me into a hug.

“When did you get in?”

“About half an hour ago.”

“Damn.” He ran a hand through his hair and looked around the apartment like he was seeing it for the first time. “Dustin didn’t tell me you were coming today. I thought it was next week or something.”

“He was supposed to meet me at Penn Station,” I said.

Trey’s smile turned sheepish. “Yeah, that sounds about right. He say anything to you?”

“He apologized.”

“Good. He should.” Trey walked back into the kitchen and opened the fridge again. This time he pulled out a bottle of water and twisted the cap off. He drank half of it in one long pull. “We were out late last night. This warehouse thing in Bushwick. It went until like six.”

“He mentioned that.”

“You would have loved it.” He leaned against the counter with a grin that was still half asleep but gaining energy. “Dude, it’s good to see you. It’s been what, two years?”

“About that.”

“Too long, man. Way too long.” He finished the water and tossed the empty bottle toward the trash can in the corner. It missed and hit the wall, bouncing onto the floor. He didn’t seem to notice. “You settled in okay? Dustin show you around?”

“Not really. He went back to sleep.”

Trey laughed. “Of course he did.” He dropped into one of the folding chairs and stretched his legs out. “Well, you’re here now. We’re gonna have a good time, man. I’m telling you, this city’s insane. It’s like everyone’s on the same wavelength.”

I sat back down on the couch.

“Perfect timing, actually,” he said. “There’s this party tonight. Like, a massive one. I got the intel from this guy we met last weekend, and he says it’s gonna be one of the best ones all month. Warehouse in Bed-Stuy, three floors, they’re bringing in some serious DJs from Europe.”

“Tonight?”

“Yeah. Starts around eleven, but we usually don’t roll up until like one or two. That’s when it really gets going.” He grinned and leaned forward. “It’s the perfect way to welcome you to the city, man. You gotta see what the scene is like here. It’s not like those little clubs back home. This is the real deal.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m pretty wiped from the trip.”

“Dude, you can sleep later. This is your first night in New York City. You can’t just sit here on the couch.” He gestured around the apartment like the couch was the worst fate imaginable. “Come out with us. I promise it’ll be worth it. You’ll meet people, you’ll see what we’ve been talking about.”

“I’m not sure I can even afford it right now,” I said.

Trey waved a hand like I had just said the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. “It’s like twenty bucks to get in, maybe thirty. And you don’t have to buy drinks if you don’t want to. Half the people there are just vibing anyway. It’s not about the money, man. It’s about the experience.”

I thought about it for a few more seconds, then sighed.

“Okay. I’ll go.”

Trey’s grin widened. He stood up and clapped his hands together once, loud enough to make me flinch. “There we go. That’s what I’m talking about. We’re gonna show you a good time, man. You’re gonna forget all about everything you left behind back home.”

I nodded. He walked back toward the hallway, still grinning, and disappeared into his room.


Chapter Three




Dustin and Trey moved around the apartment in that slow, purposeless way people do when they’re killing time until something else starts. I stayed on the couch and let the hours crawl. Trey showered first, then Dustin. They ate takeout from containers they pulled out of the fridge, standing at the counter and talking about who might be at the party, which DJs were supposed to show up, whether the venue would be as good as the one from two weeks ago.

Around ten-thirty they started getting ready in earnest. Dustin changed into a black T-shirt with some logo I didn’t recognize and a pair of ripped jeans. Trey put on a tie-dyed tank top that hung loose on his frame and pulled a hoodie over it for the walk.

“You good to go?” Dustin asked. He stood in the doorway to the living room, keys already in his hand.

“Yeah.”

“Let’s roll.”

We took the three flights down to the street. The M train rattled the tracks overhead as we walked toward the subway.

Dustin and Trey walked ahead, still talking about the party. I trailed a few steps behind. Most of the storefronts had pulled their metal gates down for the night. On the corner, a bodega still leaked fluorescent light onto the sidewalk, and an older man sat outside it on a milk crate, smoking.

We turned onto a side street and passed a bar halfway down the block. It was small, just a narrow storefront with a neon sign in the window that read “Slainte” in green cursive. The windows were fogged and I could see people inside, shapes moving behind the glass.

A piece of paper was taped to the inside of the window, white printer paper with black text.

Bartender Wanted. Inquire Within.

I slowed my pace and looked at the sign.

I’d bartended before. Six months at a sports bar back home during senior year, a job one of Sage’s friends had gotten me. I hadn’t loved it or hated it. I could pour drinks, keep the bar stocked, talk to the customers who wanted it and leave alone the ones who didn’t.

“Yo, Nate.” Dustin’s voice cut through my thoughts. He’d stopped at the corner and turned back to look at me. “You coming or what?”

I caught up with them at the corner.

We took the M to Myrtle-Broadway and transferred to a packed G train. I rode pressed against the door while Dustin and Trey kept talking near the seats, their voices loud enough to cut through the rattle of the car. Fifteen minutes later we climbed the stairs at Classon Avenue.

The neighborhood ran quieter than I’d pictured. Brownstones lined the street, their stoops lit by dim porch lights. A couple of people passed us going the other way.

Dustin pulled out his phone and checked the address. “It’s like three blocks from here.”

We walked east, away from the subway. The streets got darker as we moved deeper into the neighborhood. The sound of music started to reach us after the second block, a low thump that grew louder as we got closer.

The warehouse sat on a corner lot, a squat brick building with no windows on the ground floor. A line stretched down the sidewalk from the entrance, maybe thirty or forty deep. As we walked up I clocked the wardrobe—ripped jeans, oversized T-shirts under open jackets, worn sneakers, all of it trying hard to look like it wasn’t trying. A few people stamped their feet against the cold and smoked cigarettes near the back of the line.

“Told you it was gonna be big,” Trey said. He looked at the line and grinned.

We joined the back of it. The music was louder now, a steady bass beat that rattled the air. I felt it in my chest. Dustin and Trey kept talking, their voices blending into the noise around us. I shoved my hands into my pockets and looked at the building. The entrance was just a metal door with a guy standing in front of it, checking IDs and taking cash.

The line moved slowly. It took twenty minutes to reach the front. The guy at the door stood over six feet with a shaved head and a black T-shirt stretched tight across his chest. He glanced at my ID for half a second and handed it back.

“Twenty,” he said.

I pulled a twenty out of my wallet and gave it to him. He stepped aside and waved me through.

The door opened into a narrow hallway with concrete walls and a single bulb hanging from the ceiling. The music’s bass was loud enough to vibrate through the floor. I followed Dustin and Trey down the hallway and through another door at the end.

The space opened into a massive room, easily a hundred feet across, with the ceiling lost somewhere up in the metal beams overhead. Exposed brick walls, rusted columns, a scuffed concrete floor. Two or three hundred people packed in tight near the front, where someone had set up a makeshift stage.

The DJ stood behind a table covered in equipment, the laptop screen washing his face pale. He wore headphones around his neck and worked the controls, adjusting levels and triggering samples. The bass poured out of speakers stacked on either side of the stage and shook through my ribs.

Dustin shouted something at me I couldn’t hear. I shook my head and he leaned in closer.

“Bar’s over there!” He pointed toward the far wall where a long folding table had been set up with coolers underneath. A guy in a hoodie stood behind it, pouring drinks into red plastic cups.

We pushed through the crowd toward the bar. People swayed in place without looking. I kept my elbows in and followed Dustin and Trey. A girl stumbled into me, muttered something I couldn’t make out, and moved on. She smelled like sweat and perfume.

We reached the bar and Dustin ordered three beers. The guy behind the table pulled three cans of PBR out of a cooler and set them on the table.

“Fifteen,” he said.

Dustin handed him a twenty and didn’t wait for change.

We moved away from the bar and found a spot near the back wall where the crowd thinned out. Dustin cracked his beer and took a long drink. Trey did the same. I opened mine and took a sip. It was warm and metallic.

Dustin pulled a small plastic bag out of his pocket and held it up. Two pre-rolled joints. He grinned and nudged Trey, who nodded, and they moved toward a corner of the room where a few other people stood smoking. I followed but stayed a step back.

Dustin lit one of the joints, took a deep pull, held it, and exhaled a thick cloud. He passed it to Trey, who did the same. They offered it to me and I shook my head.

“You sure?” Dustin shouted over the music.

“Yeah.”

He shrugged and took another hit.

I leaned against the wall and drank my beer. The music pounded the same beat over and over with slight variations that blended into one continuous sound. The crowd moved as a single mass—heads bobbing, arms raised, bodies pressed together. Strobes from the stage cut through the smoke in white pulses.

Dustin and Trey finished the joint and started on the second one. They swayed to the music, their movements loose and uncoordinated. A guy near us nodded at them and Dustin nodded back. They didn’t speak. The guy moved on.

A girl walked past and made eye contact with Trey. He smiled at her and she smiled back, but she kept walking. Trey watched her disappear into the crowd and then turned back to Dustin. They said something to each other that I couldn’t hear.

I finished my beer and crushed the can in my hand. The music shifted slightly, the tempo picking up. The crowd responded, the energy in the room lifting. People shouted and raised their hands higher. The DJ leaned into the microphone and said something that was drowned out by the noise.

Dustin finished his joint and dropped the roach on the floor. He ground it out with his heel and then looked at me.

“This is awesome, right?” he shouted.

I nodded.

He grinned and turned back toward the stage.

The hours bled together. We stayed in the same spot for most of the night and moved only to get more beer or to let someone push past. Dustin and Trey smoked another joint around two. I drank three more beers slowly. The music never stopped, just shifted from one track to another in a seamless loop where one song bled into the next.

People came and went. A few of them nodded at Dustin and Trey on the way past, the kind of acknowledgment you give to someone you’ve seen around but don’t actually know. No one stopped.

I tried to figure out what the appeal was. The music was loud and repetitive. The space was hot and packed. The drinks were overpriced and mediocre. No one looked glamorous. Most people looked tired or high or both.

But it was something to do. Somewhere to be that wasn’t the couch in Dustin and Trey’s apartment.

It wasn’t fun, exactly. But it was better than sitting alone.

And for the first time in months, I wasn’t thinking about Sage. I wasn’t checking my phone every ten minutes. I wasn’t scrolling her feed and torturing myself with pictures of her life moving forward without me.


Chapter Four




We left the warehouse around five-thirty in the morning. The sky had paled at the edges to a gray that washed out the streetlights. The air was cold after the heat of the warehouse, and I pulled in a deep breath that tasted like exhaust and wet pavement.

Dustin and Trey walked ahead of me again, their steps dragging now. Neither of them talked much. Trey yawned every thirty seconds. Dustin kept his hands shoved in his pockets and his shoulders hunched forward.

We took the same route back to the subway. The streets had emptied out. A delivery truck idled at a corner while a guy in coveralls unloaded crates onto the sidewalk. A woman in scrubs walked past us, her face blank with exhaustion.

When we arrived, we climbed the three flights to the apartment. Dustin unlocked the door and pushed it open. He went straight to his room without saying anything. Trey followed a few seconds later, mumbling something about needing to crash. Both doors clicked shut and left the apartment quiet.

I sat down and pulled off my shoes. The springs poked through the fabric and pressed into my ass. I shifted to my side and tucked a throw pillow under my head. It smelled like old laundry.

Sunlight came through the window above the couch and hit me directly in the face. I closed my eyes and tried to block it out, but the light bled through my eyelids in a dull orange glow.

I rolled onto my other side, facing the back of the couch. The cushions offered no support. My hip pressed into the frame underneath and within a minute it started to ache.

I tried to let my body relax, to sink into the couch and let the exhaustion take over.

But my brain wouldn’t shut off. The music still played in my head, that same repetitive beat, the bass still vibrating in my chest. My legs twitched. My shoulders tensed. Every time I started to drift, something pulled me back—a car horn outside, the hum of the fridge, the way the couch dug into my spine.

I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling again. The light from the window had shifted, hitting the wall now instead of my face, but the room was still too bright. I needed curtains, or blackout shades, or something.

I sat up and rubbed my face with both hands. My skin felt greasy and my mouth tasted like stale alcohol. I needed to brush my teeth. I needed to shower.

And I needed to figure out how to make some money.

The bartender wanted sign came back to me, at the small Irish bar on the corner with the green neon sign. Slainte.

Then a sharper thought landed. I was in New York City. Eight million people. The help wanted sign at Slainte might not be hanging for very long.

I pulled a clean shirt and a pair of jeans from my duffle bag. I changed quickly, then walked to the bathroom and turned on the sink. The pipes groaned and the water came out in a weak stream. I splashed my face and brushed my teeth, then ran my fingers through my hair and looked at myself in the mirror.

I looked tired. The dark circles under my eyes had darkened and my skin had gone pale. But my eyes were awake.

I grabbed my wallet and my keys and walked out of the apartment.

I passed the bodega, a laundromat with its metal gate half pulled up, a nail salon still closed. A few people walked past me going the other way. No one made eye contact.

I reached the bar and stopped in front of the window. The sign was still there.

I pulled the door open and stepped inside.

The inside was dim after the brightness of the street. A long wooden bar top stretched the length of the room, its surface scarred and scratched. The floor stuck under my shoes and the air smelled like stale beer and disinfectant.

A man stood behind the bar wiping down the surface with a rag. He was heavy, with thick forearms and a stomach that pushed against his dark polo shirt. His hair was gray and thinning, combed over a balding scalp. A pair of reading glasses hung from a chain around his neck.

He looked up when I walked in and his eyes moved from my face to my shoes and back again. He didn’t smile.

“We’re closed,” he said. His voice was flat and scratchy.

“I saw the sign,” I said. “About the bartender position.”

He stopped wiping the bar and set the rag down. He looked at me for a long moment without saying anything.

“You got experience?”

“Yeah. Six months at a sports bar back home.”

“Where’s home?”

“North Carolina.”

He nodded once. He picked up the rag again and folded it, then set it on the bar. He walked around the end of the bar and stood in front of me. He stood maybe five-nine, but he carried himself like someone much taller.

“You know how to make a Manhattan?” he asked.

“Rye, sweet vermouth, bitters. Stirred, not shaken. Cherry garnish.”

“Old Fashioned.”

“Bourbon or rye, sugar cube, bitters, muddled. Orange peel and cherry.”

“Mojito.”

“White rum, lime juice, sugar, mint, soda water. Muddled mint first, then shaken with ice.”

He stared at me for another moment. Then he nodded.

“Margarita.”

“Tequila, lime juice, triple sec. Shaken with ice, served in a salt-rimmed glass.”

“Negroni.”

“Gin, Campari, sweet vermouth. Equal parts, stirred, served over ice with an orange peel.”

He grunted and walked back around the bar and picked up a clipboard from underneath it. He flipped through a few pages and then set it down.

“What’s your name?”

“Nate. Nate Latimer.”

He pulled a pen from his shirt pocket and wrote something on the clipboard. “I’m Harvey,” he said without looking up. “I manage this place.” He finished writing and set the pen down. He looked at me again. “You available tonight?”

“Yeah.”

“Come back at three. I’ll show you around before the evening rush. We open at four. You’ll shadow me for a few hours, see how we run things. If you don’t screw it up, you can start regular shifts after that.”

“Sounds good.”

He nodded once and turned back to the bar. I stood there for a moment, but he didn’t look up again.


Chapter Five




Dustin stood at the counter eating cereal straight from the box. Trey leaned against the fridge with a glass of orange juice in his hand. Dustin’s hair stuck up in the back and Trey’s eyes were bloodshot.

They’d woken up a few minutes ago. I’d been up for hours.

“Dude, last night was great,” Trey said. “Did you see that girl dancing on the speaker? She was out of her mind.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“There’s another one tonight,” Dustin said. He set the cereal box down and brushed crumbs off his hands. “Different venue, but same crew. It’s supposed to be even better than last night. The DJ is this guy from Berlin who’s supposed to be legendary.” Dustin looked at me. “You in?”

“I can’t,” I said.

Dustin frowned. “What do you mean you can’t?”

“I got a job. I’m bartending at that place down the street. Slainte.”

Trey’s eyebrows went up. “The Irish bar?”

“Yeah.”

“When did that happen?” Dustin asked.

“This morning. I went down there after we got back and talked to the manager. He told me to come in at three.”

Dustin set his hands on the counter and leaned forward. “Dude, can you push it? Just one night. This party’s supposed to be epic.”

He’d said the same thing about last night.

“I can’t,” I said. “It’s my first shift.”

“Come on, man,” Trey said. He set his glass down on the counter. “Just tell him something came up. You can start tomorrow.”

“I need to start making money,” I said. “If I’m going to last here, I need to be working.”

Dustin stared at me for a moment. Then he picked up the cereal box and shook it. “Yeah, I guess.” He didn’t look at me when he said it.

Trey nodded and drank the rest of his juice in one long swallow and then set the glass in the sink. “Makes sense,” he said, flat.

“You guys have fun tonight,” I said.

“Yeah,” Dustin said. He turned back to the cereal box.

I walked back to the couch and sat down. I checked my phone. Two-twenty. I had thirty minutes before I needed to leave.

I opened Instagram out of habit and scrolled through my feed. A picture of Sage appeared three photos down. She stood on a beach somewhere with white sand and turquoise water behind her. She wore a black bikini and sunglasses and her hair hung wet around her shoulders. The caption read “Living my life, finally free” with a sun emoji.

I stared at the photo for a long moment. She looked happy. She looked like someone who had everything figured out. I wondered where the beach was. I wondered who had taken the picture.

I closed the app and went to the bathroom to shower. After, I got dressed in clean jeans, a plain black T-shirt, and my only pair of sneakers I’d brought with me. In the mirror, I looked tired but presentable.

In the living room, Dustin and Trey had moved to the couch. Dustin scrolled through his phone and Trey stared at the TV. Neither of them looked at me when I walked past.

“See you guys later,” I said.

“Yeah,” Dustin said. He didn’t look up.

I reached the bar and stopped in front of the door. The green neon sign glowed faintly in the daylight. I pulled the door open and stepped inside.

Harvey stood behind the bar. He looked up when I walked in and nodded once.

“You’re early,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Good. Come back here and I’ll show you where everything is.”
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The work at Slainte came easy. Harvey showed me the layout—bottles on the back bar arranged by type, beer taps labeled with masking tape, a POS system that barely worked half the time. By the end of the first night, I moved behind the bar like I’d been there for months.

The customers were a different story.

They came in alone, mostly. They were men in their forties and fifties with work boots caked in dried mud and paint-stained jeans. They ordered Budweiser or Coors Light and nursed them for an hour while staring at the TV mounted above the bar. They didn’t talk much. When they did, their voices came out rough and tired. A few of them tipped a dollar on a four-dollar beer. Most of them tipped nothing at all.

The younger crowd came in after ten. They were college-aged kids from the neighborhood who ordered well drinks and got loud after the second round. They laughed too hard at their own jokes and spilled beer on the floor. They tipped better than the old-timers, but they made twice the mess. A girl threw up in the bathroom during my third shift. I had to clean it up while Harvey stood at the bar and shook his head.

There were sketchy ones too. One guy in a stained hoodie came in every other night and ordered a single beer, then sat in the back booth for hours without touching it. A woman with sunken cheeks and track marks on her arms asked me for water and then disappeared into the bathroom for twenty minutes. Harvey told me to keep an eye on her, so I knocked on the door and told her she needed to come out or leave. She left without saying anything.

The air hung thick with cigarette smoke even though smoking inside had been illegal for years. The floor stayed sticky no matter how many times I mopped it. A few dim bulbs and the glow of the beer signs on the walls drained everything to a washed-out color, like the place hadn’t been new in decades.

But the money came in.

Harvey let me pocket the cash tips without reporting them. I made twenty here, forty there, sometimes sixty on a good night. I folded the bills and stuffed them into my wallet. After rent and food there wouldn’t be much left over, but for the first time since I’d stepped off the train the number was creeping up instead of down. It felt like breathing again.

Harvey needed help almost every night. He worked the bar six days a week and looked exhausted by the time I showed up for my shift. He asked me if I could cover Saturday and I said yes. Then he asked about Sunday and I said yes again. He didn’t thank me, just nodded and wrote my name on the schedule taped to the wall behind the bar.

I worked every night for two weeks straight with no days off. I showed up at three or four in the afternoon and stayed until closing at two in the morning. I walked home in the dark and climbed the stairs to the apartment as quietly as I could. Dustin and Trey were usually asleep by then. I brushed my teeth, lay down on the couch, and stared at the ceiling until my body finally shut down.

Dustin and Trey kept going to parties. They left the apartment around ten or eleven and came back at sunrise. For the first few days, they invited me along. Dustin would lean against the doorway of the living room while I got ready for work and tell me about some event happening in Bushwick or Williamsburg. He’d describe the DJ lineup and the venue and how sick it was going to be. I’d tell him I had to work. He’d shrug and say next time.

After a while, he stopped asking. They still told me about the parties, but the invitations disappeared. I didn’t mind. The truth was, I preferred making money to spending it. The idea of standing in another dark warehouse listening to the same repetitive beat while surrounded by people who looked half-dead held no appeal. I’d rather be behind the bar, pouring drinks and pocketing tips.

The late hours put me on the same sleep schedule as Dustin and Trey. I woke up around noon or one in the afternoon, the same time they rolled out of their rooms. We’d eat something—usually takeout or cereal—and then I’d leave for work while they got ready for another night out. The rhythm worked, in a way. We were all nocturnal now.

But after a few weeks, something about it felt off.

Dustin and Trey never left the apartment during the day for anything other than food or beer runs. They didn’t mention work. They didn’t get calls from bosses or talk about shifts. They just existed in the apartment until it was time to go out again.

“Can I ask you guys something?” I said one afternoon.

Dustin stood at the counter eating cold pizza straight from the box. Trey sat at the small table scrolling through his phone.

Dustin looked up from the pizza box. “Yeah, what’s up?”

“What do you do for work?”

Dustin glanced at Trey. Trey stopped scrolling and looked at Dustin, then back at me.

“Uh,” Dustin said. He set the pizza box down and wiped his hands on his jeans. “I mean, I’m kind of between jobs right now.”

“Same,” Trey said. He picked up his phone again and turned it over in his hands without looking at the screen. “I had that warehouse gig for a while, but it ended a few weeks ago.”

“So you’re not working at all?” I asked.

Dustin shifted his weight and crossed his arms over his chest. “Not right now, no.”

“How are you paying rent?”

Neither of them answered right away. Dustin looked at the floor. Trey set his phone down again and rubbed the back of his neck.

“My parents send me money,” Trey said quietly. He didn’t look at me when he said it. “Every month. It’s enough to cover my share of rent and whatever else I need.”

Dustin nodded. “Yeah, same. My dad sends me like fifteen hundred a month. He thinks I’m looking for work, so I just, you know, keep telling him I’m applying places.”

I didn’t say anything.

“It’s not forever,” Dustin added quickly. “I’m going to get a job eventually. I just want to enjoy this for a little while, you know? Like, we’re in New York. We’re young. Why not have some fun before we get stuck in some nine-to-five grind?”

“Yeah,” Trey said. “It’s just temporary.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

That solved that little mystery.

My dad would never send me money like that. He’d worked his whole life in a job he hated and retired with just enough to get by. He’d told me once that if I wanted something, I had to earn it myself. Nobody was going to hand it to me.

He was right.

If I was going to last in this city, I needed to keep working. I needed to show up at Slainte every night, pour drinks, deal with the grungy clientele, and pocket the cash tips Harvey let me keep. I needed to build something, even if it was just a small cushion of money that kept me off the street.

I stood up and went to the bathroom to shower. I needed to get ready for work.


Chapter Six




Amonth into the job at Slainte, I’d learned the rhythms of the place. The old-timers arrived first, shuffling through the door around five and claiming their usual spots at the bar. They ordered the same drinks they always ordered and watched the same sports highlights on the TV. By eight, the younger crowd filtered in—louder, messier, less predictable. By midnight, the regulars had gone home and the stragglers took over. Those were the ones who stayed until closing, the ones who nursed their last beer for an hour while I wiped down the bar and counted the register.

Tonight followed the pattern. Now it was past midnight and the bar had emptied out except for three people. Two guys sat in the back booth nursing whiskey and spoke in low voices. A third guy sat alone at the bar.

He’d been there for almost two hours. He wore a plain gray hoodie and jeans and looked early thirties, with short dark hair and stubble on his jaw. He’d ordered a Budweiser when he first sat down, then another an hour later, then a third about thirty minutes ago. He hadn’t said much beyond “thanks” when I set the bottles in front of him. He had a pair of white earbuds in and his phone sat face-up on the bar next to his beer. He stared at it the whole time, occasionally scrolling or tapping the screen, but mostly he just listened.

It was music, I assumed at first. Everyone listened to music. But the way he sat there—leaning forward slightly, his brow furrowed, his eyes locked on the phone—didn’t match the usual glazed-over look people had when they were zoning out to a playlist. He looked focused. He nodded occasionally, like he was agreeing with something. At one point he took a pen from his jacket pocket and scribbled something on a napkin.

When he finished the third beer, he set the empty bottle down and pulled one earbud out. He caught my eye and waved me over.

“Can I settle up?” he asked.

“Sure.” I grabbed the check I’d left near the register and brought it over.

He pulled a twenty from his wallet and handed it to me. “Keep it.”

“Thanks.” I folded the bill and slid it into the tip jar behind the bar. “What are you listening to?”

He glanced down at his phone, then back at me. “A podcast. Why?”

“Just curious. You seemed really into it.”

He smiled a little and pulled the other earbud out. He wrapped the cord around his hand and tucked them into his jacket pocket. “Yeah, no, it’s not music. It’s this podcast called Bro Flex. By a guy named Caleb Fielding. You ever heard of it?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“It’s good,” he said. He picked up his phone and unlocked it, then turned the screen toward me. The podcast app showed a logo with simple text and no frills, just the name Bro Flex in bold letters. “He talks about self-improvement stuff, but not in that fake motivational speaker way. It’s more like, I don’t know, practical advice. Real-world stuff. Helps me think through things.”

“What kind of things?”

He shrugged. “Money, relationships, career stuff. How to not waste your life.” He said it casually, like it was obvious. Then he stood up and slid his phone into his pocket. “Anyway, you should check it out.”

“Yeah, maybe I will.”

He nodded and turned toward the door. “Take it easy.”

“You too.”

The door swung shut behind him and the bar went quiet again. The two guys in the back booth had left at some point. I was alone. I looked at the clock on the wall. It read one-fifteen. Harvey had left an hour ago and told me to lock up when I was done. I still had to wipe down the bar, mop the floor, and take out the trash.

But first, I needed a break.

I grabbed my phone from under the register and walked to the front door, then sat down on the curb.

I unlocked my phone and opened the podcast app. I typed “Bro Flex” into the search bar and the show came up immediately. I scrolled through the episode list. There were dozens of them, going back months. Some had titles like “Stop Waiting for Permission” and “The Wrong Room.”

I picked the most recent one. The title was “Get Your Money Right First.” The episode was fifty-two minutes long. I tapped play and leaned back against the brick wall behind me.

A voice came through my earbuds, deep and steady and calm. It wasn’t loud or aggressive. It wasn’t trying to hype me up. It was just a guy talking.

“What’s up, everyone. Caleb here. Welcome back to the show. Today I want to talk about something that trips up a lot of guys in their twenties, and even into their thirties. It’s this idea that you can figure out your money situation later. Like, ‘I’ll get serious about it when I’m older,’ or ‘I’ll start saving when I have a real job,’ or ‘I’m still young, I’ve got time.’ I get it. I was the same way. But if you don’t get your money right first, everything else in your life is harder. Everything.”

I shifted on the curb and pulled my knees up.

“And when I say get your money right, I don’t mean get rich. I don’t mean start a big complicated business or buy crypto or whatever. I mean get to a place where you’re not stressed about rent. Where you’re not living paycheck to paycheck. Where you have a little cushion so you can think about the future instead of just surviving the present. Because when you’re broke, you make bad decisions. You take jobs you hate because you need the paycheck. You stay in relationships that aren’t working because you can’t afford to move out. You say yes to things you should say no to, and you say no to things you should say yes to. Your money situation controls everything, whether you admit it or not.”

I nodded along. That made sense. The couch in Dustin and Trey’s apartment came back to me, and how I’d been paying them hundreds of dollars a month to sleep on a piece of furniture that didn’t fold out. Every decision I’d made since moving to New York had been shaped by the fact that I’d had almost no money when I got here.

“So what does getting your money right look like? It’s simple, but it’s not easy. Step one: make more than you spend. Step two: save the difference. That’s it. That’s the whole game. Everything else is just details. But most people never get past step one because they’re either not making enough or they’re spending too much. And if you’re in your twenties and you’re broke, it’s probably both.”

Dustin and Trey came to mind. They weren’t making anything. They were spending money their parents sent them. They had no jobs, no plan, no cushion. If the money from their parents stopped tomorrow, they’d be screwed.

At least I was working. At least I was making money.

But was I making enough?

I added up the numbers in my head. Bartending at Slainte paid me cash under the table—twenty, forty, sometimes sixty bucks a night in tips, depending on how busy it got. Over a week, that came out to maybe two hundred dollars. Over a month, somewhere around nine hundred, give or take. My share of rent at Dustin and Trey’s place was four hundred. Food, subway fare, and other random expenses ate up another couple hundred. That left me with maybe three hundred dollars a month to save if I was careful.

It wasn’t nothing. But it also wasn’t enough to do anything real with. I couldn’t move out on my own. I couldn’t afford first and last month’s rent on a studio. I couldn’t take time off to look for a better job. I was making more than I was spending, but barely.

I was stuck.

Caleb’s voice kept going.

“Here’s the thing about being young and broke—it feels like it’s going to last forever, but it doesn’t have to. You’re not stuck. You’re just at the starting line. And yeah, it sucks being at the starting line when you look around and see people who are already ten miles ahead. But the only way to get ten miles ahead is to start running. And that means making hard choices. It means saying no to things that cost money you don’t have. It means working more hours than you want to work. It means living smaller than you want to live. It means swallowing your pride and doing whatever it takes to get to a place where you have options. Because once you have options, everything changes.”

I pulled my phone out and paused the episode. I stared at the screen for a moment, then looked up at the street. The city hummed in the background, alive but distant.

I hit play again and kept listening.


Chapter Seven




Iworked at Slainte six nights a week and listened to Bro Flex on my breaks. I’d step outside, sit on the curb, and pull up the podcast app. Caleb’s voice filled my earbuds while I ate a sandwich or stared at the street. The episodes ran forty-five minutes to an hour, but I rarely finished one in a single break. I’d pause halfway through and pick it up the next night.

The money episodes hit hardest. Caleb talked about building what he called a base layer—an emergency fund that sat in a savings account and covered unexpected expenses. He said it needed to be a thousand dollars minimum, enough to keep you from drowning if your car died or your laptop broke or you got sick and missed a week of work. He explained it like building a house. You couldn’t put up walls until you put down the foundation. The emergency fund was the foundation.

I’d never thought about it that way. I’d always just spent whatever I made and hoped nothing went wrong. I’d probably learned that from my dad. But Caleb was right. If something broke or if I got sick or if Harvey cut my hours, I’d be screwed. I didn’t have a backup plan. I didn’t have a cushion.

So I started building one.

Every night after my shift, I counted my tips. Whatever I could spare after rent, food, and subway fare went into an envelope I kept at the bottom of my duffel bag. It added up slowly, but it definitely added up. After two months, I had seven hundred and forty dollars in the envelope. I was close.

Dustin and Trey never talked about money. They spent it like it didn’t matter because to them, it didn’t. If something went wrong, their parents would send more. They didn’t need an emergency fund. They didn’t need to think ahead.

I envied that for a while. Then I stopped.

One night in early March, I stood outside Slainte during my break. The air had turned cold again and I pulled my jacket tighter around my chest. I scrolled through the episode list on my phone and picked one titled “Don’t Settle for the Bare Minimum.”

Caleb’s voice came through my earbuds.

“Doing the bare minimum is a choice. You don’t accidentally end up there. You choose it. You wake up and decide that good enough is good enough. And I’m not saying you have to be grinding 24/7 or that rest is weakness or any of that hustle-culture nonsense. I’m saying that if you look at your life and you’re just coasting, just doing what’s expected and nothing more, you chose that. And if you don’t like where you are, you have to choose something different.

“Nobody’s going to come along and elevate you. Your boss isn’t going to wake up one day and decide you deserve more. Your friends probably aren’t going to push you to do better. The world is full of people who are perfectly happy keeping you exactly where you are, because it makes their lives easier. So if you want to grow, if you want to build something, you have to choose it. You have to decide that the bare minimum isn’t enough and then make it happen.”

Harvey came to mind. He’d hired me because he needed someone to work nights and I showed up on time. He paid me under the table because it saved him paperwork. He liked me because I didn’t complain and I got the job done. That made his life easier.

He was a decent enough guy, but it wasn’t in his best interest that I grow out of this job. He wanted me right there, pouring drinks six nights a week.

The customers came to mind too. I’d been working at Slainte for a while now and I hadn’t had a single conversation with a customer that had stuck with me.

No one had been interesting.

No one had been insightful.

No one had made me think.

Except for one of them. The guy who’d told me about the Bro Flex podcast in the first place.

Thanks man. Hope you’re doing well, wherever you are.

If he was implementing Caleb’s advice, he was probably doing great.

I pulled out my phone and paused the episode. I opened Instagram, and the app immediately tried to shove Sage’s latest photo in my face. I quickly tapped the search bar and typed Caleb Fielding.

His profile came up immediately. The bio read “Host of Bro Flex. Building better men.” The profile picture showed him in a plain black T-shirt, arms crossed, looking directly at the camera.

I scrolled through his recent posts. Most of them were short video clips from the podcast or motivational captions paired with simple graphics. The most recent post was a black square with white text.

If you’re the smartest person in the room, you’re in the wrong room.

I stared at the screen for a long moment. Then I looked up.

The window framed the inside of Slainte. Harvey stood behind the bar drying glasses. An old guy sat on a stool near the far end, staring at the TV. Another guy slouched in one of the booths with his head down like he’d already had too much.

I looked back at the post on my phone.

If you’re the smartest person in the room, you’re in the wrong room.

I was in the wrong room.

Slainte wasn’t teaching me anything. These people weren’t inspiring me. Harvey wasn’t mentoring me. The customers weren’t connecting with me. I was just showing up, doing the work, collecting tips, and going home. That was it.

And if I stayed here, that’s all it would ever be.

But I owed Slainte something too. Walking through that door had been the first real decision I’d made in this city. The job had given me cash when I had nothing. It had pulled me off the couch and put me on a schedule.

Starting here hadn’t been a mistake. It had been the floor I needed to stand on before I could think about anything higher.

The mistake would be staying.

I locked my phone and stood up. My break was over. I needed to get back inside and finish the shift.

But as I walked toward the door, something shifted. I didn’t know what the right room looked like yet, but I knew it wasn’t here.


Chapter Eight




Igot home around two in the morning. The apartment sat dark and quiet. Dustin and Trey had gone out earlier and hadn’t made it back yet. I dropped my jacket on the floor next to the couch and pulled my phone from my pocket. I opened the clock app and set an alarm for eight. Eight in the morning meant six hours of sleep, or maybe less if I couldn’t fall asleep right away.

But if I wanted to find a better job, I needed to make time for it. I couldn’t do it after my shifts at Slainte because by the time I got off work, every other bar in the city had closed. I hardly took any days off. The only option was to wake up early and go looking before my shift started.

I set the phone on the floor next to the couch and lay down. The cushions sagged under my weight. I pulled the blanket over my chest and stared at the ceiling.

Caleb’s voice came back to me.

If you’re the smartest person in the room, you’re in the wrong room.

I didn’t need to reinvent the wheel. I didn’t need to learn a new trade or go back to school or figure out some complicated career path. I already knew how to bartend. I showed up on time, worked hard, and I didn’t complain. Those skills transferred.

The only thing that needed to change was the room.

There were bars all over this city. There were shitty ones like Slainte, mid-range ones, and high-end ones where people wore suits and ordered fancy cocktails. If I could get a job at one of those places, everything would change. The tips would be higher. The clientele would be different. Maybe I’d even meet people who could open other doors.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.
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The alarm went off at eight and dragged me out of a thin, restless sleep. I grabbed the phone and silenced it. Dustin’s door was closed, as well as Trey’s. I sat up and rubbed my face with both hands.

I walked to the bathroom where I splashed cold water on my face and looked at myself in the mirror. My hair stuck up on one side. Dark circles ran under my eyes. I needed to shave but I didn’t have time.

I went back to the couch and pulled a clean shirt from my duffel bag. I changed into jeans that didn’t have stains and laced up my sneakers. I grabbed my jacket and my wallet and left the apartment.

The street outside looked different in the morning, quieter. The bodega across the street had just opened and an old man stood outside sweeping the sidewalk. A woman walked past me with a dog on a leash. The air ran cold but not freezing. I pulled my jacket tighter and walked toward the subway.

I took the M train into Manhattan and transferred to a line that would take me to a neighborhood I’d only been to once before. I’d looked it up on my phone the night before. The neighborhood sat a few stops past midtown. The buildings ran newer here, the sidewalks cleaner. The people walking past wore clothes that were better than mine.

I got off the train and climbed the stairs to street level. The neighborhood stretched out in front of me. Trees lined the sidewalks. Cafes with outdoor seating sat on every block. A bookstore had its front door propped open, a woman behind the counter inside arranging a display.

I passed a wine shop with expensive bottles in the window. I passed a boutique clothing store with mannequins dressed in outfits I’d probably never wear. Then there was a fitness studio with floor-to-ceiling windows where people in expensive workout gear pedaled stationary bikes in perfect rows.

Then I saw it.

A restaurant and bar called Linden sat on the corner of the next block. Large windows faced the street, and through them I could make out tables covered with white tablecloths and chairs with high backs. A bar ran along the far wall with shelves of bottles lined up behind it. The place appeared clean, upscale, and serious.

A small sign hung in the front window.

Bartender Wanted.

I stared at the sign. My heart picked up speed. This felt exactly like Slainte had. I’d walked past that bar, seen a sign, gone inside, and asked for a job. Harvey had hired me on the spot. Maybe this place would do the same.

Except this place wasn’t Slainte. The clientele here would order wine I couldn’t pronounce and cocktails I’d never made. The tips would be higher because the menu prices would be higher. I’d have to take the train to work every day instead of walking ten minutes from the apartment. But that was fine. If the tips were higher, I could afford it.

Inside, the interior was even nicer than it had looked through the window. There were polished wood floors under my sneakers and classical music played softly from somewhere overhead. The lighting hung from the ceiling on thin cables, soft and warm, nothing like the dim bulbs at Slainte.

Near the door was a hostess stand. A girl stood behind it arranging menus. She looked up when I walked in. She was pretty, early twenties, with dark hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail and wore a form-fitting black dress. Her eyes moved over me quickly, taking in my jacket, my jeans, my sneakers. Her expression didn’t change but she’d already decided something about me.

“Can I help you?” she asked. Her tone was polite but distant.

“Yeah,” I said. “I saw the sign in the window. I wanted to ask about the bartender position.”

She held the look a beat too long. “Okay. Let me get the manager.”

She disappeared through a doorway near the back of the restaurant. I stayed where I was. A waiter walked past carrying a tray of empty glasses. He didn’t look at me.

A minute later the hostess came back. A woman followed her.

The woman looked mid-forties, tall and lean, with sharp features. She wore a fitted black blazer over a white blouse and she moved like someone who owned the room. Her eyes went to me immediately and the same thing happened that had happened with the hostess—she looked me over and made a decision.

She stopped a few feet away and crossed her arms. “You’re here about the bartender position?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Do you have experience?”

“Yeah. I’ve been bartending for two months at a bar in Ridgewood.”

“Two months,” she repeated. Her tone made it clear what she thought of that.

“Well, two months at that bar,” I said. “I have previous experience besides that.”

She didn’t respond right away. She just looked at me. Then she asked, “Do you own khaki slacks and a white dress shirt?”

I hesitated. “No.”

“Staff are presentable here,” she said. Her voice stayed level but the words landed hard. “We have standards.”

She didn’t say anything else, only turned her back on me and left.

The hostess stayed behind the stand and looked at me. Her expression hadn’t changed. She didn’t say anything either.


Chapter Nine




Iwent back outside feeling like I didn’t belong here. The manager had made that clear without saying it directly.

I’d expected to walk in, ask for the job, and get hired. That’s what had happened at Slainte. But this place wasn’t Slainte. The manager had looked at my sneakers and my jeans and decided I wasn’t what she needed.

I started walking without a destination. The neighborhood unfolded around me. There were more restaurants and more boutiques.

The truth settled in as I moved. The right room didn’t just let anyone in. That’s what made it the right room. If it let everyone in, it would be the same as the room I was trying to leave. The filter existed for a reason. The dress code, the standards, and the expectations kept out people who weren’t ready.

People like me.

But I had money now. Not a lot, but enough. I’d built my stash one tip at a time.

A men’s clothing store sat across the street. The window displayed a mannequin dressed in dark slacks, a white button shirt, and a navy blazer. The store’s name hung above the door in simple black letters.

I crossed the street and went inside.

Racks of shirts and pants lined the walls. A table near the center of the room held stacks of folded sweaters. A middle-aged man stood behind the counter near the back. He looked up when I walked in and nodded. “Let me know if you need help.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I moved to the rack of dress shirts and flipped through the hangers. There were white shirts, light blue ones, and pale gray ones. The fabrics felt smooth under my fingers, nothing like the cotton T-shirts I usually wore. I pulled out a white shirt in my size and checked the tag.

It cost sixty-five dollars.

The price made my chest tighten but I took it off the rack and draped it over my arm.

The slacks hung on the opposite wall. I found a pair of khakis in my size and checked the tag. Seventy dollars. I added them to the shirt over my arm.

The man behind the counter gestured toward a dressing room near the back. “You can try those on if you want.”

I walked to the dressing room and pulled the curtain closed behind me. The narrow space had a mirror on one wall and a bench along the other. I hung the shirt and slacks on a hook and sat down. I pulled out my phone and opened the podcast app. I scrolled through the episode list and found one I hadn’t listened to yet.

The title read “Investing in Yourself: Wardrobe Edition.”

This was a big purchase for me at the moment. I needed some motivation.

I plugged in my earbuds and hit play.

Caleb’s voice came through immediately.

“Alright, so today we’re talking about clothes. And I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking, ‘Caleb, this is stupid. I don’t care about fashion. I’m not trying to impress anyone. I just want to wear what’s comfortable.’ I’m the same way. If I could wear joggers and a hoodie every day, I probably would. But when you go out into the world, when you interact with people who don’t know you, they’re going to judge you based on what they see. That’s just how it works. You can hate it all you want, but you can’t change it.”

I pulled off my jacket and set it on the bench. I unlaced my sneakers and kicked them off.

“So the question isn’t whether or not you care about clothes. The question is whether you’re willing to let your wardrobe hold you back. Because it will. If you walk into a job interview wearing a wrinkled T-shirt and jeans with holes in them, you’re not getting the job. If you go on a date wearing sneakers that are falling apart and a jacket that smells like old sweat, you’re not getting a second date. And if you walk into a professional environment dressed like you just rolled out of bed, people are going to treat you like someone who just rolled out of bed.”

I pulled my jeans off and picked up the khakis. I stepped into them and pulled them up. The fabric felt stiff but not uncomfortable. I buttoned them and looked at myself in the mirror. They fit right. The length hit just above my shoes.

“I’m not saying you need to go out and spend a thousand bucks on a new wardrobe. I’m not saying you need designer labels or expensive brands. I’m saying you need a few basics that fit well and look presentable. A couple pairs of slacks, a couple dress shirts, a blazer if you can afford it, shoes that aren’t beat to hell, and that’s it. You don’t need twenty outfits. You need three or four that you can rotate through and keep clean.”

I pulled off my T-shirt and reached for the white button shirt. I slipped my arms through the sleeves and started fastening the buttons from the bottom up. The shirt fit snugly across my chest and shoulders. The fabric felt smooth against my skin.

“If you’ve been listening to the other episodes in this series, if you’ve been taking action instead of just listening, your money situation should be better now than it was months ago. You should have an emergency fund started. You should be saving a little every month. You should have options. And if you do, you can afford to spend a couple hundred bucks on clothes that make you look like someone who has their shit together. Because that investment pays off. It changes how people see you, which changes how they treat you, which changes what opportunities come your way.”

I looked at myself in the mirror. The white shirt and khaki slacks transformed me into someone I barely recognized. I didn’t look like the guy who’d been sleeping on a couch in Ridgewood for the past two months. I looked like someone who had a plan, someone who knew where he was going.

These new clothes would cost two good nights of tips at Slainte, or maybe three average nights. A week ago, spending that much on clothes would have felt impossible. But I had the money saved. I could technically afford this. Buying these would not mess up my rent payment to Dustin.

I changed back into my jeans and T-shirt. I folded the khakis and the shirt and carried them out of the dressing room. The man behind the counter looked up as I approached.

“How’d they fit?” he asked.

“Good,” I said. I set the clothes on the counter. “I’ll take them.”


Chapter Ten




Iwoke to the buzz of my phone at eight in the morning for the second day in a row. My eyes opened gritty and slow. My body wanted more sleep. I’d gotten about five hours, maybe less. The couch cushions under me had given up any pretense of support.

I sat up and swung my feet to the floor, grabbed my phone and shut off the alarm, then walked toward the bathroom.

I splashed cold water on my face and dried off with a towel that smelled faintly of mildew. I went back to the living room and pulled the new clothes from the shopping bag I’d left beside the couch. The white dress shirt still had the creases from being folded on the shelf. I pulled off the tags and shook it out. Then I stripped off my T-shirt and put the dress shirt on. I buttoned it from the bottom up and tucked it into the khaki slacks.

I stood in front of the small mirror that hung near the front door. The guy in the reflection didn’t look like me. The clothes made me look older. I looked like someone who had somewhere to be, someone with a purpose.

The apartment door opened.

Dustin stumbled through first. His eyes were glassy and bloodshot. Trey followed a step behind. He moved slower, more careful, like he couldn’t quite trust his legs. Both of them smelled like cigarettes and sweat, the same smells that hung on them every morning they came home like this.

Dustin stopped short. His eyes traveled from my face down to the white shirt and khaki slacks and back up again. His forehead wrinkled.

“You look like you’re going to church,” he said.

“I’m not going to church.”

“It’s not even Sunday, Dustin,” Trey added. He stood near the door with one hand pressed against the wall to steady himself.

Dustin stared at me for another second. Then he shrugged and walked toward his bedroom. Trey went to his without saying anything else. Their doors closed one after the other and the apartment went quiet again.
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The train car filled slowly as we moved through Brooklyn and into Manhattan. No one looked at anyone else.

I transferred to the line that would take me to the same neighborhood I’d visited yesterday. I climbed the stairs to street level and walked in the direction of Linden.

The same girl was at the hostess stand near the entrance. She wore a different dress today, but still black and form-fitting.

Her eyes found me as soon as I stepped inside. She didn’t ask why I was there. She just said, “I’ll get her.”

She disappeared through the doorway near the back. I stood where I was and waited.

A couple sat at one of the tables near the window. A waiter walked past carrying a tray with water glasses.

The hostess came back a minute later. The woman followed her. She stopped a few feet away and looked at me. This time her expression didn’t immediately dismiss me. She looked me over slowly, taking in the white shirt and khaki slacks.

“You came back,” she said.

“Yes,” I said.

She crossed her arms. Her eyes moved from my face down to my clothes and back up again. Then she tilted her head slightly.

“You’re still not quite right,” she said.

The words landed hard but her tone didn’t carry the same edge it had yesterday. She wasn’t being cruel. She was being honest.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We have a certain aesthetic here,” she said. “You’re closer now. But you’re not there yet.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I waited for her to explain but she didn’t. She uncrossed her arms and walked away.
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I walked a few steps away from the restaurant entrance and stopped.

Shot down again.

But why?

A certain aesthetic, the manager had said.

I turned back toward the restaurant. The large windows framed the interior. The couple from earlier still sat at their table near the front. Two pretty women had been seated at a second table just a few feet away.

A waiter approached their table. He carried a tray with two glasses filled with something orange, probably mimosas. He set them down on the table one at a time and said something I couldn’t hear through the glass.

He wore khaki slacks and a white dress shirt, the same thing I had on right now, but the fit was different. His clothes didn’t hang loose or bunch up at the waist. They followed the shape of his body without being tight. His hair sat neatly combed and styled. His face was clean shaven and smooth.

I caught my reflection in the window. The shirt hung baggy. The fabric ballooned out where I’d tucked it into the slacks. The pants themselves hung too loose around my legs. My hair fell past my ears in thick waves that hadn’t been trimmed in months. The facial hair on my jaw and neck had grown out uneven and sloppy.

Harvey didn’t care how I looked. He’d hired me because I showed up and did the work. Looking greasy probably fit the vibe he wanted at Slainte anyway.

But this place wasn’t Slainte.

The waiter stopped at another table and took an order. His posture stayed straight and his movements ran confident and clean.

I turned away from the window and started walking. I knew what I needed to do.

I needed to clean up.
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I found a barbershop six blocks east. The pole outside spun, its red and white stripes faded. I pushed the door open.

The long and tight shop had three barber chairs facing a mirrored wall and a counter cluttered with combs, clippers, and glass jars of blue disinfectant. The air smelled of talcum powder and bay rum.

One barber worked on a customer near the back, an older man with a thick white mustache and steady hands. He looked up when I came in and met my eyes in the mirror.

“Be with you in a minute,” he said.

I sat in the waiting chair near the door. He finished the cut, the scissors clicking softly in his thick fingers. When the customer paid and left, the barber turned to me and gestured toward his chair.

“What are we doing today?” he asked.

I sat in the chair and looked at myself in the mirror. Shaggy hair past the ears, a few days of uneven stubble, and a tired expression that read younger than twenty-three. The white dress shirt only made everything above it look worse.

“I need to clean up,” I said. “Short and professional. Something that looks like I have my life together.”

The barber studied me in the mirror for a long moment. He ran his fingers through my hair, lifting it away from my ears, turning my head slightly to one side and then the other.

“You got good bone structure,” he said. “Strong jaw, decent cheekbones. The hair’s hiding all of it. We take it in on the sides, leave some length on top, keep it neat. And we got to do something about this.” He gestured at the patchy stubble on my chin and neck.

“Yeah,” I said. “Clean shave too.”

He nodded and draped a cape over my shoulders, fastening it at the back of my neck. He picked up his clippers and went to work.

The clippers buzzed against my scalp and dark clumps of hair fell onto the white cape. He worked carefully, switching between clippers and scissors, tilting my head forward to shape the back before moving up the sides.

The shape of my face emerged from under all that hair. My jaw looked sharper, my cheekbones more defined. The tired expression hadn’t gone anywhere, but now it read as seriousness instead of exhaustion.

He set down the scissors and picked up a straight razor, stropped it against a leather strip, and brushed hot lather over my cheeks and jaw. The heat felt amazing against my skin.

“Hold still now,” he said.

A hot towel came next, pressed against my face and held there for a long moment. When he pulled it away, he applied something cool that smelled faintly of sandalwood.

He spun the chair toward the mirror and stood back. I looked at myself.

The guy in the mirror looked five years older. The haircut had transformed my face from boyish to something sharper, more intentional.

“I barely recognize myself,” I said.

The barber smiled and brushed stray hairs from my collar. “You look like a grown man now. The clothes help too, but they need a little work.”

“What do you mean?”

He tugged at the shoulder of my shirt where the fabric bunched near the seam. “These are off the rack. Nothing wrong with that, but off the rack is made for everybody, so it fits nobody. A tailor can take these in for you and make them sit right. You got a good build under there. No reason to hide it in a tent.”

Tailoring hadn’t crossed my mind. I’d thought buying the right clothes was the whole equation.

The barber reached into the pocket of his apron and pulled out a business card.

“There’s a place two blocks over on Lexington. Ask for Yelena. She does good work and she’s fast. Tell her Angelo sent you.”

I took the card. It read “Yelena’s Alterations” with a phone number and an address. I tucked it into my pocket.

“Thanks for everything,” I said.

I paid him and added a generous tip.
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Yelena’s Alterations sat in the basement of a dry cleaner on Lexington, down a short flight of stairs that smelled like steam and starch. A small bell tinkled when I opened the door. A sewing machine hummed somewhere in the back.

A woman emerged from behind a rack of clothing. She looked to be in her sixties, small and wiry, with silver hair pulled back in a clip and glasses perched on the end of her nose. She wore a measuring tape draped around her neck like a scarf.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Angelo sent me,” I said. “I need some alterations done as quickly as possible.”

She looked me over the same way the restaurant manager had, but her gaze seemed professional rather than dismissive.

“The shirt and the pants both,” she said. “Too baggy.”

“Yeah,” I said.

She gestured for me to stand on a small platform in front of the mirror. I stepped up and held still while she moved around me, pulling the shirt tight across my chest, pinning the sleeves, then kneeling to take in the waist of the pants and taper the legs.

“Hold still,” she said around a mouthful of pins.

She worked for maybe ten minutes, marking and pinning and adjusting. Then she stepped back and nodded.

“Take them off. I do it now. Thirty minutes.”

She gave me a robe to change into. I handed her the pants and shirt, and she disappeared behind the sewing machine. It whirred to life.

I sat in a folding chair near the door and waited. The clock above the counter read just past noon. I had a shift at Slainte at three, which gave me enough time to get back to Linden and then home.

Twenty-five minutes later Yelena emerged from the back with my clothes draped over her arm. She’d pressed them too, the fabric crisp and smooth. She handed them to me and pointed toward the curtained area.

“Try,” she said.

I changed in the narrow space. The shirt slid on differently now, following the shape of my chest and shoulders instead of hanging loose. I buttoned it and tucked it into the pants, which fell in a clean line, trim but not tight.

I stepped out and looked at myself in the full-length mirror. The clothes no longer looked borrowed or chosen from a rack by someone who didn’t care. They looked like they belonged to me.

For the first time in a long time, not recognizing myself felt like a good thing.

I paid Yelena and thanked her. She waved off the thanks and disappeared back behind the racks of clothes.
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I went back to Linden.

The hostess looked up from her stand. Her expression shifted as she took me in—recognition, then surprise, then approval. She allowed herself a small smile.

“Third time’s the charm, right?” she said.

“I hope so,” I said.

“I’ll get her.” She turned and disappeared through the back doorway. I stood near the entrance and waited. My heart beat faster than I wanted it to.

The manager came around the corner a moment later. She moved fast, her steps sharp and impatient, her expression already hardening into dismissal. She opened her mouth to say something but stopped when she actually looked at me. Her mouth stayed open but the words didn’t come.

She stood there for a moment, her eyes moving over the haircut, the clean shave, the tailored shirt and pants.

“You clean up well,” she said.

“I took your feedback,” I said.

And Caleb Fielding’s advice, I thought.

She crossed her arms and tilted her head. “That’s the right answer.” She studied me for another moment.

I stood there and let her look.

She sighed. “When can you start?”

Relief hit me so hard I almost smiled. “I need to give notice at my current job first,” I said. “I can start after that.”

“Fine. Be here next Monday at two in the afternoon. We’ll put you behind the bar with Sam. He’ll train you up. Don’t make me regret this.”

“You won’t,” I said.

She turned and walked away without another word. The hostess gave me a small nod from behind her stand, the kind of nod that said not bad.

I turned and walked out the front door, my back straight and my pace even.

I held it together until I turned the corner and the restaurant disappeared from view.

Then I stopped on the sidewalk, clenched my right fist, and pumped it three times in the air, short sharp motions that no one else noticed.

I did it.


Chapter Eleven




Back at the apartment, the living room smelled like stale pizza and weed. Dustin sat on one end of the couch with a controller in his hand and his eyes fixed on the television, playing some shooter game. Trey slouched in the armchair nearby and scrolled through his phone.

Dustin’s eyes went wide. He set the controller down on the cushion. “Holy shit. Look at this guy.”

Trey squinted at me. “You get a haircut?”

“I did,” I said.

Dustin stood up and circled me like he was inspecting a used car. “That’s not just a haircut. Look at the clothes. Look at the face.” He stopped in front of me and crossed his arms. “You got a job interview or something?”

“Something like that.”

“What, you applying to work on Wall Street now?” Dustin grinned and looked at Trey. “Gonna be one of those finance bros, shouting into a Bluetooth headset and eating fifty-dollar salads.”

Trey chuckled without looking up from his phone. “Yeah, man. You gonna start wearing a tie everywhere?”

If looking like I worked on Wall Street was the worst thing they could say about me, I’d take it.

“It’s just a haircut,” I said.

“Well, you look good man,” Dustin said.

He grabbed his controller and dropped back into his spot. The game unpaused with a burst of gunfire. Trey looked down at his phone again.

I pulled my duffel bag out from underneath the couch. I grabbed a clean T-shirt and my worn jeans, then went into the bathroom to change. I folded the tailored shirt and slacks carefully and set them on top of the bag.

When I came back out, neither of them looked up. I grabbed my jacket and headed for the door.

“See you later,” I said.

“Later bro.”

The ten-minute walk to Slainte felt different. I moved through the same cracked sidewalks and shuttered bodegas with a lighter step.

Harvey stood behind the bar with his reading glasses perched on his nose and a stack of invoices spread across the scratched wood. He didn’t look up when I walked in.

I set my bag down behind the bar, then said, “I have to put in my notice.”

He finished scribbling something on one of the invoices and finally raised his head. The glasses came off and hung on the chain around his neck.

Harvey’s expression didn’t shift. He looked at me the way he’d looked at me the day he hired me, the same flat appraisal.

“I’ve always had high turnover in this place,” he said. “Put it in writing and I’ll process your final check.”

“Thanks. I’ll finish out my shifts this week.”

He nodded and turned back to his invoices.

That was it. I respected him for it.
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The remaining shifts passed without incident. The regulars drank their cheap beer and stared at the television. The off-duty warehouse workers came in tired and left drunk. I poured drinks and wiped down the bar and collected bad tips from people who couldn’t spare more. The work felt easier than it ever had, not because anything changed but because I knew it was ending.

On the final night, the bar had nearly emptied out. Two old-timers sat at the far end nursing glasses of whiskey and talking in low voices.

Harvey came out from the back office around ten o’clock with a bottle of Fireball. He set two shot glasses on the bar and filled them both to the brim.

“On the house,” he said. “Thanks for your help the past couple of months.”

We clinked glasses and drank. The cinnamon burned warm down my throat.

Harvey set his empty glass on the bar and reached under the counter. He pulled out the same laminated Bartender Wanted sign that had gotten me to walk in two months ago.

“Hang this on the window on your way out.”


Chapter Twelve




The door to Linden swung open and I stepped inside at a quarter to two on Monday afternoon. The bar glowed amber in the low light. The whole place smelled like citrus and leather.

A guy about my age stood behind the bar, wiping down the marble with a white cloth. He looked up.

“You’re Nate,” he said.

“That’s me.”

He set the cloth aside and walked around the bar with his hand already extended. His grip was firm and dry. He wore the Linden uniform, white dress shirt and khakis, the fit tailored sharp. His dark hair was cut short and neat.

“Sam Welch,” he said. “I’m gonna make you not the new guy by Saturday.”

“That’s a fast timeline.”

“I’m an efficient man, and you look like you can handle it.” He clapped me on the shoulder and gestured toward the bar. “Come on. Let me show you the setup before the dinner rush hits.”

I followed him behind the bar. Sam moved through the space with an easy confidence, his hands finding bottles and tools without looking. He walked me through the well, the refrigerator drawers of fresh juices and garnishes, the glassware.

“Most of this stuff you’ll pick up just by doing it,” he said. “But there are two things you need to know on day one. First, the regulars. They’re the backbone of this place, and you treat them like gold.” He pointed toward a stool at the corner of the bar. “Rob sits there. Older guy, sharp suit, always orders an Old Fashioned with Buffalo Trace. He’s here two or three nights a week. He tips well and he likes to talk. You’ll know him when you see him.

“Second thing. The cocktail menu changes quarterly, but the classics don’t. If someone orders a Manhattan and you don’t know how to make it, ask me. If someone orders something off-menu and you’ve never heard of it, don’t fake it. Ask me. Nobody expects you to know everything on day one, but they do expect you to make their drink right.”

“Got it,” I said.

A server pushed through the kitchen door carrying a tray of clean glasses. Sam nodded at her and then turned back to me.

“I’ll make a few drinks and you watch. Then you make a few and I watch. Sound good?”

“Sounds good.”

For the next hour, Sam walked me through the basic cocktails. He showed me how to stir a proper martini, how to shake a daiquiri until the tin frosted over, how to layer a Negroni so the flavors hit in the right order. He corrected my pour technique and my jigger grip without making me feel stupid.

At four o’clock, the first customers trickled in. A few professionals in business casual grabbed stools at the bar. Sam greeted them by name and asked about their weekends. He introduced me to each one as “the new guy, Nate,” and they nodded and said hello and went back to their drinks.

The dinner rush came at six. The bar filled up and servers called out orders from the floor. Sam and I moved around each other in the narrow space behind the bar. I kept my head down and focused on the drinks—Old Fashioneds, Manhattans, gin and tonics. A couple wanted espresso martinis, which Sam made look effortless. I poured beers and fetched bottles and kept the garnishes stocked. My hands learned where everything lived.

By eight o’clock, the rhythm had found me. I still moved slower than Sam, but I’d stopped having to think about every step. The muscle memory from Slainte carried over in some ways and failed me in others. At Slainte, a cocktail meant rum and Coke. Here, a cocktail meant fifteen steps and a glass I had to learn the name of.

But the work felt good, and the time moved fast.

The customers were different too. At Slainte, people came to drink and be left alone. Here, they came to be taken care of. They wanted to talk, wanted recommendations. A woman in a gray blazer asked me what I thought of the new seasonal menu and I told her the truth, which was that I’d only tried two of the drinks and both were good. She laughed and ordered one of them.

Around ten, the door opened and three women walked in. The hostess led them past the bar toward a table near the window, but they stopped at the bar instead. Sam straightened up, and his smile turned warmer.

“You’re early,” he said to the one in the middle. “Ladies’ night is supposed to be Thursday.”

“It’s always ladies’ night when we’re here,” she said.

I tried not to stare, but she was hard to ignore. Tall, maybe early forties, with long blonde hair. She wore a dark green dress that hugged the full shape of her hips and chest. Her blue-gray eyes carried warmth.

The two women with her were striking in their own way. The one on the left had short dark hair cut sharp at the jaw and wore a sleeveless black top. The one on the right was shorter and thinner.

Sam had already pulled out three stools. “Sit. You’re blocking the bar and making us look bad.”

The woman in green settled onto the middle stool. Her dress tightened across her thighs as she crossed her legs. I looked away and busied myself with a glass that didn’t need polishing.

The dark-haired one leaned forward. “We want something new. Something that isn’t on the menu yet. You’re always testing things back there.”

“I might have something,” Sam said. He turned to me and lowered his voice. “Watch how this goes. They’re regulars, they’re fun, but they’ll eat you alive if you let them.”

He pulled a bottle of gin from the well and reached for a carafe of something pink. His hands moved fast, building three identical drinks. When he finished, he set the glasses on the bar in front of the women.

“Try that,” he said. “Tell me if it’s worth adding to the spring menu.”

They each took a sip. The dark-haired one nodded. The shorter one closed her eyes and made a sound that bordered on theatrical. The woman in green swirled the glass, tasted it, and set it down.

“It’s good,” she said. “A little too sweet for me, but good.”

“I’ll adjust the syrup ratio,” Sam said. “Anything else needs work?”

“The company could be better, but that’s not your fault.”

Sam put a hand over his heart like she’d wounded him. “This is Nate, by the way. New guy. He’s learning, so be nice.”

The woman in green turned toward me. A small gold pendant rested in the hollow of her throat. Her blue-gray eyes moved over my face, unhurried. Heat crept up the back of my neck, but I held her gaze.

“Nice to meet you, Nate,” she said.

“Nice to meet you too,” I said.

The shorter friend tapped the bar. “We’re going to need another round of these. And maybe some food. Are the oysters still good?”

“Always,” Sam said.

I reached for the gin and went to work on the second round. Sam had already moved to the other end of the bar to help another customer, so I built the drinks myself. I measured the gin carefully and poured the syrup slower than Sam had. My hands wanted to shake, but I made myself focus. When I set the glasses down in front of them, the dark-haired friend nodded and raised her glass toward me in a small toast.

“He’s a quick study,” she said to no one in particular.

I took their food order, and Sam helped me ring it in. For the next hour, the three of them became my section of the bar. I cleared their empty glasses and replaced them with fresh ones, checked in when I passed by, made the small adjustments Sam had shown me.

Every time I glanced her way, her eyes were already on me. She didn’t look away when I caught her.

“So what’s your story, Nate?” the blonde woman in green asked during a quiet stretch. “Sam’s been threatening to quit for a year and I’ve never seen them hire new blood.”

“I just started,” I said. “Before this, I was at a dive bar in Ridgewood.”

“A dive bar.” She raised an eyebrow. “That’s quite a pivot.”

“I wanted something more interesting.”

Her smile widened and she lifted her glass. “Good for you.” She set the glass down and extended her hand across the bar. “I’m Shannon, by the way.”

Her grip was light but deliberate. “Nice to meet you, Shannon,” I said.

The other two laughed about something I hadn’t heard. The shorter one had pulled out her phone to show the other a photo, and they leaned in close.

Shannon leaned toward me slightly. “So you’re new to the city, then?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“You still have a little bit of the deer-in-headlights thing going on. It’s cute.”

I felt my ears get warm. “I’ll take cute.”

“Good,” she said. “Some men get weird about it.”

I leaned against the bar and held her gaze. “Is that your test? You call a guy cute and see how he reacts?”

“Maybe.” She took a sip of her cocktail and studied me over the rim of the glass. “You passed.”

Sam called out an order from the far end of the bar and I pushed off the counter. The woman in green turned back to her friends, but her smile lingered.

When I brought them their check at the end of the night, the dark-haired friend signed the receipt and added a generous tip. The shorter one left a lipstick print on her glass and smiled at me on the way out. Shannon lingered for a moment. She pulled her bag onto her shoulder and turned toward me.

“Good luck with the training, Nate,” she said.

“Thanks,” I said. “See you next time.”

She walked out behind her friends.


Chapter Thirteen




The bar cleared out over the next hour. Sam locked the front door and dimmed the lights. We worked in silence for a while, wiping down the bar and restocking the garnishes.

Then Sam pulled the cash drawer and started counting. He separated the tips into neat stacks, his fingers moving fast through the bills. When he finished, he slid a stack across the bar toward me.

“Your cut,” he said.

I picked up the stack and fanned through it—twenties, tens, a few fives. Even after splitting with Sam and the servers, I’d made more in one shift than I made in a full week at Slainte.

I looked up at Sam. “This is real?”

“This is Monday,” he said. “Fridays and Saturdays are better.”

I folded the bills and tucked them into my pocket.

“You did good tonight,” Sam said. “That’s more than I can say for most people.”

“Thanks for teaching me.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I’m going to make you work for it.”
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I dropped onto the couch and let my body sink into the worn cushions. My feet ached in a way they never had after a shift at Slainte. There, I spent most nights leaning against the register and pouring cheap beer. At Linden, I hadn’t stopped moving for ten hours straight.

I stared at the ceiling and listened to the city sounds outside. Dustin and Trey had gone out somewhere, probably another trance show in Bushwick.

My body was heavy and my eyelids wanted to close, but my mind still raced. The new job was harder, no question. More drinks to memorize, more steps per cocktail, more customers who expected you to remember their names and the exact way they liked their martini. Sam had walked me through twelve different cocktails before the dinner rush even started.

But the work felt different too. At Slainte, I poured drinks for people who wanted to disappear. At Linden, I served people who wanted to be there.

My body would learn the rhythm the same way it had at Slainte, and after a week or two the muscle memory would lock in. The tips alone made it worth the effort.

The finance guys had tipped well and talked to me like I mattered. The couples on dates had asked for wine recommendations and actually listened.

And Shannon.

Her face kept surfacing and the way she’d leaned across the bar and studied me over the rim of her glass.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and opened Instagram out of habit.

The algorithm hadn’t forgotten me. Sage appeared at the top of my feed. She stood on a white sand beach in the Maldives, wearing a thin white cover-up over a dark bikini, her smile wide and effortless.

The caption read: Paradise found.

I scrolled past and found a carousel from Egypt—the Great Pyramid, a rooftop restaurant in Cairo, a group selfie with people I didn’t recognize.

I kept scrolling. Before Egypt, Palermo. Before that, somewhere else. Three countries in three weeks, maybe more. I hadn’t seen these because I hadn’t checked her profile in a while.

I stared at the photos and waited for the familiar ache to settle in my chest.

Something was still there, but quieter, like a bruise that had mostly healed and only hurt when you pressed on it.

I’d been too busy to check her page. Between the working and job change, I hadn’t had the time or the energy to torture myself with Sage’s feed. The realization almost made me laugh. Apparently the cure for obsessing over your ex wasn’t some grand emotional breakthrough. It was working so hard you forgot to be sad.

I closed the app and set the phone on the TV tray beside the couch.

Shannon’s face surfaced in my mind again. And the green dress she’d been wearing.

I hadn’t thought about women since moving to New York. Sage had occupied so much mental real estate that the idea of wanting someone new felt like a betrayal I couldn’t explain.

But Shannon had stuck. I didn’t know what to do with that.

I pushed the thought away. She was at least twenty years older than me, a woman with a career and a life she’d built over decades. I was a twenty-three-year-old bartender who slept on a couch.

Whatever I’d seen in her eyes tonight, I’d probably imagined it.

Besides, I had more important things to focus on, such as my new job.

Women could wait.
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The first week at Linden reshaped my hands. The muscle memory from Slainte had taught me how to pour, but Sam taught me how to move. He showed me how to shake a cocktail from the shoulder instead of the wrist. By Thursday, I could build a Manhattan without looking at the recipe card. By Saturday, I could hold a conversation while I stirred a martini and not lose track of either.

Sam worked beside me through every shift, and the rhythm between us settled fast. He called out orders from the service well and I pulled bottles before he finished speaking. When a customer asked for something obscure, he quizzed me under his breath before I answered. When I got it right, he nodded once and moved on. When I got it wrong, he corrected me in two sentences and made me repeat it back.

“You’re picking this up faster than I did,” he said on a slow Tuesday, wiping down the back bar. “Took me three weeks to stop second-guessing the proportions on a Negroni.”

“You had someone training you?”

“I had a guy who quit after four days and left me a sticky note with the Wi-Fi password and a half-empty bottle of Fernet.” Sam tossed the cloth into the sanitizer bucket. “You’re doing fine.”

The money changed things faster than I expected. After my first full week, I walked out with more cash than I had made in a month at Slainte. I counted the bills on the couch that night while Dustin and Trey argued about something playing on the television. The stack felt thick in my hand. I separated it into two piles, one for savings, one for what I needed next.

My work clothes had become a problem. I’d bought one tailored shirt and one pair of slacks and worn them for every shift since. The shirt had started to yellow at the collar and the slacks had developed a shine at the knees that wouldn’t brush out. I needed more, and for the first time since moving to New York, I could afford them.

I took the train back to the same store on my next day off. The sales associate recognized me. He pulled three shirts and three pairs of slacks from the rack.

I paid with cash and walked the clothes to Yelena’s. She took the pins from her mouth and looked at me over her glasses. She chalked the cuffs and sleeves without asking questions and told me to come back Thursday.

On the walk back to the apartment, I passed a dry cleaner wedged between a laundromat and a cell phone repair shop. The sign said Same-Day Service Available and the windows were clean. I made a mental note of the cross street and walked the rest of the way home with my hands in my pockets.

The dry cleaner became part of my routine. Every three days, I dropped off the shirts and slacks I’d worn and picked up the ones I’d left. The woman behind the counter learned my name and stopped asking for my phone number.

On a Thursday afternoon, I came back from a coffee shop to find a clear plastic bag hanging from the doorknob of the apartment. I pulled it off and carried it inside.

Dustin sat on the couch with a controller in his hands. Trey sprawled in the armchair with his phone.

Dustin looked up at the plastic bag in my hand and snorted. “Dry cleaning? For real?”

“Yeah.”

“What are you, fifty years old?” He glanced at Trey. “Nate’s getting his shirts pressed. Probably got a guy for his taxes too.”

Trey glanced up from his phone and shrugged. “Nothing wrong with looking clean.”

“Nothing wrong with a washing machine either,” Dustin said. “Costs a dollar fifty in the basement.”

I pulled the plastic off the bundle and hung the shirts in the narrow closet by the door. Dry cleaning for eight dollars a shirt was worth it to look like I belonged behind the bar at Linden.

Dustin waited for a response and got none. He unpaused the game and went back to shooting.
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By the end of my second week, the regulars had started to know my name. I learned their drinks and their rhythms. The couple who came in every Thursday split a bottle of Sancerre and always asked for the same server. The woman who’d asked about the seasonal menu on my first night now waved when she walked in and let me choose her drink.

Rob Broderick came in two or three nights a week, always alone or with one other person. He sat at the corner stool Sam had pointed out on my first day and ordered the Old Fashioned with Buffalo Trace. He was older, maybe late forties or early fifties, with a stocky build and thick hands that looked like they’d done real work at some point. He wore good suits without looking like he was trying to impress anyone. The jacket came off after the first drink and the sleeves got rolled up by the second. He always tipped well.

When he came in with other people, they sat at a table instead of the bar. The conversations looked serious. Papers came out sometimes, or a laptop, and the people across from him leaned in close and nodded a lot. He did most of the talking and they did most of the listening. Afterward, he always came back to the bar for one more drink by himself.

I introduced myself on a quiet Wednesday. He’d come in alone, so I set a coaster in front of him and asked if he wanted the usual.

“You know my usual?”

“Buffalo Trace Old Fashioned. Light on the bitters.”

He studied me for a moment. “You’re the new guy Sam mentioned.”

“Nate,” I said.

“Rob.” He extended his hand across the bar. “Sam says you’re a quick study.”

“I’m trying.”

I built his drink and set it on the coaster. He took a sip and nodded once.

“That’s right,” he said. “Most people rush the stir.”

Over the next few days, I picked up pieces. He worked in commercial real estate, had been in the city for decades, and knew the bar’s owner from some deal years back. He didn’t talk about his personal life and I didn’t ask.

I looked forward to his visits. Not because he tipped well, though he did, but because watching him interact with people was a free education. He asked questions that got straight to the point and never wasted words on small talk he didn’t mean. When someone was genuine, he gave them his full attention. When someone wasn’t, he redirected without making a show of it.

I had a feeling that there was a lot I could learn from this guy. I’d already done the hard work to get into a better room, so I figured it was time I started taking advantage of it.

Rob Broderick seemed to be the best way to start doing that.


Chapter Fourteen




Shannon and her friends came in twice a week. Ladies’ night, they called it, though the night changed depending on their schedules. Sometimes they sat at a table in the restaurant section and ordered dinner with their drinks. Sometimes they took stools at the bar and stayed until close.

Shannon always sat where she could see me.

She wore her hair down most nights and dressed in clothes that fit her body without hiding it, usually with a neckline that suggested without announcing.

The flirting never stopped. She teased me about my accent, which she said came out when I was tired. She found excuses to touch my hand when I passed her a glass.

Her friends played along. The dark-haired one, whose name I learned was Rachel, started calling me “the handsome new guy” loud enough for Shannon to hear. The shorter one, Jackie, asked me increasingly personal questions and reported the answers back to Shannon like a scout.

One Thursday night, they came in late and took three stools at the far end of the bar. The dinner rush had died down and Sam and I had time to talk to them between orders. Shannon wore a dark red dress that night, the kind of red that pulled focus from across the room. She’d pulled her hair back in a loose twist that showed the line of her neck.

I brought them their first round without being asked.

“You’re getting good at this,” Shannon said. She wrapped her fingers around the glass and tilted her head at me. “You move different than you did that first night.”

“Different how?”

“Less like you’re afraid of breaking something.”

“I still break things sometimes.” I leaned against the back bar and crossed my arms. “You pay a lot of attention to how I move.”

“I pay attention to a lot of things.”

Rachel made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a cough. Jackie buried her face in her phone and pretended not to listen.

I went to check on my other customers. When I glanced back, Shannon was watching me walk away.

Later that night, after they’d left and the bar had emptied out, Sam and I closed up together. He counted the tips and I wiped down the bar.

Sam slid my cut across the marble.

“So Shannon.”

“What about her?”

“You know she’s into you, right?”

I folded the bills and tucked them into my pocket. “She’s friendly with everyone.”

“She’s friendly with everyone, yes,” Sam said, drawing out the words. “But she’s flirting with you. There’s a difference.” He leaned back. “If I wasn’t dating someone, I might have gone for it.”

“She’s pretty,” I said. “But she’s a lot older than us.”

“That’s exactly why I would’ve gone for it.” Sam grinned. “I’ve overheard plenty of their conversations when they’re a few drinks in. Her friends give her a hard time about liking younger men. Apparently it’s a pattern.”

I stopped wiping the bar and looked at him. “She said that?”

“She didn’t deny it when her friends brought it up. That’s pretty much the same thing.” Sam grabbed his jacket from the hook. “Just something to think about.”

He slapped me on the shoulder and headed for the door.

I finished closing in silence.

The night air hit cool as I walked toward the train with my hands in my pockets.

Shannon had been flirting with me since my first shift, and I’d convinced myself I was imagining it because a woman like Shannon could have anyone she wanted.

I’d told myself women could wait.

But Shannon wasn’t waiting. She was showing up twice a week and looking at me like I was exactly what she wanted.
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The M train rattled over the elevated tracks. I sat near the end of the car with my back against the window and my headphones in.

I scrolled through the downloaded episodes of Bro Flex on my phone. I’d let the dating and women episodes pile up for weeks. Every time a new one appeared in the feed, I skipped it and went back to the ones about discipline or environment or building a career from nothing. Women had felt like a topic I could postpone.

But Shannon had started to change the math.

Sam had noticed. Her friends had noticed. I’d definitely noticed.

And I’d done absolutely nothing about it.

I’d been with Sage since junior year of high school. We had drifted together through a mutual friend group, and one day we were just a couple. I’d never asked her out. I’d never asked anyone out. The entire concept of walking up to a woman and putting myself on the line was foreign territory. The idea of it made me more nervous than I cared to admit.

So I needed encouragement and wisdom. I knew just where to find it.

I pulled up the Bro Flex episode list and picked one at random from the dating backlog. The title was “Make the Move: Why Signals Aren’t Enough.”

I hit play.

Caleb’s voice filled my ears.

“I hear this from guys all the time. ‘She was giving me signals, man. I was waiting for the right moment. And then she just lost interest.’ And I always ask the same question. What were you waiting for?”

The train lurched through a curve and I braced my shoulder against the window.

“Here’s something I learned the hard way. Women will give you the signal. That’s their part. The look that lasts a second too long. The touch on the arm. The way she positions herself near you at the bar. That’s her opening the door. But she will not walk through it for you. That’s your job. You have to be the one to make the move.”

Every signal had been there, bright and clear and repeated. And I’d stood behind the bar night after night and smiled and done nothing.

Caleb kept going. “Some guys think waiting is safe. Like if you wait long enough, she’ll just fall into your lap and you won’t have to risk anything. But that’s all wrong. Waiting is the risk. Because while you’re standing there trying to read the signals, she’s deciding you’re either not interested or not confident enough to act. Either way, she moves on.”

I opened Instagram. I knew Shannon’s last name from the credit card she used to close out her tab. Delma. I typed it into the search bar.

Her profile appeared at the top of the results. The profile picture showed her in a sundress, sunglasses pushed up into her hair, smiling at someone off-camera. I tapped on it.

The grid loaded.

The first few photos were from a dinner party. Shannon stood in the center of a group of women, her arm around one and her head tilted toward another. Everyone held wine glasses and the lighting was warm and low. The caption read “The best people” and nothing else.

Another photo was of her at the Jersey Shore. She wore a one-piece and sat in a folding chair with a paperback in her lap. No posing, no filter.

A farmers’ market haul on a kitchen counter—tomatoes, crusty bread, a wedge of cheese. The photo was slightly crooked and she hadn’t bothered to retake it.

This was definitely not a curated feed. It was simply a record of her life.

I couldn’t help but compare. Sage posted photos of infinity pools and rooftop bars and white sand beaches. Every shot was framed perfectly and filtered into something aspirational. And every photo had the same obvious absence of whoever was traveling with her and taking these photos.

Shannon’s feed showed a life that actually happened.

I wondered if the difference came from age or from character. Maybe both.

I liked that. I liked it a lot more than I’d expected to.

Caleb wrapped up the episode. “So here’s the bottom line. Pay attention to the signals. She’ll give them to you. But once you’ve seen them, act. Don’t wait for the perfect moment because it doesn’t exist. Don’t wait until you feel ready because you won’t. Just make the move. She’s already done her part. Now do yours.”

The train slowed as it pulled into my stop. I took out my headphones and wrapped the cord around my phone.

Shannon had given me every signal I could possibly need. And I’d stood behind the bar smiling like an idiot while she waited for me to catch up.

Maybe it was time to make the move.


Chapter Fifteen




Shannon didn’t come in for the next two shifts.

I checked the reservation book on Friday afternoon and found nothing under her name. I scanned the bar every time the door opened on Saturday night. A group of finance guys took her usual stools and ordered three rounds of whiskeys and left a twenty percent tip without looking at the bill.

By Sunday afternoon I’d accepted that the universe had a sense of humor. The moment I’d decided to act, she vanished.

A light rain had started around noon and kept the neighborhood indoors. Sam had the day off, which left me alone behind the bar with a few scattered customers nursing coffee and Bloody Marys. I restocked the lowboy, wiped down the back bar, and checked the garnish tray twice.

The door opened at three thirty and Rob walked in.

He shook the rain from his jacket and hung it on the rack by the door. The place had emptied out except for an older couple in the back booth and a woman reading a paperback at the far end. Rob took his usual stool and settled his weight onto the leather with a grunt.

“Slow day,” he said.

“Sunday afternoons usually are.” I set a coaster in front of him and started building his Old Fashioned without asking.

He watched me build the drink. “You’re getting faster at that.”

“Practice.” I set the glass on the coaster and leaned against the back bar. “How’s your Sunday?”

“Quiet. Had lunch with my daughter. She’s in town for a few days.”

I hadn’t known he had a daughter. I waited to see if he’d say more, and when he didn’t, I let it go.

Rob took a slow sip of his drink and set the glass down. “You’re from the South, aren’t you? I hear it in certain words.”

“North Carolina.”

“Where in North Carolina?”

“Siler City.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Most people haven’t.” I took a rag from the sanitizer bucket and wiped down the bar top. “It’s about an hour west of Raleigh. Small town. The kind of place where everybody knows everybody and half of them are related to each other.”

“That where you picked up the manners?”

“My grandmother, mostly. She used to say that being polite doesn’t cost anything but it pays better than being rude.”

“Smart woman. So what brings a guy from Siler City all the way to New York?”

My face warmed. For a second I considered the easy version—fresh start, wanted to try something new. But Rob had been straight with me since the first time I poured his drink, and he deserved the same.

“My girlfriend dumped my ass,” I said. “We were together from high school all through college.”

Rob’s expression didn’t change. “That’s rough, man. Did you follow her to college?”

“Yeah. UNC Wilmington. She wanted to go there. I wanted to be where she was.”

“So you built your whole life around her.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“What happened when college ended?”

“She figured out I didn’t have a plan. I graduated with a communications degree I didn’t care about and no idea what came next.”

“That’s a hard thing to admit.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice admitting it lately.”

Rob nodded slowly. He looked at me like he was adding up columns in his head.

“You picked a hell of a place for a fresh start,” he said. “New York doesn’t go easy on anyone.”

“I’m figuring that out.”

“But if you can manage it, there’s unmatched opportunity. For making money.” He paused. “And for landing a new girlfriend, if that’s what you want.”

Shannon’s face flashed through my mind. “I’ve thought about starting to date again. Honestly, I’m still kind of hung up.”

“On the ex?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s she doing now?”

I shrugged. “Traveling. With some guy, probably. Her Instagram is full of it.”

“Let me see.”

I pulled out my phone and opened Sage’s Instagram. The grid of pristine beaches and infinity pools loaded on the screen. I handed the phone across the bar.

Rob swiped through the photos. His thumb moved fast and his face stayed neutral. He handed the phone back after maybe ten seconds.

“Yeah, it’s obvious her whole trip is getting bankrolled by a guy like me,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“That’s called OPM. Other people’s money. She’s not paying for any of it. Some guy her age can’t afford that kind of travel either, not unless he’s got family money or he’s running a crypto scam. So the math is simple. She’s with an older man who’s taking her places and she’s posting the receipts to make her life look like a dream.”

I stared at the phone screen. I’d somewhat suspected it, but hadn’t wanted to fully admit it. But when chatting with Rob, shooting things straight was the only way to go.

“You’re sure about that?” I asked.

“I’ve been in rooms with those guys. I’ve been the host at dinners where someone shows up with a woman half his age who spends the whole dinner taking photos of the food. It’s a transaction. He gets arm candy and she gets a lifestyle she can perform on social media. Neither of them calls it that, but that’s what it is.”

The words settled into my chest and rearranged something. Not pain. More like the ache of a joint popping back into place.

“Her dumping you might be a blessing in disguise,” Rob said. “You escaped a trap that catches a lot of men your age.”

“What trap?”

“Getting serious with a woman when you should be building yourself. You can’t grow and develop when you’re pouring all your energy into a relationship. You did it for four years in college and look where it got you. Now you’re free to focus on becoming something. That’s a hell of a lot harder with a girlfriend in the picture.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s what I’m trying to do now.”

“So what’s your game plan?”

I didn’t have a good answer. I’d been so focused on surviving week to week that I hadn’t thought much beyond the next shift.

“Honestly, I’m kind of making it up as I go along.” I leaned my forearms on the bar. “I was working at a dive bar in Ridgewood when I first got here. The tips were garbage. I switched to Linden because I figured the money was better, and it is. So right now I’m just riding this out, saving up what I can, and figuring out my next move.”

Rob took another sip of his Old Fashioned.

“You’ve got good instincts,” he said. “I’ve watched you work this room for a few weeks now. You read people well. You remember the small stuff. And you’ve got the energy and hustle to make things happen. That’s good. That’s a foundation.”

I waited.

“But you need something with uncapped potential.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you need to sort out your income so you control it. Right now, you don’t.” He gestured at the bar around us. “Take Linden, for example. The tips are good. Better than the dive bar, you said. And from where you’re standing, that probably feels like a win. But step back and look at the math.”

I set the rag aside.

“You can only work so many hours,” he said. “There are twenty-four in a day and you need to sleep for some of them. Even if you worked every shift you possibly could, you’d still hit a wall. That’s the first ceiling.

“The second ceiling is the place itself. This joint can hold maybe thirty people at the bar and another forty at the tables. On a packed Saturday night with a line out the door, you’re still serving the same number of customers. The building doesn’t expand just because demand is high. So your tips have a hard cap. They can be good, but they can’t be great. And they can never be whatever you want them to be.”

“I’ve never thought about it like that,” I said.

“Most people don’t.”

“I’ve been so focused on making rent to pay for my buddy’s couch. That was the whole goal when I got here.”

“That’s normal,” Rob said. “And it’s fine. When you’re in survival mode, you can’t plan for five years out when you’re worried about next month.”

I knew what he meant. A few short months ago I’d been calculating precisely that.

“Are you still surviving?” Rob asked.

“No. I’m not.” I braced my hands on the edge of the bar. “I make more than enough to cover my rent now. I get decent haircuts. I dry clean my work clothes instead of washing them in the sink. And I’ve got a cash stash.”

“A cash stash.”

“Actual savings. It’s not huge, but it’s there. I add to it every week.”

Rob lifted his glass in a small toast. “Congratulations. You’re officially out of survival mode. Now you have a choice. And this is where most people get stuck. You can settle. You can say this is good enough, pour drinks for the next few years, and live a perfectly fine life. Nothing wrong with that. Or you can put in some work and level up.”

“I want to level up,” I said.

Rob’s expression didn’t change but something around his eyes shifted. “I figured that was coming.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. I had a pretty good read on you. So let me give you an example. Me. I’m a commercial real estate broker. I help businesses find spaces and I help landlords fill them. When I close a deal, I get paid a commission. There’s no salary and no hourly wage. There’s no boss handing me a raise at the end of the year because I showed up on time. My income is whatever I make it.

“The commission on a deal is a percentage of the total lease value. A small retail space might generate a commission of a few thousand dollars. A big office lease can generate six figures. I don’t get paid for the hours I work. I get paid for the value I create. If I want to make more money, I find bigger deals or I close more of them. There’s no ceiling. No building that can only hold so many people.”

“That sounds amazing,” I said.

“Yeah, it does. Some of my colleagues close one six-figure deal and take a couple of months off. Sometimes they travel with a newly single girl, show her a good time, and let her post it all over Instagram. Other guys I know don’t take any time off at all and just hustle to stack cash all year long. That’s more or less what I prefer to do.”

“Do you think commercial real estate is something I could get into?” I asked.

Rob shrugged. “Sure. Anyone can, in theory. But you gotta have the drive and the hustle. It’s not a job where you clock in and collect a paycheck. You have to go out and find business every single day. A lot of people can’t hack it.”

“Where do you even start?”

“The exam. New York requires a real estate salesperson license. You take a seventy-seven-hour pre-licensing course, which you can do online at your own pace. Pass the school’s final exam, then schedule the state exam. Not bad, but you just have to sit down and do it. Costs a few hundred bucks.”

I pulled the order pad from my pocket and flipped to a blank page. I wrote 77-hour course online, then pass final, then state exam 75 questions.

Rob watched me write and chuckled.

I looked up. “What?”

“It just feels good to give advice to a young guy and actually see him write it down. Most kids your age, you try to hand them free knowledge and they don’t want it. They’d rather be out getting drunk, smoking weed, chasing girls. Not interested in building anything.”

Dustin and Trey came to mind.

“I guess I went through a phase like that myself,” Rob went on. “I didn’t let it last too long. Got my shit together around your age, actually. You seem like you’re already on that track.”

“I’m going to do it,” I said.

“Go for it.” Rob drained the last of his Old Fashioned. He pulled out his wallet and laid a bill on the bar that covered the drink twice over. “Thanks for the conversation. Do the work, Nate.”

He grabbed his jacket from the rack by the door and stepped out into the rain.

I tore the page from the order pad, folded it once, and tucked it into my back pocket.
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The apartment smelled sour when I got home from work that night. The couch sagged under me as I laid down.

Dustin and Trey had gone to bed already. Must’ve been a rare early night for them. Dustin’s snoring rumbled through the thin wall.

Sleep wouldn’t come for me.

I pulled the folded page from my back pocket and smoothed it against my thigh.

Seventy-seven-hour course online. Final exam. State exam.

Do the work, Nate.

I opened the search bar on my phone and typed New York real estate salesperson pre-licensing course.

The results loaded. Dozens of schools offered the program. I scrolled past the ads and clicked on the first one that looked straightforward.

Seventy-seven hours.

I did the math. Two hours a day on my days off, an hour before shifts. Five or six weeks, maybe faster. I could study on the train, or during slow afternoons at Linden.

The fee was two hundred and forty-nine dollars. I checked my account on my banking app. I could deposit some of my cash tips before my credit card statement was due.

I truly wanted what Rob had talked about earlier.

Not just the money.

The control.

I scrolled back to the top of the page and clicked the enroll button.

I filled out the registration in the dark of the living room, thumb tapping against the screen.

I entered my credit card number and hit submit.

The confirmation screen appeared.

Thank you for enrolling. You will receive your course login credentials via email within one business day.

I stared at the screen.

Do the work, Nate.

The work was about to begin.


Chapter Sixteen




The Monday shift started slow and stayed that way. The rain had continued. Sam leaned against the back bar and scrolled through his phone while I restocked the lowboy for the third time just to have something to do with my hands.

The door opened and Shannon Delma walked in.

She shook the rain from her hair as she stepped inside. She wore a white blouse and dark jeans and heeled boots that clicked against the floor. Her eyes found mine across the room.

I was standing perfectly still with a rag in my hand and—probably—a stupid expression on my face.

Shannon chose the stool directly in front of me. She draped her jacket over the one beside her and rested her forearms on the marble.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.” I tossed the rag under the counter. “You’re alone tonight.”

“Astute observation.”

“I meant your friends aren’t with you.”

“They had a work thing.” She shrugged. “I decided I still wanted a drink. Is that all right?”

“That’s fine with me.”

She smiled and something warm spread through my chest.

Don’t overthink this.

“The usual?” I asked.

“You remember?”

I built her French 75 — gin, lemon juice, and simple syrup shaken over ice, strained into a coupe, and topped with champagne.

Shannon lifted the glass and took a slow sip without breaking eye contact.

“You make these better than anyone else in the city,” she said.

“I doubt that.”

“You’re allowed to take a compliment, Nate.”

The way she said my name made my stomach tighten. I leaned against the back bar and crossed my arms. “Then thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She set the glass down and traced a finger around the rim. “So what’s new with you?”

Customers asked how I was doing all the time, but it was almost always just small talk. Shannon asked like she wanted the real answer.

“I enrolled in a real estate course,” I said.

Her eyebrows lifted. “Really?”

“I signed up last night. The course is online.”

“What made you decide to pursue that?”

“A regular gave me some advice,” I said. “It sounded good, so I took it.”

“That’s a good goal,” Shannon said. “A lot of people your age aren’t thinking that way.”

“I haven’t been thinking that way either. Not until recently.”

“What changed?”

I hesitated. The honest answer was long and complicated and involved a lot of things I wasn’t sure I wanted to explain to a woman I had a crush on.

“I feel like I just woke up,” I said.

Shannon tilted her head. “That’s a good answer.”

“It’s the short version.”

“So you’re going to be a real estate agent,” Shannon said.

“A broker, technically. Commercial real estate.”

“And you’re still going to bartend?”

“For now. I can study during the day and work at night.”

“You sound like you have it all figured out.”

“I have the first few steps figured out. The rest is a mystery.”

Shannon swirled the ice in her glass. “Seriously, Nate. I’m impressed. Most guys your age are still trying to figure out how to do their own laundry.”

I couldn’t tell if she was genuinely impressed or encouraging me the way an adult encourages a kid who announces he wants to be an astronaut.

“Thank you,” I said.

She finished her drink and set the glass on the coaster. “Can I get another?”

I made her a second French 75. The bar stayed quiet. The couple at the other end paid their tab and left. Sam bused their glasses and gave me a look that I pretended not to see.

Shannon nursed her second drink slowly. She asked me about North Carolina and I told her about Siler City and my grandmother and what it felt like to grow up in a town where everyone knew your name. She asked about college and I gave her the short version of that too.

I didn’t mention Sage. It didn’t feel like the right time.

She told me about her PR firm and a difficult client who kept changing the brief. She talked about a trip to Italy the year before and how she wanted to go back but couldn’t find the time. The conversation flowed easily.

An hour had passed before either of us noticed. Shannon glanced at her phone and made a small sound of surprise.

“I should go,” she said. “I have an early meeting tomorrow.”

She pulled out her card and handed it across the bar. I ran it through the terminal and passed it back. She signed the receipt and added a tip that was more than generous.

“Thank you for the drinks,” she said. “And the conversation.”

“Anytime.”

She slid off the stool and pulled her jacket on. She gave me one last smile and walked toward the door.

I watched her go. The bar felt emptier with her gone.

Again I’d done nothing. Again she’d walked out the door.

No. Not this time.

I tossed the rag onto the counter. “Sam.”

He looked up from the glassware he was polishing. “What?”

“I’ll be right back.”

I walked around the bar and pushed through the front door.

The rain had stopped. Shannon was halfway down the block. She walked with her hands in her jacket pockets and her head tilted up toward the clearing sky.

“Shannon.”

She turned, and I jogged lightly to catch up to her.

“Did I forget something?” she asked.

“No.” My heart hammered. “I wanted to ask you something.”

She waited.

I hadn’t planned what to say. I’d just walked out the door because the alternative was another night on the couch wishing I had.

“I was wondering if you wanted to get a drink sometime,” I said. “Not at Linden. Somewhere else. With me.”

Shannon blinked. Her lips parted slightly. For a long moment she said nothing and my stomach dropped straight through the sidewalk.

Then she laughed. Not a mean laugh. It was soft and surprised and only slightly incredulous.

“Nate,” she said. “I’m something like twenty years older than you.”

“I know.”

Shannon studied my face. Under the streetlight, her eyes looked almost silver.

Sam had told me he suspected she liked younger men. If that turned out to not be true, I’d kill him.

“Does the age thing bother you?” she asked.

“No.”

“It might bother me.”

“If it bothers you then you can say no. But I had to ask.”

A long pause stretched between us. She looked down at the wet pavement and then back up at me.

“Give me your phone,” she finally said.

I unlocked my phone and handed it to her. She typed her number in, saved it, and handed it back.

“Call me,” she said. “We’ll figure out a time.”

“I will.”

She smiled. “Goodnight, Nate.”

I stood on the sidewalk and watched her go until she turned the corner and disappeared from view.

Then I walked back into Linden on legs that felt slightly disconnected from my body.


Chapter Seventeen




The alarm on my phone went off at nine in the morning. I lay there for a few minutes, thinking about Shannon Delma.

I swung my legs off the couch and sat up. The apartment was quiet. Dustin and Trey were still asleep.

Every guy knew the standard rule: wait two days before calling a woman. I’d heard that advice a hundred times from a hundred different places. Movies, friends, some unspoken cultural script that said you had to play it cool. If you called too soon you looked desperate. If you called too late you looked uninterested. The whole thing played like a game.

But an episode of Bro Flex from a few days back had broken the whole thing down. Caleb declared the two-day rule was dead. A woman like Shannon had options, and in the era of smart phones and social media, waiting was just giving the competition a chance to intervene.

I pulled up Shannon’s contact and stared at the screen. My thumb hovered over the call button.

Another piece of advice from that episode surfaced. When you called, you needed to have a plan. A specific date, a specific time, a specific place. Not “hey, want to hang out sometime?” The initiative had to come from me.

I didn’t know any cool places in New York. I knew a dive bar in Ridgewood and I knew Linden. That was the full extent of my nightlife knowledge, besides the warehouse parties, and I had a feeling Shannon would not be interested in those.

I opened my phone’s browser and searched for upscale cocktail lounges in Manhattan. Most of the results looked like tourist traps or places trying too hard. I wanted somewhere with good drinks and a vibe that said I had my life together even if I was still sleeping on a couch.

I found a place called The Mezzanine. It was in Grand Central Terminal, tucked away in what used to be a private office from the 1920s. The photos showed high vaulted ceilings and dark wood paneling and leather armchairs. It looked like somewhere a guy would take a woman he wanted to impress without being obvious about it.

I checked the menu. Cocktails ran eighteen to twenty-four dollars each. With a tip, two rounds for two people would run somewhere north of a hundred dollars. Maybe more if we ordered food.

A hundred dollars was a lot of money, more than I’d spent on a single night out since I moved to the city. But my cash stash had grown steadily over the past few months, and the alternative was staying on the couch every night watching my life pass through a phone screen.

I hit call.

The phone rang twice before she picked up.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Shannon. It’s Nate. From Linden.”

“Hey, Nate. That was fast. Very direct, I like it.”

I chuckled. “Good. Anyway, there’s a place I’ve been wanting to check out. It’s called The Mezzanine. It’s in Grand Central.”

“The one in the old office? With the balcony?”

“You know it?”

“I’ve been there once. A few years ago. It’s nice.”

“I thought we could grab our drink there.”

“Sure. Thursday night works for me.”

“Me too. How about eight o’clock?”

“Eight is good.”

“Great. I’ll meet you there.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Okay. See you Thursday.”

“Bye, Nate.”

She hung up. I lowered the phone and stared at the ceiling of the apartment.

It was official. I had a date Thursday night.

My first since Sage.

But then I remembered that I was supposed to work at Linden on Thursday night.

I texted Sam.

Any chance you can cover my Thursday shift?

His response landed thirty seconds later.

You better be doing something good. Don’t waste my generosity.

Got a date.

Nice. With who?

I didn’t answer. I texted Corinne, the boss, next.

Sam said he can cover Thursday for me if that’s cool with you.

A few minutes passed. My phone buzzed.

That works.

Thanks, Corinne.

I dragged the duffel bag out from under the couch and unzipped it. Inside was every piece of clothing I’d brought with me to New York. I pulled each item out and laid it across the couch cushions for inspection.

I owned three t-shirts. One had a hole in the armpit, another had faded from black to a sad gray, and the third still held a barbecue sauce stain from a cookout two summers ago.

I had two button-down shirts. The first was missing a button at the cuff, and wrinkles had creased so deep into the fabric they might as well have been part of it. The second was a short-sleeve plaid shirt I’d owned since sophomore year of college. It looked like something a guy would wear to a frat party, not a cocktail lounge.

I had one pair of jeans with a frayed hem and a worn patch on the left knee, and one pair of chinos that had fit me once but now sagged at the waist because I’d dropped weight since moving to the city.

My work clothes hung separately in the closet, but those were bartending uniforms. They were for Linden, not for sitting across from Shannon Delma at The Mezzanine.

I owned nothing appropriate for this date. Not a single piece.

Shit.

Shannon would show up looking like she always looked, put together and confident and completely at home in a nice room. I couldn’t show up in a stretched-out t-shirt and jeans with a hole in the knee.

But I had some money now. This was exactly the kind of thing my cash stash was for.

I stuffed the clothes back into the duffel bag and grabbed my wallet and keys.
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The same older salesman from my previous visits stood behind the counter. He looked up when I walked in and his face registered a flicker of recognition.

“Back again,” he said. “More work shirts?”

“Not this time. I need something for a date.”

He nodded in a way that suggested he wasn’t new to this. “What kind of place?”

“A cocktail lounge.”

“All right. I got you.”

He led me to a rack of dark slacks and pulled a pair in navy and in gray. The fabric felt soft and lightweight. He held them up to my waist and nodded.

“Try these.”

He handed me three shirts next. A navy button-down in a cotton that was clearly a step above anything I’d ever owned. A light blue oxford with a subtle texture. A dark henley that would work on its own or under a jacket.

I stepped into the small dressing room and pulled the curtain shut. I tried on the trousers first. They fit perfectly at the waist and tapered cleanly down to my ankles. No sagging. No frayed hems. They actually looked like they belonged on an adult.

I paired them with the navy button-down and tucked it in. The collar sat flat against my neck without gaping. The sleeves ended exactly at my wrists. I rolled them until they sat just below my elbows the way Sam always wore his.

I looked at myself in the mirror. My face had thinned out slightly over the past few months, the last traces of college softness giving way to sharper angles. My posture had straightened from months of standing behind a bar instead of slouching on a couch.

The new clothes didn’t create any of that. They just put the right frame around it.

This is what I should look like. This is the guy I’m becoming.

I tried the other combinations. The light blue oxford worked just as well. The henley would be good for a more casual night, maybe a second date if Thursday went well.

Thursday will go well, I told myself.

I changed back into my old clothes and carried the new ones to the counter.

“These work for you?” the salesman asked.

“Yes.”

He rang up the trousers and the navy shirt. I hesitated for a moment and then added the oxford and the henley to the pile.

While he was folding them, I walked back to the rack and grabbed two pairs of dark jeans in my size and three plain t-shirts in black, white, and gray. Basic stuff, the kind of clothes that wouldn’t embarrass me if I ran into someone important on the street.

I added two more button-downs to the pile, one in a dark green and one in a soft gray that would go with anything. The total climbed higher than I’d planned to spend, but I didn’t let myself hesitate.

This wasn’t an indulgence. This was an investment.

The old Nate wore old clothes. The new Nate needed clothes that fit the life he was building.

“Good luck on the date,” the salesman said as he handed me the bags.
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The apartment was still empty when I got back.

I set the shopping bags on the couch and went straight for the duffel bag. I unzipped it all the way and pulled out every piece of clothing I owned that wasn’t a work uniform or brand new. The stained t-shirts. The plaid monstrosity from college. The jeans with the hole in the knee. The socks with stretched-out elastic and the undershirts that had yellowed around the collar.

I didn’t sort through them. I didn’t save anything for laundry day or lazy Sundays or backup emergencies. I scooped the entire pile into my arms and carried it out of the apartment.

The alley beside the building was narrow and littered with cigarette butts and broken glass. The dumpster leaned against the brick wall, green and dented. I lifted the lid and heaved the armload of clothes inside.

The lid slammed shut with a hollow metal clang.

I stood in the alley for a long moment. To anyone watching, it might’ve simply looked like I was throwing away old clothes. But it felt more… spiritual than that.

Like a purge.

It was just what I needed.


Chapter Eighteen




Iarrived at The Mezzanine fifteen minutes early because I wanted to be there when she walked in, settled and steady. The host led me to a small table near the back, tucked under the vaulted stone ceiling, with two leather chairs angled toward each other.

Leaded glass filled the windows. The carpet absorbed sound. A jazz trio played soft music, and the other tables held couples who leaned close over their drinks.

I had worn the navy trousers and the matching button-down with the sleeves rolled to my elbows. My hair had cooperated.

I wasn’t that nervous.

Then the door opened, and I forgot how to breathe.

Shannon Delma walked into the low amber light of The Mezzanine in a wrap dress the color of dark wine, tied just below her ribs in a way that celebrated the full curve of her hips and the generous swell of her chest. The neckline plunged to a point that was bold without being desperate.

My pulse dropped into my stomach and stayed there, heavy and urgent.

Gold hoops swung at her ears. Her blonde hair hung loose, waves spilling down her back. The hem of her dress fell to just above her knee.

I stood up. My legs functioned, barely. She spotted me and crossed the room without hurrying. When she reached the table, she didn’t hesitate. She put her hand on my shoulder and kissed my cheek, and for a moment the world was nothing but the scent of her perfume and the warmth of her lips near my jaw.

I pulled her chair out and she sat, and I sat across from her.

We ordered drinks. A French 75 for her, an Old Fashioned for me. The waiter left and Shannon fixed her eyes on me with an expression that hovered somewhere between curiosity and hunger.

“You clean up well,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said.

The drinks arrived. I lifted my glass, and she clinked hers against mine.

The conversation unspooled without effort. We talked about the city, about the weirdness of finding your footing in a place built for people who already had theirs. I told her about Dustin and Trey and the apartment above the laundromat. I didn’t try to make it sound better than it was. She listened without pity, nodding every so often like she understood.

She told me about her marriage without me asking. “He was a finance guy,” she said. “Worked too much, talked too little. By the end we were strangers sharing a mortgage.”

“How long ago?”

“Three years. The divorce was amicable enough. I spent a long time after wondering if I’d wasted a decade on the wrong man. But I don’t think about it like that anymore. I dated a few guys after. Mostly my age. They all came with baggage. Anger about their exes, resentment about their careers. I don’t want to be someone’s therapist, Nate. I already did that in my marriage.”

“So what do you want?”

She looked at me over the rim of her glass. “Someone who’s still excited about his life.”

That one hit me. I definitely hadn’t been excited about my life in quite some time.

But that was rapidly changing.

She leaned back in her chair and swirled her glass. “Where would you be right now if you weren’t with me?”

“At work.”

“Do you ever take a day off?”

“I did tonight.”

“Well, yeah, but I mean, if we weren’t here right now.”

“I don’t really want to. I think I’m addicted to the money.”

“Little hustler.” She said it with warmth, like she was proud.

“You have to be in this city.”

“It gets easier when you get your feet under you. But yeah, sometimes it seems like one bad month and you can lose everything.” She took a sip. “So once you have the money you need, what comes next?”

“I don’t think I’ve thought that far ahead yet. I’m just trying to get set up.”

“Makes sense. I remember when I was your age and doing that.” She stopped mid-sentence and closed her eyes. “Oh god, I can’t believe I just said that.”

“Said what?”

“Your age. Like I’m your aunt or something.”

“You’re robbing the cradle right now.”

“I know, shame on me.” She glanced around the room at the other tables, the couples leaning into each other over candlelight and expensive cocktails. “Yeah everyone in here has probably noticed.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and held it up. “Can I activate an Amber Alert on myself?”

“Don’t make me go on the run tonight,” she said.

“Okay fine, if we keep having fun, I’ll let you off the hook. If not…”

I let the threat hang there with a look that dared her to bore me.

“Deal. So is all that bartender charm real or is it all an act to siphon as much tip money out of my purse as possible?” she asked.

“Both.”

“I appreciate the honesty.”

She looked at my shirt and her eyes caught on something near the collar. She reached across the table and pinched a small clear sticker between her fingers, the kind they press into new fabric at the store. She peeled it off and held it up.

“Did you buy a new shirt for me?”

“No point in trying to deny it now.”

Her face softened. “Aw. That’s sweet. Does that mean I’m your first date in New York City?”

“Can’t deny that either.”

“Such a gentleman. In this city usually you have men trying to juggle a bunch of women at once.”

“Well, that does sound like the dream.”

“Maybe at first, but trust me, it’s hard work.”

“Good thing I’m a hard worker.”

“Working for money and working to maintain four relationships at the same time is a different kind of hard work.”

“You sound like you know a lot about this.”

Something flickered behind her eyes, quick and then gone. “Just my experiences dating in this city and the wrong men I keep running into.”

“So now you’re trying something different by robbing the cradle.”

“Yes, exactly, how wrong could it possibly go?”

The waiter appeared at the edge of our table. He asked if we wanted another round and whether we’d like to take a look at the food menu. I started to say yes but Shannon cut me off.

“We’re good on food, thank you.”

The waiter nodded and left.

“You’re not hungry?” I asked.

“I’m starving, actually.”

“Then why did you chase away the food menu?”

She grinned. “I know you’re hustling hard for your cash, so I’m not going to let you buy me dinner in this place. It’s way overpriced. We’re going to get some pizza on the side of the road after this.”

“I don’t mind.”

“I know. I can tell. That’s why I’m not going to let you do it. I want to support your bottom line.”

“That’s the nicest thing someone’s said to me in a long time.”

“It’s crazy how hard we work for this money that isn’t even real.”

“What do you mean?”

“What do I mean about what?”

“You just said money isn’t real.”

“Yeah. It’s not.” She paused and studied my face. “Oh my god, my sweet, sweet, innocent child. You still think money’s real.”

I pulled a twenty from my pocket and held it up to the light, squinting at it the way a gas station clerk checks for counterfeits.

Shannon’s laugh turned heads at the next table. She covered her mouth with one hand and shook her head.

“Not like that. I mean the money isn’t backed by anything real, and the government just makes more whenever they want while we have to bust our asses for it.”

“I haven’t looked much into it, honestly. I was just trying to make my rent.”

“You’re so screwed now, Nate, because now that I have your phone number, you’re going to get an endless stream of memes and reels teaching you about the Federal Reserve and the Gold Standard. Get ready.”

“I can’t wait. Educate me.”

“Oh, now I’ve gone from your aunt to your teacher.”

“That’s much better.”

She leaned forward. “Really? Okay. Tell me about the hottest teacher you ever had. I know you still remember because you were in high school like two weeks ago.”

I let the jab at my age slide. “Ms. Rayner. Eleventh grade English. She was maybe twenty-five, twenty-six. Blond hair, wore these sundresses in the spring that made every guy in the class forget how to read. She’d lean against her desk while she lectured and half the room would just stop functioning.”

Shannon’s mouth fell open in mock outrage. “Sounds like she looked just like me.”

“She did not look just like you.”

“Blond hair, sundresses, leans against things to show off the goods. That’s me. I lean against things all the time.” She pointed a finger at me. “What the hell, Nate? You’ve brought me here to act out your perverted high school fantasy. Shame on you.”

“You’re right. I think I need to stay after class.”

“Write ‘I will not jerk off to my teacher’ a hundred times on the chalk board.”

“I cannot write a lie. By the way, I’m not seeing reels about the Federal Reserve, but I’m seeing a lot about teachers getting busted for having full-on relationships with their high school students.”

“It’s a thing now.”

“Those are the real cradle robbers.”

“So I guess I shouldn’t feel so bad?”

“Not yet. Maybe when you start going after high schoolers.”

Shannon put her hand over her heart. “Oh god. Please don’t let me do that, Nate.”

“I can help you out, but you have to reduce my jerk off lines from a hundred to fifty.”

“Deal.”

She finished her drink and set the glass down. “Okay. You ready for pizza?”

I signaled the waiter and asked for the check. When it arrived, Shannon reached for her purse, but I waved her off.

“Nope.”

She held her hands up in surrender. The total was more than I wanted to think about, but I already knew it would be. I counted out the bills and left a tip that wouldn’t embarrass me.

Outside, the night air had cooled. The noise of the city rose up around us, car horns and distant sirens and the low hum of thousands of lives happening all at once. Shannon stood on the sidewalk and looked up at the building we had just left.

“That’s a fun spot,” she said. “Good pick.”

“I found it on Google.”

“Really?”

“I typed ‘nice cocktail bars NYC’ into my phone. It was the first result that didn’t look like a club.”

She laughed. “I love the honesty. No pretense at all.”

“I don’t know the city well enough to have pretense yet.”

“You’ll get there.” She pointed west. “Pizza place is this way. Ten minute walk.”

The sidewalk was crowded with the late dinner crowd, couples and groups of friends spilling out of restaurants and bars. I walked on the outside of the sidewalk, closer to the street.

She walked a step ahead of me as we navigated around a slow moving family, and I watched the way her dress moved with her body. The fabric draped across her hips and shifted with each step she took. The heels she wore added three inches to her height and changed the way she carried herself, her back a little straighter, her stride a little longer.

She was right. She does look like Ms. Rayner.

I caught up to her as the sidewalk opened up.

“The pizza place is a hole in the wall,” she said. “The owner is about a hundred years old and he yells at you if you order ranch.”

“Good. Ranch on pizza is a crime.”

She stopped walking. She turned to face me with her mouth open and her eyes wide. “No.”

“Yes.”

“Absolutely not. Ranch on pizza is a gift from the heavens.”

“Ranch on pizza is what people do when the pizza isn’t good enough to stand on its own.”

“Or,” she held up one finger, “it’s what people do when they understand that two good things can become an even better thing when you put them together.”

“That’s the argument people use for pineapple on pizza.”

“Pineapple is a completely separate debate.”

“And you’re wrong about that one too.”

“I haven’t even told you my position yet.”

“You don’t have to. I can tell.”

She crossed her arms. “Well, I’m glad we got this out of the way early. We’re completely incompatible.”

“In every way.”

“Disaster. I should just go home.”

“Probably for the best.”

We started walking again, and she brushed her shoulder against my arm. The contact was deliberate and brief, and it sent something electric through my chest.

We turned a corner and passed a Chinese restaurant with a row of miniature flags on wooden sticks stuck into a display box outside the door. Red flags with yellow stars, the kind they put out for holidays or cultural events.

I stopped and pulled one of the little flags from the display.

“Here.” I held it out to her. “I got you this.”

“The Chinese flag?”

“No. A red flag. To represent your ranch on pizza.”

She took the flag from my fingers and held it up between us.

“This isn’t a red flag. It’s literally the flag of the People’s Republic of China.”

“I’m giving you a symbol. A metaphor.”

“A metaphor requires a connection between two things. You just handed me the Chinese flag and called it a red flag.” She waved the little flag in front of my face. “These are not the same thing, Nate.”

“It’s red.”

“It’s red with yellow stars on it. The stars are a pretty important detail.”

“Red flags can’t have stars on them?” I asked.

“Red flags are solid red. That’s the entire point of a red flag. It’s red. All the way red. No other colors.”

“I feel like a red flag could have some stars on it and still get the message across.”

She stopped walking and held the flag up next to her face. “Okay. Imagine we’re at the beach. The lifeguard puts up a red flag. But it’s got little yellow stars on it. What are you going to do?”

“Assume it’s Chinese New Year.”

She laughed and shook her head.

The pizza place was so small that I never would have found it on my own. The sign above the door said JOE’S in faded red letters, and the windows were fogged with steam. Two plastic tables sat outside on the sidewalk, both empty. Inside, the space was narrow and smelled like flour and garlic and decades of use. A glass counter displayed pies on metal trays, and behind it an old man with white hair and forearms like cured meat worked dough on a marble slab.

“Two slices of pepperoni,” Shannon said.

The old man grunted and slid two slices into the oven to reheat. I pulled out my wallet, but Shannon put her hand on my arm.

“I got this,” she said.

“Come on,” I said.

“You got the drinks. My turn.”

The old man handed us the slices on paper plates. We took a table outside, the plastic chairs scraping against the sidewalk. The pizza was thin and crisp, the cheese still bubbling, the sauce bright and a little sweet. I took a bite and understood immediately why Shannon had brought me here.

“This is incredible,” I said.

“Told you.”

I took another bite and set the slice down. I wiped my fingers on a napkin and looked toward the counter. “I’m going to ask for ranch.”

Shannon’s eyes went wide. “Nate. Don’t.”

“I have to.”

“That man will actually kill you.”

“Protect me if he tries.”

I stood up and walked back inside. The old man was working another ball of dough, his hands moving in a way that came from doing something ten thousand times. He didn’t look up.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Do you have any ranch dressing?”

His hands stopped. He lifted his head and looked at me with an expression that suggested I had just asked if I could use his grandmother’s ashes as a pizza topping.

“Ranch,” he said. The word came out flat and dead.

“Yes sir. Ranch dressing.”

“Why can’t you people eat pizza the way God intended? With your hands. No ranch. No fork and knife. No pineapple. No barbecue sauce. No buffalo chicken. Pizza. You eat the pizza.”

“I understand.”

“You understand nothing. You are a child.”

“I’ve been told that several times tonight.”

He shook his head and muttered something in Italian. He wiped his hands on his apron and disappeared into the back. I stood at the counter and waited. Half a minute passed. I started to wonder if he had gone to call the police.

He came back with a small plastic cup of ranch dressing. He set it on the counter in front of me with the gravity of a man placing a curse on an enemy.

He pointed a flour-dusted finger at me. “You respect the pizza.”

“Yes sir, I’ll respect the pizza.”

He grunted again and went back to his dough.

I carried the ranch outside and set it on the table between us. Shannon stared at the little plastic cup.

“You’re still alive,” she said.

“Barely. He questioned my entire existence as a human being.”

“What did he say?”

“He told me I was a child who understood nothing.”

“He’s not totally wrong.”

“He also made me promise to respect the pizza.”

“Do you?”

“I respect the pizza,” I said. “But I also didn’t want you to go without the ranch you require.”

“My hero.”

She dipped her own slice and took a bite, and her eyes closed for a second. “God, that’s good.”

“Don’t let the old man hear you say that.”

“What happens in this plastic chair stays in this plastic chair.”

We ate in comfortable silence for a minute. The street was quiet, just the occasional car passing and the distant sound of a siren somewhere across the city. The night air had cooled and Shannon’s bare arms had goosebumps, but she didn’t seem to mind.

“Where are you from originally?” I asked.

“Connecticut originally. My family moved to the city when I was in high school. I’ve been here ever since.”

“I can’t imagine growing up here.”

“It was a lot. But it makes you tough. It also makes you appreciate places like this.” She gestured at the pizza place with her slice. “The spots that have been here forever and don’t care about trends or Instagram or whatever. Joe has been making pizza since before I was born. He’ll be making pizza after we’re both dead.”

“He’s probably been mad the entire time.”

“Anger is the secret ingredient.”

“Getting yelled at by an old Italian man is the most authentic New York experience I’ve had so far.”

“You’re a real New Yorker now.”

“I should put it on my resume.”

“Willing to be verbally abused by small business owners is a valuable skill.”

Shannon finished her last bite and dusted her fingers on her napkin. She leaned back in her chair and looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. I’m just having a good time.”

“Me too.”

I stood up and gathered our plates and napkins. I tossed them in the trash can by the door and then walked back inside one last time.

The old man looked up. His expression darkened.

There was a tip jar on the counter, a glass mason jar with a few crumpled bills inside. I pulled my wallet out and slipped a couple bucks into the jar. Then I reached into my pocket and pulled out the little Chinese flag. I set it in the jar next to the money, the red plastic flag with its yellow stars standing upright among the dollar bills.

I walked out and joined Shannon on the sidewalk. She had watched the whole thing through the window, and she was laughing with her hand over her mouth.

“You tipped him a Chinese flag.”

“I tipped him a red flag. Because he is a red flag.”

“Maybe he’ll think it’s a message from the Chinese government. Maybe he’ll think you’re a spy.”

We started walking east, back toward the subway. A man played saxophone on the corner with his case open on the sidewalk.

We reached the entrance to the subway. The stairs descended into the fluorescent glow of the station, and a few people pushed past us on their way down.

“This is my stop,” Shannon said.

“I had a really good time,” I said.

“So did I.”

“Even with the ranch drama?”

“Especially with the ranch drama.”

She put her hand on my shoulder and rose up on her toes. Her lips pressed against my cheek. The kiss lingered for a moment longer than it needed to.

“Goodnight, Nate.”

“Goodnight.”

She walked down the stairs into the station.


Chapter Nineteen




Iwoke up the next morning without my alarm. I’d been getting more and more used to that lately.

The couch had put a knot in my lower back again. I sat up and pressed my palm against the muscle, working at it with my thumb.

Shannon.

The date replayed in pieces. And the way she’d looked when she walked through the door.

That dress. The heels. Her blonde hair.

She’d looked incredible.

I stood up from the couch and stretched until my shoulders cracked. A ten-hour bar shift waited for me, and the real estate course material sat in a browser tab on my phone, ready to go. But for right now, standing in the gray morning light in my boxers, I let myself feel good about the direction things were moving.

I grabbed my towel and walked to the bathroom. The shower knob groaned when I turned it. I stood under the hot water longer than I needed to, letting the heat work into my back, and then washed with a cheap bar soap.

When I got out and dried off, I checked my phone. A text from Shannon sat on the screen.

She’d sent me a link to an Instagram reel. I tapped it. A guy in a suit jacket sat at a desk with a whiteboard behind him and spent two minutes explaining how the Federal Reserve actually worked—how it created money out of nothing and loaned it to the government with interest that could never be repaid, how every new dollar they created devalued the ones already in circulation, how the banks that owned the Fed got access to new money at full value while the rest of us got the inflated version on the back end.

They definitely didn’t teach me that at college. I saw Shannon’s point now.

I typed a response.

So you’re telling me the government is giving me Monopoly money for my labor and calling it real. No wonder Joe yelled at me about the ranch. He’s been fighting inflation longer than anyone.

I hit send and set my phone on the sink while I finished getting ready. A few seconds later, it buzzed.

Joe knows the truth. That’s why he charges $3 for a slice and glares at you when you ask for extras. He’s doing his part to fight the system.

I set my phone down and finished getting ready for work.

The day waited. The bar, the customers, the cocktails, and ten hours on my feet.

But Shannon had given me something to carry through it, a thread of warmth I could think about when the shift got long.
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The next few days settled into a rhythm. I woke up on the couch before the apartment stirred, showered while the water pressure held, and cracked open the real estate course on my phone before Dustin and Trey started their slow shuffle toward consciousness. I studied for an hour, sometimes two, drilling concepts into my head—fee simple, gross lease multiplier, fiduciary duty—until the words blurred. Then the walk to the M train. Then Linden.

Shannon’s texts came in at odd hours, which matched the odd hours I kept. An article about the history of tipping in America at eleven in the morning while I was on the train. A photo of her lunch salad at two in the afternoon while I was filling ice wells. A reel about some guy explaining why credit scores were a scam at midnight when I was walking home from the station with my feet aching.

I responded when I could. I sent her a photo of the cocktail station mid-rush, all crushed ice and bitters bottles and a ticket rail curling with orders, and she wrote back that looks like my anxiety.

Between shifts and texts and studying, I barely had time to think about Dustin and Trey. Which was probably for the best. Dustin had started making louder comments whenever I pulled out my laptop at the kitchen counter.

“There he goes again, gonna be a real estate mogul. Don’t forget us little people when you’re rich, Nate.”

Trey didn’t say anything. He just watched from the couch with that hollow expression he always wore, and somehow that felt heavier than Dustin’s needling. At least Dustin engaged. Trey had already decided I was gone, and he treated me like a ghost who hadn’t finished leaving yet.

I studied at the coffee shop on Myrtle more often. I stayed late at the bar when Corinne would let me, using the quiet after close to knock out another module. The course moved in a simple loop—read the chapter, watch the video, take the quiz, move on—but the volume of information hit harder than I’d expected. Property law. Land use regulations. The different types of deeds and what they actually transferred. I filled a notebook with handwritten notes because writing things down helped them stick, and by the end of the week my hand cramped every time I picked up a pen.

On Thursday, Shannon sent me a photo of a cookbook spread open on a countertop. The page showed a recipe for coq au vin, and the ingredients list ran two columns deep. Her caption read planning for the weekend.

That looks complicated, I wrote back.

It’s not complicated. It just takes time. The chicken has to marinate overnight.

What’s the occasion?

No occasion. I just like cooking. What did you have for dinner tonight?

I looked at the container on the kitchen counter next to my laptop. Orange chicken from the Chinese place three blocks away. It had cost nine dollars and tasted like salt and sugar. I’d eaten the same thing twice that week.

Takeout, I wrote.

What kind?

Chinese. Orange chicken.

Do you eat takeout every night?

Pretty much, I wrote. The apartment kitchen doesn’t really work for cooking. It’s more of a storage unit for beer and old pizza boxes.

Come over for dinner tomorrow night. I’ll cook. I promise it’ll be better than orange chicken.

I’d love that, I wrote.

Good. Come over at seven.


Chapter Twenty




The elevator let me out on the sixth floor. Apartment 6C waited at the end of the hall with a brass knocker shaped like a lion’s head. I straightened my shirt and knocked.

Shannon opened the door in a black dress that ended above her knees, the neckline dipped low and held up by thin straps on her shoulders. Her blonde hair fell loose and she’d put on just enough makeup to make her blue-gray eyes look brighter.

“You’re right on time,” she said.

She stepped aside and I walked into the apartment.

The smell hit me first. Garlic and thyme filled the air with warmth. The living room opened up in front of me—hardwood floors under a woven rug in deep blues and greens, a sofa in soft gray fabric, bookshelves lined with books. A dining table sat by the window, set for two with real plates and glasses and a bottle of wine open and breathing.

“Let me check the food,” Shannon said, and disappeared into the kitchen.

I walked to the bookshelves. The spines were a mix of novels, cookbooks, and a few memoirs. A framed photograph on one shelf showed Shannon with an older man in a windbreaker, both of them squinting into the sun. Her father, I guessed.

Shannon came back. “Want the tour? It won’t take long.”

I followed her into the kitchen. The space was small but every inch of it worked. There was a gas range with a heavy pot bubbling on the back burner, a cutting board on the counter, and a knife block with good knives.

“It smells incredible,” I said.

“Coq au vin. I told you it was on the menu.” She moved past me toward the hallway and her arm brushed against my chest.

She led me down a short hallway with framed black-and-white photographs on the walls. She stopped at the door at the end and rested her hand on the knob without turning it.

“Bedroom,” she said. She didn’t open it.

She turned back toward me and the hallway was narrow enough that her shoulder pressed against my chest. She stopped. Her eyes met mine and for a moment neither of us moved. The heat from her body reached me through the thin fabric of her dress.

Then she smiled and slipped past me toward the living room.

“Wine?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Yes,” I said.

She poured two glasses of red and handed one to me. We sat down at the table by the window. The view looked out over the street below, where people moved through the evening with somewhere to be.

Shannon raised her glass. “To orange chicken. May tonight be an improvement.”

“That’s a low bar.”

“I’m confident.”

The wine tasted like something decent instead of just alcohol. Shannon stood and walked back into the kitchen. She returned with two plates, each one holding a piece of chicken in dark sauce with mushrooms and pearl onions scattered around it. She set one in front of me and sat down with the other.

I cut into the meat and took a bite. The flavor hit in layers. Wine and garlic and herbs, the chicken falling apart without resistance. Every bite made takeout seem like a punishment.

“This might be the best thing I’ve ever eaten,” I said.

Shannon smiled. “I’m glad you like it. It’s been a long time since I cooked for someone else.”

“How come?”

“Because it’s just me here. I get tired of cooking for one. It’s more fun when someone actually appreciates it.” She picked up her wine glass. “So tell me about the real estate course. How’s that going?”

“It’s a lot of information all at once. Property law, contracts, ethics, all the ways you can mess up a deal and lose your license before you even get started.”

“Do you like it?”

“I think I do.” I thought about it for a bit, and remembered an insight I’d had the other day when studying. “Bartending is reactive. You respond to what’s in front of you. Real estate feels more like building something. Like you’re putting pieces together and trying to make them fit.”

“And you think you’ll be good at it?”

“I don’t know yet. But I’m willing to find out.”

She smiled at that.

The chicken disappeared from my plate faster than I’d intended and Shannon noticed.

“You want more?”

“I’m good. But thank you.”

She cleared the plates and came back with two small bowls of chocolate mousse, each one topped with a curl of whipped cream.

“You made dessert too?” I asked.

“Of course.”

The mousse was rich and dark and melted on my tongue. Shannon ate hers slowly and watched me with a warm, amused expression.

“What about you?” I asked. “How’s work going for you?”

“My small PR firm is chugging along. Local businesses, branding, media strategy.” She shrugged. “It keeps the lights on and I get to be my own boss. That’s the important part.”

“How long have you been running it?”

“Six years. The first year I was convinced I’d fail.” She took a sip of wine. “But it worked out.”

“You seem like someone who makes things work out.”

“I try.”

Shannon gathered the dessert bowls and took them to the kitchen. When she came back, she sat down and rested her chin on her hands.

“So what do you think?” she asked.

“I think it’s been one of the best dinners I’ve had in a long time.”

“Good. I was hoping you’d say that.”

She wore that dress like she’d put it on knowing exactly what it would do. And she’d spent the whole afternoon cooking just so I could sit across from her and eat it.

I could get used to this.

We refilled our wine and Shannon gestured toward the window. I followed her across the room. The lights from the street below turned the window into a faint mirror, and I could see our reflections standing together in the glass.

Shannon leaned against the window frame and looked down at the sidewalk.

“I love this view at night,” she said.

I stepped closer. The space between us shrank to inches. I could smell her perfume now.

She turned her head and looked at me. Her eyes held mine for a beat too long to be casual.

I thought about Caleb’s voice from the podcast I’d listened to on the train last week. The episode about hesitation. About how men who waited for permission never got what they wanted because they misread waiting as respect when it was actually fear. Caleb had said something that stuck with me.

She invited you into the room. She wouldn’t have done that if she wanted you to stay at the door.

Shannon had invited me here. She’d spent the afternoon cooking. She’d opened the wine and worn that dress and stood close enough now that I could feel the heat coming off her skin.

The dress hugged her hips and the neckline dipped low enough that my eyes kept dropping to the curve of her chest. I couldn’t stop looking. My body responded in a way I hadn’t felt in months, like something dormant had woken up all at once and flooded my veins with heat.

I set my wine glass on the windowsill and turned toward her. She didn’t move. She watched me and her lips parted slightly.

I leaned in and kissed her.

Shannon’s mouth opened under mine and her hands came up to my chest. Her fingers dug into my shirt and pulled me closer. The kiss deepened and I tasted wine on her tongue.

She broke away and looked at me with eyes that had gone dark. Her chest rose and fell with quick breaths.

“Let’s go to the bedroom,” she said.


Chapter Twenty-One




Ifollowed her down the hallway. She opened the door she had stopped at earlier and pulled me inside. Light from the street came through the sheer curtains and laid a pale wash over everything. A queen bed sat against the far wall, and the white sheets stretched tight across it.

Shannon turned and kissed me before the door had even clicked shut. She did not reach for a lamp. She reached for me. Her mouth opened against mine, and she walked me backward a step at a time until the hunger of it crowded out every other thought in my head. I’d wanted this for weeks, and now that it arrived I could barely keep up with how fast it moved.

Her hands found my belt and worked the buckle loose. I caught the hem of her dress and pushed it up her thighs instead of off, because I could not make myself stop kissing her long enough to do this in any sensible order. She laughed against my mouth, low and breathless, and helped me. The fabric bunched at her waist. I slid my palm up the bare skin of her back and felt her shiver under it.

“Tell me you want this,” I said.

“I want this.” She bit my lower lip and pulled. “Stop asking and get your shirt off.”

I yanked it over my head and dropped it. She pressed both hands flat against my chest and pushed, and the backs of my knees met the mattress, and I sat. Shannon climbed into my lap and settled there. Her thighs gripped my hips. The dress still hung around her middle, half on and forgotten, and somehow that undid me more than if she had stood naked in front of me.

I reached up and freed her from the dress the rest of the way, and then her bra, and she shrugged out of both and let them fall off the side of the bed. Her breasts came free, full and warm, and I cupped one and dragged my thumb across her nipple until her breath caught and held. She arched into my hand. Her hips pressed down against me through the last of my clothes, and the friction sent a jolt straight up my spine.

“These,” she said, and tugged at my waistband.

I lifted us both, turned, and laid her back against the sheets. I shoved my jeans and boxers down and kicked free of them. She watched me the whole time. Her eyes traveled down my body and lingered, and her tongue wet her lower lip in a way that made my pulse slam. She hooked her thumbs in her panties and worked them off, and then there was nothing left between us.

I settled over her and braced on my forearms. For one suspended second I just looked at her, at the blonde hair fanned across the gray pillow and the flush already climbing her chest, and the reality of it all caught in my throat.

“I should grab a condom,” I said.

She shook her head and locked her ankles behind my thighs to keep me where I was. “No. I want to feel you, not some dumb latex.”

I lined myself up and pushed into her slowly, and the heat of her closed around me by degrees until I had to stop and breathe through it. She was tight and slick. Her hands came up and framed my face. Her thumbs traced my jaw while her body adjusted, and she watched me the entire time, which was its own kind of intensity I had not braced for.

“Take me,” she whispered.

The first stroke pulled a deep moan out of her. I kept it long and deep and unhurried, and she met me on every pass, her hips rolling up so that we stayed locked together at the deepest point. We didn’t break eye contact. That worked us both up faster than any rush could have. I read her face for what she liked, and when I found the angle that made her mouth fall open I stayed there and gave it to her again.

“There,” she breathed. “God, keep that.”

I dropped my mouth to her throat and tasted the salt of her pulse, then lower to the swell of her breast, and when I drew her nipple between my lips she lifted clean off the mattress and clutched the back of my neck. I let the new sounds she made set the pace. She was loud and unembarrassed.

Her heels pressed into the backs of my thighs and pulled me deeper. I went, and the rhythm built between us until it stopped feeling like two separate efforts and started to feel like one. She slid a hand down between her own body and mine and pressed where she wanted the pressure, and I shifted my weight to grind against her there on every thrust. Her whole body strung tight beneath me.

“Don’t stop,” she said. “Right like that, don’t you dare stop.”

I anchored one hand under her low back and tilted her hips up, and the angle changed everything for her. Her breath turned to ragged, climbing gasps. Her nails bit into my shoulders. I watched her chase it, watched her come right up to the edge, and then she broke apart under me. She clenched around me in long waves and cried out against my shoulder, and the feel of it nearly took me with her.

I held still and let her ride the whole thing out. When she finally went loose beneath me, her eyes opened, heavy and dark and satisfied, and she rocked her hips once, deliberately, to start me up again.

“Now you,” she said. “I want to feel that too.”

I let go of the restraint I had been white-knuckling since she first kissed me. I drove into her harder, and the control slid right out of my hands. She wrapped herself around me and held on and breathed encouragement against my ear until the heat at the base of my spine crested and broke. I buried myself as deep as she could take me and came hard enough that her name came apart in my mouth. She pulled me through it and kept me there until the last of it left me shaking.

I lowered myself down beside her before my arms gave out. Shannon turned her head on the pillow and found my eyes, and a slow grin spread across her face. Her chest still rose and fell in hard pulls. Her skin was still flushed.

We lay there without speaking. The city hummed outside the window.

Shannon turned her head and looked at me. A slow smile spread across her face.

“That was exactly what I needed,” she said.

“Me too.”

She reached over and ran her hand down my chest. Her fingers traced the line along my ribs and stopped at my hip.

“You’re full of surprises, Nate Latimer.”

“I try.”

She rolled onto her side, propping her head on her hand.

“Stay the night,” she said.

After months of waking up on a couch in an apartment that smelled like weed and fried food, those three words sounded like the best thing anyone had ever said to me.

“I’d like that.”

She leaned over and kissed me. Slow and soft, nothing like before. Her hand came to the side of my face and something opened in my chest that had been shut for a long time.

“Good. I’ll get us some water.”

She climbed out of bed and walked naked across the room. She disappeared into the hallway and I heard the faucet running.

I lay back against the pillows. The mattress beneath me was the first real one I’d been on since I’d moved to New York. The sheets were soft. The pillow actually supported my head. My body sank into the bed in a way the couch at the apartment had never allowed. There were no springs in my back and no frame in my hip. Just comfort.

I hadn’t realized how tired I was until I felt what resting was like.

Shannon came back with two glasses of water. She climbed into bed and pulled the sheet up over us. I drank half of mine and set it on the nightstand.

She curled against my side and rested her head on my chest. Her arm draped across my stomach.

“Thank you for coming over tonight,” she said.

“Thank you for cooking.”

“The chicken was good. But this was better.”

I kissed the top of her head. Her hair smelled like lavender and sweat and sex.

The room went quiet. Shannon’s breathing slowed and evened out. She fell asleep with her head on my chest and her body pressed against mine.

I stayed awake a little longer. Not planning anything. Not thinking about what came next. Just lying in a clean bed next to a woman who wanted me there, feeling like I didn’t need to be anywhere else.

I closed my eyes and let myself drift off.


Chapter Twenty-Two




Iwoke up and didn’t know where I was for about three seconds.

The mattress beneath me felt solid and flat. The pillow under my head supported my neck instead of collapsing under its weight. My back didn’t ache. My hip didn’t throb. I rolled onto my side and stretched and nothing protested.

The sheet draped across my waist smelled clean. The air in the room didn’t carry the stale smell of weed or the grease from old takeout. Sunlight filtered through the sheer curtains and lit the room in soft gold.

I sat up and looked around. Shannon’s side of the bed was empty. The sheets had been pulled back and the pillow still held the impression of her head.

I heard movement in the other room. The sound of a pan on a stove. Water running. The quiet clink of dishes.

I stood and found my boxers on the floor. I pulled them on and walked barefoot down the hallway.

Shannon stood at the stove with her back to me. She wore an oversized gray t-shirt that fell to mid-thigh and nothing else. Her hair was pulled up in a loose knot. She moved between the stove and the counter with the kind of ease people only had in their own kitchens.

The smell of eggs and butter filled the air. Coffee sat in a glass carafe on the counter, dark and steaming.

“Morning,” I said.

She turned and smiled. “Good morning. Coffee?”

“Please.”

She pulled a mug from the cabinet and filled it. She handed it to me and I took a sip. It tasted strong and clean and exactly what I needed.

“How’d you sleep?” she asked.

“Amazing.” I took another sip and leaned against the counter. “Your bed might be the most comfortable thing I’ve ever laid on. I don’t think I moved for eight hours straight. I don’t think I’ve slept that hard in my entire life.”

She laughed. “It’s just a bed, Nate.”

“It’s not just a bed. It’s a religious experience. I almost cried when I woke up.” I set the mug down. “Maybe it’s because that’s the first time I’ve slept in an actual bed in months.”

Shannon turned back to the stove and flipped something in the pan. “Wait. You’ve been sleeping on a couch this whole time?”

“Yeah. Dustin and Trey have the bedrooms. I got the couch in the living room.”

She turned and looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “That’s not sustainable.”

“I know.”

“You’re making good money at the bar now, right?”

“Yeah. The tips at Linden are better than I expected.”

She plated the eggs and slid the pan off the heat. “So you could probably afford to move out. Not get your own place, but find a situation where you actually have a room. And a bed.”

The idea hadn’t occurred to me before. I’d been so focused on saving money and studying for the real estate exam and working that I hadn’t considered the possibility of leaving the apartment. Dustin and Trey and I hadn’t clicked the way I’d hoped, but still, they’d let me crash when I needed a place. Moving out almost felt like a betrayal.

But Shannon was right. I’d been investing in myself in other ways. Better clothes, regular haircuts, the real estate course. Maybe it was time to invest in a place where I could actually get some good sleep.

“I’ll keep my ear to the ground,” I said. “See if anything opens up.”

Shannon set two plates on the small table by the window. She brought the coffee carafe over and refilled both our mugs.

“Act fast when you find something,” she said. “Stuff doesn’t last long in this city. If you see a room that works, jump on it.”

“I will.”

The eggs were soft and buttery with flecks of herbs mixed through them. Toast sat on the side, crisp and warm. I ate without speaking and finished the plate faster than I meant to.
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I stood at the bar during a slow Tuesday afternoon shift, running flashcards on my phone between customers.

Agency relationships. Fiduciary duties. The difference between a listing agent and a buyer’s agent.

The material had started to click in a way it hadn’t when I’d first started. I could see the patterns now, the logic underneath the vocabulary.

My phone buzzed with a text from Dustin.

Yo, you need to come out this weekend. Haven’t hung out with you in forever

I set the phone face-down on the bar and refilled a regular’s beer. The guy nodded his thanks and went back to his newspaper.

Another text came through.

Trey and i found this warehouse thing. Supposed to be sick. You have to come.

I picked up the phone and typed a response.

I’ve got a shift Saturday night.

The reply came back almost immediately.

Call out. Seriously man when’s the last time you hung with us?

I thought about it. The last time I’d gone to one of their parties was when I’d first gotten to town.

But Dustin was right. I hadn’t spent much time with them since I’d moved in. Most nights I came home from the bar after they’d already gone to bed, or I was up early studying while they slept off whatever they’d done the night before. We existed in the same space but we barely overlapped.

A couple came in and ordered cocktails. I made them without thinking, the motions automatic now. When I handed them over and ran their card, I picked up my phone again.

Dustin had sent another message.

Come on bro. One night.

I looked at the calendar on my phone. Saturday night was a good shift. Linden got busy on weekends and the tips reflected it. If I didn’t work, I lost that money.

And the party itself would cost money. Cover charge, overpriced beer, maybe a rideshare home if we didn’t feel like taking the train. If I got drunk, the next day would be a wash. I wouldn’t be able to study. I’d feel terrible and accomplish nothing.

The math didn’t make sense. A missed shift plus the cost of the party plus a wasted Sunday. The return on investment was negative.

I stopped mid-thought and stared at my phone.

Return on investment?

When had I started thinking about hanging out with friends in those terms? When had a night out become something I calculated like a real estate deal?

I was twenty-three years old. I was supposed to go to parties and drink too much and wake up feeling like garbage. That was what people my age did.

And I also couldn’t deny that I hadn’t spent much meaningful time with Dustin and Trey since I’d gotten here. Most of our interactions happened in passing.

Maybe that was my fault. Maybe I’d been so focused on building something new that I’d let the old connections atrophy without noticing.

I picked up my phone and typed a reply.

Alright. I’ll come.

The response came back in seconds.

YESSSS. Gonna be a good one bro.


Chapter Twenty-Three




Iasked Sam to cover my Saturday shift. He said yes without asking why. I thanked him and told him I owed him one.

Saturday came. Dustin and Trey were already buzzing with energy, talking over each other about how good the DJ lineup was going to be, how packed the place would be, how this was the party everyone had been waiting for.

The venue was a warehouse that looked abandoned from the outside. A line stretched down the block. People stood in clusters smoking cigarettes and passing flasks. The bass line from inside rattled the windows.

We waited in line for forty minutes. Dustin talked the entire time. Trey nodded along and added comments here and there, but mostly he just let Dustin carry the conversation. I stood with my hands in my pockets and watched the crowd.

Cover was thirty dollars. I paid at the door and walked inside.

The space was massive and dark. Strobe lights cut through the smoke. The music was loud enough that I felt it in my chest before I heard it. Bodies packed the dance floor, moving in a mass that looked more like a single organism than a group of individuals.

Dustin grabbed my shoulder and shouted something I couldn’t hear. He pointed toward the bar. We pushed through the crowd and got in line.

The first round cost me nine dollars for a single beer in a plastic cup that was mostly foam. Dustin and Trey got the same. We moved away from the bar and found a spot near the wall where the music was slightly less overwhelming.

Trey raised his cup. “To a good fucking night.”

We tapped our cups together and drank.

Dustin scanned the room with the look of someone trying to find people he knew. His head turned left and right. He stood on his toes to see over the crowd. After a minute he gave up and faced us again.

“It’s early,” he said. “People are still showing up.”

We stood against the wall and drank our beers. The music shifted from one track to another without a break. The lights pulsed in time with the bass. People danced and shouted and threw their hands in the air. Everyone around us looked like they were having the time of their lives.

I finished my beer and held the empty cup. The night stretched ahead of me and I already wanted it to be over.

Dustin leaned in close. “Let’s get another round.”

We walked back to the bar. The line had grown longer. We waited another ten minutes and when we got to the front, Dustin patted his pockets and looked at Trey.

“Yo, I’m tapped out,” Dustin said. “Can you spot me?”

Trey pulled out his wallet and flipped it open. He stared at the bills inside for a moment, then closed it.

“I’ve only got enough for one more,” Trey said. He looked at me. “You got us?”

I pulled out my wallet and counted what I had.

“Yeah, I got it.”

“Thanks, man,” Dustin said. “We’ll pay you back.”

I ordered three beers and paid. The bartender handed them over and I passed one to Dustin and one to Trey. They thanked me and we moved back into the crowd.

They wouldn’t pay me back. I knew that before the words left Dustin’s mouth.

I drank my beer and watched them. Dustin bobbed his head to the music and scanned the room again. Trey stood beside him with his shoulders hunched.

They talked about this scene like it was their entire world. Like they were connected to something real and meaningful. But standing here, watching them look around for people who weren’t coming, I realized they were just two guys who went to parties and told themselves it was awesome.

I wondered if they’d invited me because they actually wanted me there or because they’d run out of money faster than they expected. Their parents sent them cash every month. That was how they paid rent and bought takeout and funded their weekends. But maybe the money wasn’t stretching as far as it used to. Maybe they needed someone with a job and a paycheck to pick up the slack.

The thought sat heavy in my chest. I didn’t want to believe it, but it fit too well to ignore.

Dustin elbowed me and pointed across the room. Two women stood near the DJ booth.

“Check them out,” Dustin said. He had to shout over the music.

Trey followed Dustin’s gaze and nodded. “The one in the crop top is insane.”

They stared at the women from across the room. Dustin took a sip of his beer and kept watching. Trey shifted his weight from one foot to the other but didn’t look away.

I waited for one of them to move. To say something like “I’m going to go talk to her” or “let’s go over there” or anything that suggested action. I’d heard Caleb talk about this on the podcast more than once. If you see someone you’re attracted to, you walk over and introduce yourself. You make the first move. The worst thing that happens is she’s not interested. The regret of not trying is worse than the rejection itself.

Neither of them did anything, though.

Dustin kept pointing out other women as they passed. Trey agreed with every assessment. They talked about who was hot and what they’d do if they had the chance. But the conversation stayed theoretical. They admired from a distance but never closed the gap.

“Are either of you going to go talk to them?” I asked.

Dustin turned and looked at me like I’d suggested we set the building on fire.

“What? No way, man.”

Trey shook his head. “Too loud in here anyway. Can’t have a real conversation.”

I looked back at the women near the DJ booth. They looked relaxed and happy, like they were having a good time. They’d probably be receptive to someone coming over to talk to them.

“So what’s the plan?” I asked. “Just stand here and watch?”

Dustin shrugged. “We’re just vibing, man. Enjoying the scene.”

I drank my beer and let the conversation drop. They went back to pointing out women and making comments. I stopped paying attention to what they were saying.

Then another realization struck. The apartment was small and the walls were thin. If either of them had ever brought a woman home, I would have known.

They never had.

I’d been living with them for months and it had never occurred to me until this exact moment. They went to these parties every weekend. They talked about the scene like it was their social life. But they always came home alone.

I thought about Shannon and the night we’d spent together and the morning after. She’d asked me to stay and I had. We’d made plans to see each other again. She wanted to spend time with me and I wanted to spend time with her.

I looked at Dustin and Trey. They stood shoulder to shoulder with their empty cups in their hands. They scanned the room like they were waiting for something to happen to them instead of making something happen themselves.

They could benefit from listening to Bro Flex. Hell, they could benefit from taking any kind of initiative at all. But they wouldn’t. I knew that now. This was their routine.

Come to the party, drink, watch from the sidelines, go home, repeat.

I finished my beer and crushed the cup in my hand.

We stayed for another two hours. Dustin found a couple of people he recognized from other parties and we stood in a circle while they talked about DJs I’d never heard of and events I hadn’t been to. Trey drifted to the edge of the group and stared at his phone. I stood nearby and waited for the conversation to end.

At midnight Dustin suggested we get one more round. I told him I was done. He tried to convince me to stay but I shook my head.

“I’m heading out,” I said.

Trey looked relieved. “Yeah, me too.”

Dustin’s face fell but he didn’t argue. We pushed through the crowd toward the exit. The air outside was cool and sharp after the heat of the warehouse. My ears rang from the music. My shirt was damp with sweat.

We waited for the train in silence. Dustin scrolled through his phone. Trey leaned against a pillar with his eyes half closed.

Back at the apartment, Dustin and Trey went straight to their rooms. I heard their doors close one after the other.

I laid down on the couch. I stretched out and my feet hung off the end.

I thought about Shannon’s bed and the way I’d slept for eight hours without waking up once.

I pulled out my phone and opened a browser. I typed in “rooms for rent Brooklyn” and started scrolling.


Chapter Twenty-Four




The apartment had started to shrink around me.

Every morning I woke up on the couch and the first thing I wanted was out.

So I got out.

I started setting my alarm earlier. I showered before the pipes went cold, brushed my teeth, dressed, and left while Dustin and Trey still slept. I rode the M train with my backpack and my laptop and I posted up at a coffee shop called Verdino two blocks east of Linden on a quiet side street. I ordered a black coffee and took one of the two-tops by the front window, where the morning sun came through clean and didn’t put a glare on my laptop screen. I studied for two or three hours, then closed the laptop, walked five minutes, and clocked in at Linden.

I liked the routine. The first half of the day built something. The second half funded it.

The barista figured me out fast. By the fourth morning she had my coffee started before I reached the counter.

I got there earlier than usual one morning. The place held only two other people, both near the back. The two-top I normally sat at had a wobbly leg I’d been tolerating all week, and the other window table, closer to the door, had better light at that hour. I sat down without thinking about it and opened my study guide to a chapter on fiduciary duty.

Thirty minutes passed. The door opened. Footsteps crossed the floor and stopped.

I looked up.

A woman stood about four feet from my table with a leather bag over one shoulder. Dark eyes. Black hair, thick and wavy, pushed to one side. A face built on angles, high cheekbones, a jaw that softened only where it met a full mouth. Olive skin that held warmth even under the flat morning light of a coffee shop. She wore a leather jacket over a dark sweater and jeans that fit like she’d owned them for a decade.

She looked at me. Then she looked at the table I occupied. Then back at me.

My body registered her before my brain finished processing the sequence. She had the kind of face that would’ve wrecked rooms at twenty-five and had only sharpened since. She was older than me, mid-forties, and that fact didn’t soften anything.

I pulled one earbud out. “Sorry, am I in your spot?”

“You are.” Her voice landed direct and dry. No warmth in it, but no hostility either.

“My bad. I got here early. The light’s better over here in the morning.”

“I know.” She held my gaze for a beat. “That’s why it’s my spot.”

The corner of her mouth moved, just barely, and then she turned away. She sat at the other two-top, three feet from mine, and pulled a laptop from her bag. Within thirty seconds she was typing, her attention already somewhere I couldn’t follow. I didn’t exist to her anymore.

I put my earbud back in and went back to fiduciary duty. The words on the screen didn’t land the way they had five minutes ago. A new weight had settled into my peripheral vision, not distracting exactly, but present in a way I couldn’t switch off. I kept my eyes on my laptop. I kept reading the same paragraph. My focus had split and the larger half of it sat three feet to my left.

I studied for another two hours. She worked the entire time without looking up once. She ordered a cortado at some point and the barista brought it to her table, which told me how long she’d been coming here and how far down the hierarchy my regular status actually ranked.

When I finally closed my laptop and packed my bag, she didn’t glance over. I walked past her table and out the door and into the morning air.

I was halfway to Linden before I noticed that I was still thinking about her.


Chapter Twenty-Five




“Right on time,” Shannon said as she let me into her apartment.

“Smells incredible.”

“Lasagna. I was feeling like Italian. I hope that works for you.”

“Italian food always works for me.”

The apartment smelled like tomato sauce and baked cheese and garlic. Two plates and two wine glasses already sat on the dining table, a half-empty bottle of red breathing in the center.

Shannon closed the door behind me and rose on her toes to kiss me. Her lips were warm and soft. She tasted like the wine she’d been drinking while she cooked. When she pulled back, her hand lingered on my chest.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“Good. Studied this morning, worked the afternoon shift. Same routine.”

“The routine’s working for you.” She stepped back and looked me over. “You look good.”

“You too.”

She laughed and turned toward the kitchen. “Flattery will get you everywhere. Go sit. I’ll bring it out.”

I set my jacket on the back of a chair and sat down. The street below glowed with light from other apartments. Inside, Shannon’s place held a stillness the city couldn’t touch.

Shannon came out with the lasagna in a ceramic dish, set it on a trivet, and served us both. Steam rose from the layers of pasta, ricotta, meat sauce, and melted mozzarella. She poured more wine into my glass, then refilled her own.

“To good company,” she said, raising her glass.

“To good company.”

We ate. The lasagna held together in rich, perfectly layered bites. She’d put time and attention into this. We talked while we worked through it, the conversation moving easily between my progress on the real estate course and a difficult client she’d finally gotten sign-off from after three rounds of revisions. She cared about the details of my life and shared her own with enthusiasm.

“Have you thought any more about moving out?” Shannon asked. She set her fork down and reached for her wine.

“Yeah. I’ve looked a little. Checked a few listings online, walked past a couple of places in the neighborhood.”

“And?”

“Nothing yet. I haven’t put a whole lot of time into it, honestly. The real estate course is eating most of my free hours right now and I’d rather finish that first, then figure out the living situation.”

Shannon nodded. “That makes sense. Just don’t wait too long. That couch is going to ruin your back.”

“My back’s fine.”

“Your back is twenty-three. Give it time and talk to me again.”

We finished dinner and she poured the last of the wine. I helped her clear the plates. She told me to leave them in the sink and pulled me toward the couch.

We sat close. She tucked her legs under her and leaned into me. Her hand rested on my thigh. Her body pressed warm against my side.

I should’ve been entirely present, focused on the woman beside me and the slow lines her fingers traced on my leg.

But the woman from the coffee shop flickered through my mind.

I hadn’t spoken to her again since that first morning. I’d gone back to my original table without complaint. She’d reclaimed hers. We sat three feet apart most mornings now, both working, both ignoring each other in the deliberate way people do when they’re aware of the other person and pretending they’re not. Once or twice I’d caught her glancing at my study materials. Once I’d looked up and found her eyes on me. She’d looked away immediately, no acknowledgment, no reaction. Just back to her laptop screen like nothing had happened.

It might’ve been flirtatious. Or maybe I was reading something into silence that didn’t exist. But I thought about her more than I should have.

Rob’s voice from a conversation a few weeks back surfaced uninvited. Don’t lock yourself into something just because it’s the first thing that works. You’re young, you’re single, you’re figuring your life out. There are millions of options.

Shannon was right here. She’d cooked for me. She made me feel wanted and capable and like the distance between who I was and who I wanted to be wasn’t insurmountable.

So why the hell was I thinking about another woman?

I shoved the thought down and locked it somewhere I couldn’t reach. Shannon had looks, she had intelligence, she had her life together in a way I admired and wanted to emulate.

What we had was new, but so far, it worked.

I turned toward her. Her eyes met mine and something shifted in her expression. The ease of the evening gave way to something heavier, something that had been building since I walked through the door.

She kissed me. Slow at first, then deeper. Her hand slid up my thigh and her other hand moved to the back of my neck. I pulled her closer and she shifted into my lap, her legs straddling me. She ground against me and I hardened under her weight.

Her hands went to my shirt. She pulled it over my head and tossed it aside. Her fingers traced the lines of my chest and shoulders, deliberate and unhurried. She leaned down and kissed my neck, her breath hot against my skin.

I grabbed her hips and stood, lifting her with me. She wrapped her legs around my waist. I carried her toward the bedroom and she kissed me the entire way, her mouth insistent and hungry.

Hallway light reached partway into the bedroom and stopped. I set her down on the bed and she pulled me down with her. She arched her back as I pulled her sweater over her head, then unhooked her bra and let it fall. Her breasts were full and soft and I cupped them in my hands.

She unbuttoned my jeans and pushed them down. I kicked them off and climbed onto the bed. She hooked her fingers into her own jeans and I helped her slide them down her legs. I pulled her underwear off and tossed them aside.

She lay back, her body bare and open beneath me. Her eyes held mine with a directness that made everything else disappear.

I kissed down her body without preamble. Her neck, her collarbone, her breasts, the flat of her stomach, across her hips. I hooked her thighs over my shoulders and pressed my mouth to her. She gasped and her back arched off the bed.

Her hands gripped the sheets. Her breathing turned ragged. She said my name once, then again, and her thighs tightened around my head. I kept going until she came, her body trembling.

I moved back up her body. She pulled me down and kissed me hard, tasting herself on my mouth. Her hand went between us, stroked me a couple of times, and guided me to her.

I pushed inside and she gasped again, her nails digging into my shoulders. I had to stop for a second just to keep from losing it immediately. She wrapped her legs around me and pulled me deeper.

I moved slow at first. Long, measured strokes. She matched my rhythm, her hips rising to meet me.

But slow didn’t last. She bit my shoulder and whispered in my ear.

“Harder.”

I gripped her hips and drove into her, each thrust deeper and rougher than the last. The bed frame knocked against the wall. She was loud and uninhibited and I gave her everything I had.

She came again, her body tensing and then releasing, her breath catching in her throat. The sensation of her tightening around me pushed me over the edge. I buried myself as deep as I could and came hard, my body shuddering, my mind going blank.

I collapsed beside her. She turned toward me, her hand resting on my chest. She smiled, lazy and satisfied.

“Wow,” she said.

I laughed, still catching my breath. “Yeah.”

We lay there for a while, not speaking, just breathing. Eventually she rolled onto her side and propped herself up on one elbow.

“Stay tonight,” she said.

“Yeah. I’ll stay.”

I wrapped my arm around her and stared at the ceiling. Her breathing slowed. Within minutes she was asleep, her body warm and relaxed against mine.

I closed my eyes and tried to do the same. The evening played back on its own, Shannon’s face across the table, her body under mine, the sounds she’d made when she pulled me closer and asked for more.

And underneath it all, a flicker I couldn’t quite extinguish.

Dark eyes. A leather jacket. A dry voice that said “you are” without apology.

I shoved it away again. I focused on the woman beside me. She was here. She was real. She wanted me.

That had to be enough.

I tightened my arm around Shannon and eventually, finally, fell asleep.


Chapter Twenty-Six




The next morning, Shannon’s apartment smelled like coffee and butter. I sat down at the table where she’d set two plates, each with scrambled eggs, toast, and sliced strawberries arranged the way someone does when they care about presentation. A ceramic mug of coffee steamed beside my plate. Sunlight came through the window and softened everything.

Shannon sat across from me with her own plate and took a sip of her coffee. She’d pulled her hair back into a loose bun and wore an oversized sweatshirt.

“This is great,” I said after my first bite. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She smiled and broke off a piece of toast. “I figured we earned a good breakfast.”

We ate in silence for a minute. The eggs were fluffy and well seasoned. She’d buttered the toast while it was still hot. As usual, all of it tasted better than anything I’d eaten in months.

Shannon set her fork down and leaned back in her chair.

“I like you a lot Nate. Last night was incredible. This morning is nice. I want to keep seeing you.”

“I want to keep seeing you too.”

“Good. But I also want to be realistic about what this is.” She paused and met my eyes. “You’re twenty-three. You’re attractive. You’re in New York City, which is full of beautiful women. On top of that, you’re working hard to build yourself up. I can see it. I don’t want to stand in the way of that.”

I frowned. “That kind of makes it sound like you’re ending things.”

“No,” she said quickly. “I’m not ending things. But I’m also not locking you down.”

“What do you mean?”

“It means you’re too young to get locked into something serious in a city like this. You have too much growing to do. I’ve been through enough failed relationships to know how this works. Young, attractive men always do what they need to do, even when they swear they won’t. I’m just getting out ahead of it.”

I opened my mouth but didn’t know what to say. Rob had said something like this at the bar. Different words, same idea.

I looked at Shannon. “It still sounds like you’re ending things.”

She laughed and shook her head. “You fuck me too good to end things with you, Nate.”

The directness of it landed harder than I expected. I didn’t have a response ready.

Shannon leaned forward and rested her arms on the table. “I’m telling you that you’re free to go and do what you need to do. All I want is for you to be honest about it, like I’m doing right now.”

I stared at her. “You want me to tell you if I’m with another woman?”

“Sure. Why not?” She gave me a look that I couldn’t describe any other way except naughty. “Sounds kind of exciting, actually.”

There wasn’t a podcast episode or a piece of advice from anyone that covered this. Words formed on my tongue, questions and clarifications and a need to dig deeper.

Then I stopped.

Right now, the best thing to do was to shut the fuck up.

So I did.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll be honest.”

Shannon’s expression softened. “Thank you.”

She picked up her fork and went back to her eggs. The conversation ended as quickly as it had started. She looked satisfied, like she’d said what needed saying and now we could move on.

I picked up my own fork and took another bite. The eggs still tasted good but my mind had gone somewhere else entirely.
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“I should probably get going,” I said after we’d both finished two more cups of coffee. “I want to get some more studying in before my shift tonight.”

“Of course.” Shannon walked me toward the door. “Oh wait, I almost forgot.”

She disappeared and came back a moment later with a hardback book. The cover was dark blue with white text. The dust jacket showed signs of use, the edges slightly worn, a small crease near the spine.

“I wanted to give you this,” she said.

I took it and read the title. Before the Proof by John Carson.

“I just finished it,” Shannon said. “It reminded me a lot of you and what you’re doing right now. I thought you might like it.”

I turned the book over and scanned the back copy. Something about the phase before results show up, before the work pays off, before anyone can see what you’re building.

“Thank you,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d read a book. High school, maybe. Definitely not in college. The realization embarrassed me enough that I kept it to myself.

Caleb had talked about reading in several of his episodes. He’d said it was critical for self-development, that the right book at the right time could change the way you thought about everything. I’d meant to start reading again but I’d told myself I didn’t have time. Now Shannon had handed me a book that sounded like it was written for exactly where I was.

“This sounds great,” I said.

Shannon smiled. “I liked it a lot.”

I held the book under one arm and pulled her close with the other. She rose on her toes and kissed me. When she pulled back, her hand lingered on my chest for a moment.

“I’ll see you soon,” she said.

“Yeah. Soon.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Iclocked in for my shift at Linden and carried the book with me behind the bar. Sam glanced at it when I set it down near the register.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“I heard it’s good. Haven’t started it yet, though.”

“Nice. What’s it about?”

I flipped it over and read the back again. “The phase before results show up. About people doing the work when they don’t have any proof it’s going to pay off. Something along those lines.”

Sam nodded. “Sounds heavy.”

“We’ll see.”

The first hour moved slow. A couple came in for cocktails. A regular ordered his usual Negroni. I made the drinks, wiped down the bar, and checked my phone twice. The book waited where I’d left it, spine up, pulling at me.

I picked it up during a lull and opened to the first chapter.

Carson started with a story about a carpenter who’d spent two years building custom furniture in his garage while working full time at a hardware store. He had no sales, no clients, no proof anyone wanted what he was making. He just kept building. The writing moved fast and clean. Carson didn’t editorialize or explain the lesson. He just told the story and let it sit.

I read three pages before a customer walked in. I set the book down, made the drink, and picked the book back up as soon as the customer moved to a table.

By the time my break came, I’d read the first chapter twice.

I took the book outside and sat on the curb in the alley behind Linden. The air held a chill but I didn’t care. I kept reading.

Carson called this phase “before the proof.” Effort and results lived in two separate timelines, and you had to believe they’d eventually meet. The people in his stories showed up every day in the silence, and the silence was the hardest part.

The words landed too close to ignore. I was doing the same thing. Studying at coffee shops while my roommates slept off their late nights. Grinding through material that felt dry sometimes. Only a handful of people knew I was trying to build something.

And I had no proof it would ever work.

Sam stuck his head out the back door. “It’s filling up in here, man.”

“Yeah. Coming.”

I tucked the book under my arm and went back inside.

The carpenter in his garage and the silence Carson wrote about stayed with me through the rest of the shift. Carson’s book had given me a frame for what I was doing. The silence wasn’t failure. It was just the part nobody talked about.

I read the book on the train home and carried it up the stairs to the apartment.

Dustin and Trey sat in the living room with the TV on. Dustin glanced at me and went back to his phone. Trey didn’t look up at all.

I dropped my bag by the couch and sat down. I opened the book to where I’d left off and kept reading. My eyes burned by midnight. Dustin had gone to his room at some point. Trey had fallen asleep on the recliner. The apartment settled into the low hum of the refrigerator and the muffled bass from the neighbor’s music.

I closed the book and set it on the floor beside the couch. I stretched out and pulled the blanket over myself. Sleep came fast but the book stayed with me.

When I woke up, light came through the window at a sharp angle. Just past seven.

I sat up and rubbed my face. I picked the book up off the floor and turned it over in my hands.

I needed to study. I needed to keep going.

I packed my laptop, my study guide, and my notebook into my backpack. The book went in last. I told myself I wouldn’t open it, that I’d keep it in the bag and stay focused.

I grabbed my jacket and left.
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The coffee shop held its usual mid-morning quiet. A few people sat scattered at tables, heads down, laptops open. The barista nodded at me when I walked in and started making my coffee before I reached the counter.

I paid, took the cup, and moved toward the window. My usual table was open.

I set my coffee down and pulled out my study guide. I opened my laptop and brought up the chapter on lease structures.

I read the first paragraph three times. None of it stuck. The book’s weight pressed against my ankle from inside the bag, and I lasted two more paragraphs before I gave in.

I told myself I’d read for ten minutes, just a quick break before I got back to it.

Carson moved to a man who’d spent five years learning to play piano as an adult. He had no teacher and no formal training, just YouTube videos and daily practice in a basement room where nobody could hear him. He didn’t tell his family. He didn’t post videos. He just played every morning before work, thirty minutes on the keys, for five years.

Then one Christmas he sat down at his parents’ piano and played a full song. His family stared. They’d had no idea.

Carson wrote about the man’s reflection afterward. He said the five years hadn’t been about the song. They’d been about proving to himself that he could commit to something difficult and see it through. The song was just evidence.

My coffee went cold as I read.

The chapter ended, reminding me that I’d come there to study, not to binge read.

But still, this damn book Shannon had lent to me was just so addictive.

“How’s the book?”

The question pulled me out of the basement with the pianist. I blinked and looked up.

The woman from the other table sat three feet away at her usual spot. Laptop open, cortado beside her, the same leather jacket draped over the back of her chair. She’d arrived at some point and I hadn’t noticed. That alone said something, since I’d noticed her every single time she walked into this place.

She wore a black sweater today, sleeves pushed up to her elbows, and her dark hair fell over one shoulder.

“It’s good,” I said. “Really good, actually.”

She leaned back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other. She wore fitted jeans that made the most of long legs. I forced my eyes to stay on her face.

“What part are you on?” she asked.

“The pianist. The guy who practiced in his basement for five years.”

She nodded slowly. “That’s a strong chapter.”

“You’ve read it?” I asked.

“Many times. It’s my book.”

I frowned. “You’re John Carson?”

She laughed. “No. I represent John Carson. I’m a literary agent. I acquired that book two years ago. It just came out.”

I looked down at the cover and back at her. “Sounds like we have similar taste in books.”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

Her phone chimed and her attention shifted to it immediately. She picked it up, read something on the screen, and typed a response.

I turned the book over in my hands and opened to the back pages. The acknowledgments section ran two pages long. I scanned the names until I found what I was looking for.

To my agent, Michelle Reid, who believed in this book before I did and fought for it when no one else would.

I closed the book and looked up. She’d set her phone down and opened her laptop.

“So I guess you’re Michelle Reid,” I said.

She glanced at me. “Yes.”

“I’m Nate.”

“Hi, Nate.”

I held up the book. “Looks like I’ll be done with this pretty fast. If you have any other similar recommendations, let me know.”

“I will.”

I stood and grabbed my empty cup. “I’m going to get another coffee. You want anything?”

“No. I’m fine, thank you.”

I walked to the counter and ordered another black coffee. The barista made it and I paid. I carried the cup back to my table and sat down. I opened my laptop and pulled up the study guide.

“I see you here a lot,” Michelle said. “You’re always so focused. What are you working on?”

I looked at her. She’d angled her body slightly toward me.

“I’m studying for my real estate license,” I said. “I want to get into commercial real estate.”

“How old are you?” she asked.

“Twenty-three.”

She tilted her head slightly. “You should be out partying. Meeting people. Having fun. Not sitting in a coffee shop studying real estate law.”

“I want to get a head start,” I said. “Besides, the parties I’ve been to so far have been pretty lame.”

Dustin and Trey flashed through my mind. I pushed the thought away.

“Or maybe I’ve just been going to the wrong parties,” I said. “You seem to have good taste in books. Maybe you have good taste in parties too. Any recommendations?”

Michelle laughed. “Look at me. When do you think was the last time I went to a party?”

I studied her. “I don’t know. I can picture you at a rave wearing glow sticks, bouncing on someone’s shoulders.”

She laughed harder. “God, no.”

The image flashed of Michelle in something short and tight, her legs bare, her arms raised overhead, the lights flashing around her. I shoved it out of my head before it could take root.

“These days I’m home by seven with a good book and a glass of wine,” she said. “In bed early. No more parties for me.”

“Wait,” I said. “You read all day for work. You actually go home and read more for fun?”

“Reading’s an addiction,” she said. “But the evening time is reserved for fiction.”

“What kind of fiction?”

She hesitated. Her fingers tapped the edge of her laptop once.

“Come on,” I said. “You can’t leave me hanging now.”

“Romance, mostly.”

“Oh.” I grinned. “Like those sex books.”

She didn’t flinch. “Sometimes the characters get a little raunchy.” She paused and looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “I can’t believe I just told you that. I haven’t told anyone that.”

“Well, I have bad news for you,” I said. “I will not be keeping your secret.”

“Oh no?”

“Nope. I’m going to tell everyone I see for the rest of the day.”

“What can I do to stop you?”

“Good book and party recommendations are the only currency I take. You have forty-eight hours to deliver or I’m setting up a sign on one of those big digital screens in Times Square. It’ll say Michelle Reid, esteemed literary agent, loves raunchy sex books.”

She smiled. “Deal. I can work with that time frame.”

“Actually,” I said, “If you can’t manage the good book and party recommendations, I’ll take your table instead.”

She raised an eyebrow. “My table?”

“It’s the best one in here.”

“You can’t have my table,” she said. “I’ve been sitting here for over a year.”

“I know. I took it once by accident. You gave me a look that could have burned a hole through the wall.”

Michelle’s expression shifted. A smile played at the corner of her mouth. “Maybe I was a little territorial that morning.”

“A little?”

“Okay, very territorial. I like my routine. This table is part of it.”

“You know what? I respect that. There’s something kind of fun about the whole turf war dynamic we have going here. Every morning I walk in and wonder if you’re going to be sitting there already.”

“And if I am?”

“Then I take the inferior table and accept my bad timing.”

“So we’re both ridiculous.”

“Good,” I said. “I like knowing we’re both committed to this silent battle over two feet of real estate in a coffee shop.”

She picked up her cortado and took a sip. When she set it down, she met my eyes with a look that held more amusement than I’d seen from her yet.

“Just so we’re clear,” she said, “I will not be surrendering my table. I’m prepared to defend it to the death.”

“The death?”

“Absolutely.”

I grinned. “That’s intense. But I admire that kind of commitment to arbitrary things.”

“Oh, you have no idea.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Rob came in on a Thursday night and took his usual seat at the bar. I had his Old Fashioned made before he’d settled onto the stool.

“How’s the studying going?” he asked.

“Really good, actually.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? Should I quiz you?”

“Go ahead.”

“What’s a triple net lease?”

“Tenant pays base rent plus property taxes, insurance, and maintenance. Landlord collects rent and does basically nothing else.”

“Good. What’s CAM?”

“Common area maintenance. Usually in retail or office buildings. Tenant pays their share of the cost to maintain lobbies, hallways, parking lots, that kind of thing.”

Rob nodded and took a sip of his drink. “What’s the difference between a gross lease and a modified gross?”

“Gross lease, landlord covers everything. Modified gross, landlord covers some things, tenant covers others. It’s negotiable. Depends on the deal.”

“Nice.” Rob set his glass down. “You’re flying through this.”

The approval hit harder than I expected. I’d wanted to impress him and I had.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ve been putting in the hours.”

“I can tell.” He leaned back slightly. “But remember, this is just step one. Head knowledge gets you licensed. It doesn’t get you deals.”

“What do you mean?”

“The real world of this job isn’t about memorizing definitions. It’s about reading people, understanding what they actually need versus what they say they need, and putting together deals that make sense for both sides. You’ll need a holistic approach when you start trying to close something. The test is just the gate. The real work starts after.”

“Got it. I appreciate the heads up.”

Rob finished his drink and tapped the edge of the glass. I made him another one.

“You’re on the right track,” he said. “Just don’t think passing the exam means you’re done learning.”

“I won’t.”

He stayed for two more drinks and left a good tip.
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Shannon came in the next night and took a seat at the bar. I had her French 75 ready by the time she’d settled into her chair.

“You’re getting too good at this,” she said.

“Just trying to keep my favorite customer happy.”

She smiled and pulled out her phone. She scrolled for a moment and then turned the screen toward me.

“Have you seen this one?”

The video showed a man in a dark room with a green light behind him. He spoke in a low, serious tone about how the moon landing was faked and the evidence had been hidden in plain sight for decades.

I watched for a few seconds and shook my head. “What is this?”

“This guy says Stanley Kubrick directed the moon landing footage.”

“People actually believe that?”

Shannon laughed and pulled her phone back. “You’re way too innocent.”

She scrolled and showed me another one. This time it was a woman explaining how birds weren’t real and had been replaced by government drones in the 1970s.

I stared at her. “You’re messing with me.”

“I’m not. This is a real thing people argue about online.”

“That’s insane.”

“Welcome to the internet.”

“You have to stop showing me these. I want to research them more but I don’t have time to go down all these rabbit holes.”

“No promises. Real estate learning is valuable, but you also need a good conspiracy theory education so you can learn how the world actually works.” She took a sip of her drink and set it down. “So how’s the literary agent?”

I’d told Shannon about Michelle a couple of days ago—the woman at the table next to mine at the coffee shop every morning and who I’d been chatting with. It had seemed like exactly the kind of thing she’d asked me to be upfront about, and she’d taken it in stride.

The question landed clean and direct. Shannon’s tone stayed light but her eyes held something sharper.

“She’s good,” I said. “Great source of book recommendations.”

“Oh yeah? What’s she been recommending?”

“Self-improvement stuff mostly. Books about discipline and building habits. That kind of thing.”

Shannon nodded slowly. “You’ll have to tell me some of the titles. I’m always looking for good reads.”

“I will.”

The conversation moved on to her work, a client who’d been difficult, a meeting that had gone well. I listened and responded and made her another drink when she finished the first.

Sam caught my eye from the other end of the bar after Shannon had moved to a table with a friend who’d arrived. He walked over and leaned against the counter.

“So,” he said. “You and Shannon.”

I glanced at him. “What about it?”

“Come on, man. I’ve got eyes. You two have been hooking up.”

I didn’t see the point in lying. “Yeah. We have.”

Sam grinned. “Nice. I knew she was into you. I love being right. Good for you, man. She’s a catch.”
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I kept seeing Michelle at the coffee shop every morning. She brought me books. The first one was about habit formation. The second was about mental resilience. The third was a memoir by a guy who’d built a tech company from nothing.

I thanked her each time and added them to the stack in my backpack. I hadn’t started any of them yet. I’d finished Before the Proof and that had already eaten into my study time more than I’d planned. The other books would have to wait.

One morning Michelle asked if I wanted to share her table instead of sitting at separate ones. I said sure and moved my laptop over.

We worked in silence most of the time. She read manuscripts on her screen and typed notes. I drilled lease structures and property law. The proximity felt natural after a while. I’d glance up and she’d be frowning at something on her laptop. She’d glance over and I’d be highlighting a section of text.

The barista started making both of our drinks without asking. My black coffee and her cortado arrived at the same time every morning.

One day Michelle closed her laptop and leaned back in her chair. She looked at me for a moment before she spoke.

“Are you single?” she asked.

The question came out of nowhere. I set my pen down.

“Kind of,” I said.

She laughed. “If I had a nickel for every man I’ve met in this city who was ‘kind of’ single…”

“If you did, then this city would lose a fine literary agent when you retired filthy rich,” I said.

She grinned. “Why haven’t you told me about this ‘kind of’ woman until now?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “That’s a good question. But I’ve told her about you.”

Michelle’s expression shifted as her eyes narrowed slightly. Not in anger, just focus.

“You’ve told her about me?”

“Yeah.”

Michelle didn’t respond right away. I could tell I’d sparked something. She wanted to know more but she didn’t ask.

I didn’t offer anything else. Better to keep it mysterious.

Women loved a little bit of mystery in a man.
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I carried my backpack into Shannon’s living room after dinner. The plates sat empty on the table. She’d made pasta with a cream sauce and roasted vegetables.

I set the backpack on the coffee table and unzipped it. “I brought some books for you.”

Shannon looked up from where she sat on the couch. “Books?”

“The ones Michelle lent me. I thought you might want to see if any of them interested you.”

I pulled them out one by one and set them on the table. The habit formation book came first, then the resilience one, then the tech memoir. Shannon leaned forward and picked up the habit book. She turned it over and read the back cover.

“These all look really good,” she said. She set the first one down and picked up the second. “I’ve heard of this one. It’s supposed to be excellent.”

“Take all of them if you want,” I said. “I’ve imposed a strict no-more-books rule on myself until I pass the exam. Before the Proof distracted me way too much. I can’t afford to lose focus right now.”

“I get that.” Shannon smiled and flipped through the resilience book. “I’ll start with this one.” She set it aside and looked at the other two. “These all sound good. Your new literary agent friend seems like a very handy person to know.”

“Yeah,” I said.

I sat down on the couch next to her. The books sat between us on the cushion. Shannon picked up the tech memoir and read the first page. I watched her for a moment and thought about the conversation we’d had a few weeks ago.

The one about honesty.

With a sudden burst of confidence, I decided to stress test it.

“I think Michelle is interested in me,” I said.

Shannon looked up from the book. Her expression stayed calm and curious. No drama, no tension.

“Oh yeah?” she said. “How do you know?”

“I just know.”

She set the book down and turned toward me slightly. “Wow. Listen to you. When did you get so confident?”

“I knew you were interested in me,” I said. “So it’s just kind of the same thing.”

Shannon laughed and shook her head. “Is she pretty?”

I couldn’t lie. “Yes.”

“How old?”

“Forty-five.”

Shannon grinned. “You have a thing for older women.”

“I said I think Michelle is interested in me,” I said. “Not that I’m interested in her.”

“You’re definitely interested in her,” Shannon said. “Because you like hot older women.”

I shrugged and kept my expression neutral and let the mystery sit there between us.

Shannon’s eyes bore into me. She bit her lip and I saw the transformation come over her. The calm curiosity vanished and something else took its place.

“Fuck me right now, Nate,” she said.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Shannon’s mouth hit mine before I could react. She fisted my shirt at the hem and dragged it up, and I lifted my arms so she could haul it over my head and fling it somewhere behind her. Her fingers attacked my belt.

“Stand up,” she said.

I stood. She shoved my jeans and boxers down in one pull and stripped her sweater off over her head while I kicked free. She’d worn nothing underneath it. I reached for her and she knocked my hands away, then dealt with the rest of her own clothes faster than I could have done it for her.

This wasn’t the Shannon who’d drawn me gently into her bedroom that first night.

She pushed me down onto the couch. The cushions caught me, and she climbed over me in one fluid motion and braced her knees on either side of my hips. She reached between us, took me in her hand, lined me up, and sank down until she’d taken all of me. The sound that tore out of her was raw and loud enough that her neighbors definitely heard it.

She started to ride me right away. She didn’t build toward anything. She just took what she wanted, hard and fast, and drove her weight down on every stroke. Her nails dug into my shoulders deep enough to leave marks. I planted my feet and met her, and the couch creaked under both of us, and her breasts moved with every roll of her hips until I leaned up and caught one in my mouth. She gasped and clamped a hand to the back of my head to keep me there.

“Harder,” she said.

She held my jaw with both hands and made me look at her, and her eyes had gone dark and searching in a way I hadn’t seen before.

“Tell me about Michelle,” she said.

“What?”

She rolled her hips in a slow circle, then put her lips against my ear. “You heard me. Tell me what you’d do to her.”

I didn’t question it twice.

I gripped her hips and pulled her down onto me hard. “I’d bend her over the table at the coffee shop. I’d rip those tight jeans down her legs and take her right there with her face against the wood.”

Shannon’s breath hitched. Her hips moved faster.

“She wouldn’t let you,” she said.

“She’d pretend she didn’t want it.” I drove up into her hard enough to punch the air out of her. “But I’d slide a hand into her panties and she’d already be soaked. She’d be dripping for me before I even got them off.”

Shannon moaned, and her nails raked down my chest. Red lines bloomed behind them. She leaned back and braced her palms on my thighs, and the new angle let us both watch where my cock disappeared into her on every roll of her hips.

“Would she beg?” she asked.

“Eventually. She’d bite her lip and try to stay quiet at first, because she wouldn’t want to give me the satisfaction. So I’d go slow. I’d tease her until she couldn’t stand it, until she pushed back onto me herself and asked for it.”

“And then?”

“Then I’d give her every inch.”

Shannon’s whole body shuddered. She lifted off me, turned around without a word, and sank back down with her back to me so she faced the dark window across the room. She wanted to stage it. She wanted to watch our reflection in the glass and picture exactly what I’d just described. Her hands gripped my knees, and she set a punishing pace, and I held her hips and watched her take me.

“Keep going,” she said. “Tell me how she sounds.”

“She tries to hold it in.” I slid one hand up her spine and pressed her forward a fraction, and she cried out at the change. “But I make her loud. I get her right to the edge and stop, right there, until she’s furious, and then I let her have it and she screams loud enough that the whole shop hears exactly who she belongs to.”

“God.” Shannon’s voice frayed at the edges. “She’d come so hard.”

“She’d come so hard she couldn’t stand up after.”

Shannon dropped one hand off my knee and slid it down between her own thighs. She worked herself in fast, tight strokes while she rode me, and I felt every one of them in the way she clenched around me. I let her run it, because tonight the whole thing belonged to her, and the sight of her chasing it with her own hand nearly finished me on the spot.

“Say you’d come inside her,” she breathed.

“I’d come so deep inside her she’d feel it for days.”

That did it. Shannon’s spine snapped taut, and she came around me in hard, rolling waves that gripped me tight. She rode the whole thing out on her own terms, her hand still moving, her hips never stopping, until the last wave wrung her dry and she sagged forward over my legs.

She caught her breath for a moment. Then she looked back at me over her shoulder, and a wrecked, satisfied grin pulled at her mouth.

“Now finish,” she said. “And I want you thinking about her when you do.”

I lost the last thread of control. I sat up, wrapped an arm across her chest, and pulled her back flush against me, and I drove up into her from below while she ground down to meet me. The image she’d planted in my head bloomed too vivid to fight, and I hated a little how well it worked, and that didn’t slow me down at all. The heat crested within me and broke, and I emptied myself into her with my mouth pressed to her shoulder.

We came down slowly. She stayed in my lap with her back against my chest, and neither of us said anything for a while. One of the books had slid off the coffee table. A cushion had ended up on the floor. The window still held our reflection, and we both kept looking at it instead of at each other.

“That got away from us a little,” she finally said, chuckling.

“A little,” I agreed.

She didn’t sound sorry, and I wasn’t either.


Chapter Thirty




Igot to Verdino before Michelle usually arrived. The barista looked up and nodded when I walked in. I ordered my black coffee and Michelle’s cortado at the same time.

The barista made both drinks and I carried them to our table by the window. I set Michelle’s cortado on her side and my coffee on mine. I pulled out my laptop and opened the study guide.

Michelle came in ten minutes later. She wore a black blazer over a white blouse and dark jeans that fit her perfectly. Her hair fell loose over one shoulder. She spotted me at the table and smiled when she saw the cortado waiting for her.

“You’re early,” she said as she sat down.

“Wanted to get a head start.”

She picked up the cortado and took a sip. “Thank you for this.”

“No problem.”

She set her bag down and pulled out her laptop. I watched her settle into her chair and open the screen. The fabric of her blouse stretched across her chest as she leaned forward.

The memory of last night hit me without warning. Shannon’s voice in my ear, demanding I say the things I wanted to do to “my literary agent.”

I looked at Michelle’s hands on the keyboard. Long fingers, no rings. I imagined those hands gripping the edge of a table, her dark eyes looking back over her shoulder, my hands in her hair.

My jeans got tight. I shifted in my seat.

Michelle glanced at me. “You okay?”

“Yeah.”

She studied me for a second and then went back to her screen. I forced myself to look at the study guide and read the same paragraph three times without retaining a word.

Michelle worked in silence for a few minutes. Then she closed her laptop and leaned back in her chair.

“So,” she said. “John Carson is doing a talk tomorrow night. The author of Before the Proof. I’m going to be there since he’s my client. I thought you might want to come.”

The offer caught me off guard. “Really?”

“Yeah. It’s at a bookstore in the West Village. He’ll do a reading, take some questions, sign books. Nothing fancy, but I think you’d get something out of it.”

“That sounds great. I’d love to go.”

Michelle smiled. “Good. I’ll text you the address.”

She opened her laptop again and started typing. I watched her fingers move across the keys.

The image came back. Her body bent over the table. My hands on her waist.

I forced myself to look away and take a drink of coffee.

Michelle stopped typing and looked at me again. “You should invite your ‘kind of’ girl. She was the one who lent you the book in the first place, right?”

“Yeah. That’s a good idea. I’ll ask her.”

“Perfect.”

I set my coffee down and thought about Shannon and Michelle in the same room. The idea sent another wave of heat through me. I shifted again and cleared my throat.

“Shannon has her own PR company,” I said. “Some of your authors might be interested in working with her.”

That seemed to catch Michelle’s interest. “What kind of PR?”

“I’m not sure exactly. She works with a lot of different clients. I can ask her for more details.”

Michelle tapped her fingers on the table. “That could have potential. Yeah, definitely invite her to the event. I’d like to meet her.”

“I will.”

Michelle went back to her laptop. I opened my study guide and stared at the page. The words blurred together. I could still feel the tightness in my jeans and the heat in my chest.

Tomorrow night could get interesting.
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Shannon walked into Linden around nine. She wore a green sweater and dark jeans and looked relaxed in the way she always did after a long workday.

I spotted her as she came through the door. She smiled and made her way to the bar. I finished pouring a Manhattan for the couple at the far end and walked over to where she’d taken a seat.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.”

I set a cocktail napkin down in front of her. “The usual?”

“Please.”

I made her a French 75. She took a sip and glanced around the room as if checking to see if anyone might hear her.

“I’m still walking funny from last night.”

“Yeah?”

“My coworker noticed. She asked if I pulled something at the gym.” Shannon grinned. “I told her I’d been doing a lot of squats.”

I laughed and shook my head. “That’s one way to put it.”

“She believed me.” Shannon took another sip of her drink. “Which means I’m a very convincing liar.”

“Or she’s just polite.”

Her face fell. “I didn’t even think about that. Ah man, she might know.”

A customer at the other end of the bar raised his hand. I excused myself and walked over to take his order. He wanted another beer. I poured it and brought it back and collected his empty glass. When I returned to Shannon’s end of the bar she had her phone out and was scrolling through something.

I leaned against the counter. “So I wanted to ask you something.”

She looked up from her phone. “Okay.”

“John Carson is doing a talk tomorrow night. The guy who wrote Before the Proof. Michelle invited me and said I should bring you. I thought it might be fun. You could finally meet her.”

Shannon set her phone down on the bar. Her expression stayed neutral but I could see her thinking. The silence stretched for a few seconds.

For a moment, I wondered if I’d made a mistake. Michelle had existed in our bedroom last night as something abstract and hypothetical. Maybe Shannon wanted her to stay that way. Maybe inviting her to meet Michelle in real life crossed a line I hadn’t seen.

“That sounds fun,” she finally said.

The relief hit me harder than I expected. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. I’d be happy to go. I’m interested in finally meeting this literary agent of yours.”

“Great. It’s a date then.”

Shannon smiled and took a drink.

A date with Shannon and Michelle. Is that a type of double date?

The thought arrived fully formed and I couldn’t shake it. I glanced at Shannon. She had her phone out again and was typing something. She looked completely relaxed. Completely unbothered by the idea of meeting the woman we’d fucked to the fantasy of last night.

I was suddenly quite anxious about tomorrow night.


Chapter Thirty-One




Iwalked up to the bookstore a little before seven. The address Michelle had texted me led to a narrow storefront on a quiet block in the West Village, the kind of street where the buildings had fire escapes and the sidewalks buckled where tree roots pushed up through the concrete. Gold letters spelled the bookstore’s name across the window. Through the glass, shelves packed tight with books framed a crowd of people inside.

A line had formed outside the door. Maybe thirty people stood on the sidewalk in pairs and small groups. Some held copies of Before the Proof under their arms. Others scrolled through their phones. The crowd looked older than me, mostly people in their thirties and forties dressed in the uniform of New York professionals after work—blazers and jeans, scarves and leather jackets. A few college-aged kids sat on the curb near the end of the line.

I pulled out my phone and texted Michelle.

I’m here.

She’d told me to message her when I arrived. Her response came back in seconds.

Come to the door. I’ll meet you.

I walked past the line toward the entrance. A guy in a bookstore staff shirt stood just inside holding a clipboard. I caught his eye through the glass and he opened the door.

“I’m meeting Michelle Reid,” I said.

He nodded and stepped aside. “Come in.”

I stepped into the store and the door closed behind me. Inside, the place barely held the crowd. Books lined every wall from floor to ceiling. An aisle ran down the center toward the back, where people had gathered near a raised platform. Folding chairs filled the rows between the shelves, six or seven across, and the crowd had already claimed most of them. The air smelled like old paper and coffee.

Michelle appeared from somewhere near the back, two lanyards in one hand. She wore a black dress and a thin gold necklace, her hair pulled into a low knot.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey. This is a bigger deal than I thought.”

She glanced back at the crowd behind her. “John’s been getting good word of mouth.” She handed me the two lanyards. Each one had a plastic badge attached that said VIP in red letters. “One for you, one for your kind-of girl.”

I took them both. “Thanks.”

“I can’t hang around yet. I’m helping with setup. But I’ll see you after, okay?”

“Sounds good.”

Michelle turned and disappeared back into the crowd. I put one lanyard around my neck and let the badge settle against my chest.

A few minutes later, I got a text from Shannon.

Outside now.

I walked back to the door and the staff guy opened it. Shannon stood just beyond the threshold in a long gray coat over dark jeans and a black sweater, her blonde hair falling in waves around her shoulders.

I handed her the second lanyard. She looked down at the badge and grinned.

“VIP access,” she said. “Look at you, knowing people in high places.”

“Michelle hooked us up.”

She slipped the lanyard over her head. We walked in past the line still waiting on the sidewalk, and Shannon leaned close to me as we crossed the threshold.

“I could get used to this.”

The store had filled in. People stood along the walls between the bookshelves, and a few sat on the floor near the back. At the far end, a microphone waited on a stand beside a small table with a glass of water and a copy of Before the Proof.

Shannon looked around at the shelves. “I love bookstores like this.”

“You want to look around for a bit?”

“Yeah.”

We walked down the aisle toward the back. The shelves on either side held everything from fiction to cookbooks. Shannon stopped at a table of staff recommendations, picked up a hardcover, and read the back. Her eyes scanned the text. She set it down and moved to another stack.

I wandered over to a section labeled New Nonfiction. A stack of Before the Proof sat on a table under a hand-written sign that said Author Event Tonight.

Shannon came up beside me. “I brought my copy for him to sign.” She shifted her purse to the front of her body and withdrew a well-used hardback from inside.

“Good idea.”

A voice came over the microphone. “We’re going to get started in about five minutes. If you’re standing, feel free to grab a seat if one opens up.”

Shannon closed the cookbook and put it back on the shelf. “Should we sit?”

“Yeah.”

We walked toward the seating area. A staff member near the front gestured to a roped-off section on the left side of the platform. “VIP seating is over here.”

We followed him to a row of about ten chairs set aside along the side. A few people had already taken seats. Shannon and I took two near the middle.

Shannon unbuttoned her coat and draped it over the back of her chair. She sat down and crossed her legs. The fabric of her jeans pulled tight across her thigh. I looked away and focused on the platform.

The crowd settled. Conversations dropped to murmurs. The staff member who’d checked us in walked to the front and stood beside the microphone. He tapped it twice and the sound echoed through the store.

“Good evening everyone,” he said. “Thank you for coming out tonight. We’re excited to have John Carson here to talk about his book Before the Proof. For those of you who haven’t read it yet, it’s a powerful look at the phase of transformation that happens before anyone else can see it. It’s about the work, the doubt, and the persistence. John interviewed dozens of people for this book and the result is something that resonates with anyone who’s ever tried to build something they were proud of.”

A few people in the crowd clapped. The staff member smiled and gestured toward the back of the store.

“Without further delay, please welcome John Carson.”

The applause grew louder. A man walked out from behind a bookshelf near the back, maybe forty, tall and lean, dark hair going gray at the temples. He wore a navy sweater over a collared shirt and carried a worn copy of his book in one hand. His expression stayed calm and focused, like he was already working through what he wanted to say.

He stepped onto the platform and adjusted the microphone down a few inches. The applause faded. He set the book on the table and looked out at the crowd.

“Thanks for coming,” he said. His voice was steady and clear. “I know there are a lot of other things you could be doing tonight, so I appreciate you spending it here.”

He paused and glanced down at the book on the table.

“I’m going to read a short section from the introduction, and then I’ll talk for a bit about why I wrote this. After that we can do some questions.”

He picked up the book and opened it to a page he’d marked with a folded receipt. He cleared his throat and began.

“The hardest part of any transformation is the middle. Not the decision to start. Not the moment you finally succeed. It’s the long stretch in between where you’re doing everything right and have nothing to show for it. There’s no applause and no validation. There’s no proof that any of it is working. You’re surrounded by people who are exactly where they were six months ago, and you look exactly like them from the outside. The only difference is the work you’re doing when no one’s watching. That’s the phase where most people quit. Not because the work is too hard, but because the silence is unbearable.”

He looked up from the page and scanned the crowd. His eyes passed over me for a second and kept moving.

“I started researching this book after a conversation with a friend who had just closed his first business. He’d spent five years building it, grinding through twelve-hour days, sleeping on a couch in his office, and calling investors who didn’t call back. He finally sold it for enough money to change his life. And the first thing he said to me was, ‘The success wasn’t the hard part. The hard part was the years where I had no idea if it was going to work.’”

John set the book down and leaned against the table.

“That stuck with me. I started asking other people the same question. Athletes, tradespeople, people who’d changed careers, immigrants who rebuilt their lives in a new country. The answers were all the same. The hardest phase wasn’t failure. It wasn’t success. It was the space in between. I wanted to understand why that phase feels so brutal, and what separates the people who push through it from the people who don’t.”

He talked for another ten minutes. He walked us through his research process, the interviews, the patterns he found. Our brains are wired to seek immediate feedback, he said, and the absence of it breeds doubt. He came back to environment, to how being in a room where no one else is doing the work makes it harder to believe in the work in the first place.

I listened to every word. Shannon sat beside me with her hands folded in her lap, and her attention never wavered.

John finished and took a sip of water. He set the glass down and looked out at the crowd.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s do some questions.”

A dozen hands went up. John pointed to a woman in the third row. She stood.

“You mentioned environment in your talk,” she said. “How do you change your environment when you don’t have access to people who are ahead of you?”

John nodded. “That’s a great question. Access is a real barrier, but it’s not insurmountable. The first step is removing yourself from environments that actively pull you backward. That might mean spending less time with certain people, not because you don’t care about them, but because their energy doesn’t support where you’re trying to go. The second step is finding smaller footholds, like a podcast, a book, or an online community. You’re looking for signals that other people have survived the middle phase. Once you know it’s survivable, the isolation loses some of its power.”

The woman sat down. Another hand went up. John pointed to a guy near the back.

“Do you think talent matters more than persistence?”

John smiled. “Talent might get you started. Persistence gets you finished. Most people who succeed aren’t the most talented person in the room. They’re the person who persisted the longest.”

The answer landed hard. I thought about the mornings at Verdino drilling property law while the city woke up around me, the nights at Linden pouring drinks and studying through the slow stretches, and the weeks when nothing seemed to move forward.

John took a few more questions. Someone asked about his writing process. Someone else asked how he chose the people to interview. A woman asked if he’d experienced his own version of the middle phase while writing the book.

John laughed. “Absolutely. I spent six months interviewing people and another year trying to figure out how to structure the material. There were weeks where I sat at my desk and thought I’d wasted everyone’s time, including my own. But my agent believed in it, and that belief carried me through the parts where I didn’t believe in it myself.”

I glanced toward the back of the store. Michelle stood near the platform, watching John with quiet pride.

The questions wrapped up. John thanked everyone for coming and said he’d be signing books at the table near the front. The crowd applauded again, and people stood and moved toward the shelves or toward the line forming at the signing table.

Shannon turned to me. “That was really good.”

“Yeah, it was,” I said. “He made it feel like a conversation.”

The buzz of the room settled around us, but I didn’t move yet. I sat in the chair and let the words replay in my head: the middle phase, the silence, the work that no one sees, the idea that persistence outlasts talent.

I’d read those ideas in his book, but somehow they resonated differently when hearing them live from the author himself.

I looked around and had a flash of insight. This was another “right room,” as Caleb had talked about on his podcast. It held a smart author who’d written a book that described exactly where I was, a crowd of people who had read that book and been moved enough to show up and were likely going through their middle phases, just like I was.

And of course there was Shannon, sitting next to me, warm and present and actually excited that I’d dragged her to a literary event in the West Village.

Shannon and I stood and headed for the signing table.


Chapter Thirty-Two




The line at the signing table stretched back toward the shelves. Twenty or thirty people waited with books in hand. Shannon and I moved toward the back of the line.

A staff member intercepted us before we got there. “You two are VIPs.” She pointed at our badges. “Come with me.”

She walked us past the line to the front, where John sat at the table with a pen in hand. The woman currently at the table thanked him and stepped aside. The staff person gestured for us to approach.

Shannon moved forward and set her worn copy of Before the Proof on the table in front of John. He looked up at her and smiled.

“Thank you for coming,” he said.

“Thank you for writing this,” Shannon said. “It’s been really valuable.”

John picked up the book and opened it to the title page. “Who should I make this out to?”

Shannon glanced at me, then back at John. “Actually, you should make it out to Nate. He’s the one in the middle phase right now.”

John looked at me. “Nate, huh? What’s your middle phase look like?”

I tried to organize my thoughts quickly after being put on the spot. “I’m working on getting my real estate license. Commercial real estate. Right now my life is nothing but studying and bartending, and it feels like things are moving slowly. But your book helped me stick with it.”

Carson picked up his pen and started writing in the book.

“Commercial real estate is definitely a grind,” he said without looking up. “It takes longer than people think. But the skills you’re building now will pay off in a big way later.”

He wrote for another few seconds, then set the pen down and closed the book. He handed it to Shannon.

“Keep showing up,” he said to me. “That’s the whole game.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Shannon took the book and looked down at the cover. She didn’t open it to see what he’d written. She turned to me and held it out.

“This is yours now,” she said. “It’s a gift.”

I took the book from her hands. The weight of it felt different than it had before, like it had absorbed something from the evening.

“Thank you,” I said.

We stepped away from the table and went toward the back of the store. We stopped near a shelf of fiction and I opened the book to the title page.

John’s handwriting was clean and deliberate. The message read:

Nate—The middle phase in real estate is long, but the skills you build now will carry you for decades. Keep studying. Keep showing up. The proof is coming. John Carson.

Shannon leaned in and read it over my shoulder. “That’s a nice note.”

I closed the book. “This means a lot,” I said. “Thank you for lending me the book in the first place. And for coming tonight.”

Shannon smiled and touched my arm again. “I’m glad I did.”

We walked back toward the front of the store. Carson was talking to a middle-aged man who looked like he was asking a long question. Michelle stood near the platform, watching the interaction with a focused expression.

She saw us and walked over.

“What did you think?” she asked.

“It was great,” I said. “Really glad you invited me.”

Shannon nodded. “He’s a compelling speaker. The book is excellent, but hearing him talk about it added another layer.”

Michelle’s expression shifted slightly. Her eyes moved between Shannon and me, and I could see her reading something in the dynamic.

“I’m glad you both enjoyed it,” Michelle said. She looked at Shannon directly. “You must be Shannon.”

Shannon extended her hand. “I am. It’s nice to meet you.”

Michelle shook her hand. “Likewise. Nate’s mentioned you a few times.”

“He’s mentioned you too.”

The exchange was polite but I could feel something underneath it.

Not hostility, just an awareness.

Michelle turned to me. “I still have some stuff to finish up here. How about we grab a drink at the wine bar down the street?”

I looked at Shannon. She nodded.

“We’re in,” I said.

“If you two go ahead, I can meet you there when I’m done here.”

“Sounds good.”
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The wine bar was three doors down from the bookstore, tucked between a bakery and a men’s clothing store. A small green awning hung over the entrance with the bar’s name printed across it. Shannon and I walked in and the hostess led us to a table near the back, away from the windows.

Shannon settled across from me and shrugged off her coat, letting it fall behind her onto the chair. The black sweater underneath hugged her frame, the neckline dipping just enough to suggest the curve of her chest without showing too much. She rested her forearms on the table and looked around the room.

“This is a nice spot,” she said.

The waiter came over and handed us menus. Shannon opened hers and scanned the wine list. She looked up at me.

“Should we get a bottle?”

“Sounds good to me.”

She pointed to a line on the menu. “How about this one? It’s a Montepulciano. Not too heavy.”

I nodded. “Let’s do it.”

Shannon ordered the bottle and asked the waiter to bring a third glass for Michelle. She also ordered a charcuterie board. The waiter took the menus and headed for the bar.

Shannon leaned back in her chair and studied me across the table. A small smile played at the corner of her mouth.

“What?” I asked.

“Michelle’s hotter than I imagined.”

The words landed somewhere low. Heat rose in my chest.

“You think so?”

“Oh, definitely.” Shannon tilted her head. Her blue-gray eyes held mine across the candle. “I can see why you get all revved up when we talk about her while we fuck.”

I swallowed and kept my expression neutral. Shannon’s smile widened. She knew exactly what she was doing.

The waiter returned with the bottle and three glasses, showed me the label, and poured me a taste. I swirled it, sipped, and nodded.

He filled two generous glasses and left the bottle on the table. Shannon raised hers and I raised mine. We touched them together with a small chime.

“To middle phases,” Shannon said.

“And the people who help you get through them.”

We drank. The wine was smooth and rich, a hint of dark fruit lingering on the tongue. Shannon set her glass down and leaned forward.

Michelle spotted us right away when she came in, and crossed the room toward our table. She’d taken her hair down, and it fell in dark waves around her shoulders. She moved deliberately, in no hurry, and every male eye in the room tracked her.

I picked up the bottle and filled the third wine glass the waiter had left.

“Thanks,” Michelle said. She lifted the glass and took a sip, her eyes closing for a second. “Mm. Good choice.”

Michelle set the glass down and looked at both of us. “That went better than I expected. John’s great in front of a crowd, but you never know if the turnout will match the energy.”

“The crowd loved him,” Shannon said. “And the book deserves it.”

Michelle nodded. “It really does. I’m proud of that one.”

The charcuterie board arrived and the waiter set it between us. Michelle picked up a piece of prosciutto and ate it slowly. Shannon spread fig jam on a slice of bread and topped it with cheese.

“Nate mentioned you have a PR firm,” Michelle said.

Shannon nodded and wiped her fingers on a napkin. “I do. Small operation, just me and a few other people, but we focus on boutique clients.”

“I’ve worked with PR firms before. It seems so tough,” Michelle said. “I had one that was great for three months and then dropped off completely. Stopped returning emails, stopped pitching my authors, and when I finally got someone on the phone they acted like I was being unreasonable for expecting follow-through.”

Shannon shook her head. “That’s the worst. It’s a relationship business. I’d rather work with five people I can actually help than twenty I can’t, and I check in every week even when there’s nothing major to report. People just want to know you’re thinking about them.”

Michelle’s expression shifted, something close to respect in it. “That’s rare. How do you handle media training? In-house?”

“A few freelancers, depending on the client. Some just need message discipline. Others need full crisis prep.”

“I had an author blow up on TikTok last year,” Michelle said. “His publicist had no plan and the whole thing spiraled.”

Shannon leaned forward. “That’s where having a protocol before anything happens makes the difference. Pre-approved statements, a chain of command for approvals, someone monitoring in real time. Because you can’t control when these social media apps are going to send your video into the viral stratosphere.”

“Do you work with authors?” Michelle asked.

“I have before. Mostly nonfiction, but a few novelists.”

“If you’re interested, I have a few clients who need better PR support.”

Shannon’s face brightened. “I’d love that. Let’s set something up.”

They kept talking. The conversation moved to distribution strategies, media contacts, the difference between earned media and paid placements. Half the terms went over my head. I understood the basic shape of it but not the specifics.

I sat back and drank my wine. My eyes moved between them.

Shannon leaned forward when she talked, her hands moving as she explained something. She wore her confidence easily, like it had never occurred to her to doubt it.

Michelle sat with perfect posture, her dark hair framing her face, her voice steady and precise. She tilted her head when Shannon made a point and kept her eyes locked on Shannon’s face.

They were different in many ways, but watching them talk felt like seeing two versions of something I hadn’t known I wanted. Shannon’s warmth against Michelle’s sharpness, her softness against Michelle’s edges. The contrast made both of them more vivid.

I shifted in my seat. The pull came on sudden and physical, and there was nothing I could do about it. My jeans felt too tight under the table, and I was glad for the dim lighting and the tablecloth that hung low.

Shannon glanced at me, her smile tipping just a little, like she could read every thought in my head. She turned back to Michelle without missing a beat.

“How did you get into agenting?” Shannon asked.

Michelle refilled her glass. “I started at a big house right out of college. Spent about eight years there learning the business, and then I realized I was building someone else’s agency instead of my own. So I left and started my own.”

“That takes guts.”

“It takes desperation,” Michelle said. “I couldn’t stand working for someone else anymore.”

Shannon laughed. “I know that feeling. I spent two years at a big firm before I started my own thing. The money was better, but the work felt meaningless.”

“Exactly.”

They kept going, talking about running a small business in New York City, about overhead, about the tension between scaling and staying boutique.

Shannon’s hand rested on the stem of her glass. Michelle’s fingers traced the edge of her napkin. They leaned toward each other across the table, their voices low and easy, like they’d known each other for years instead of an hour.

Something else ran underneath the conversation, an energy I couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t competition and it wasn’t tension, but something else.

The waiter came back to check on us and cleared the empty board.

Michelle shifted in her chair and crossed her legs, the fabric of her dress moving with her. She picked up her glass and sipped.

“So Nate,” Michelle said. “How are you holding up over there?”

“I’m good,” I said. “Just listening.”

Shannon smiled. “Sorry for all the industry talk.”

They both looked at me, and the attention pressed in like heat. Shannon’s eyes were playful. Michelle’s were sharp and amused. The tightness in my jeans hadn’t gone anywhere. If anything, it had gotten worse.

We raised our glasses that held the last of the wine.

“To new friends,” I said.

I clinked my glass against both of theirs.
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Michelle checked her phone and said she needed to get going. Shannon and I stood and pulled on our coats. Michelle paid the tab before either of us could reach for it.

“I invited you,” she said. “My treat.”

We stepped out onto the sidewalk and the cold air hit hard after the warmth of the wine bar. Michelle pulled her coat tighter and we started walking toward the nearest subway entrance.

We reached the entrance and Michelle turned to face us.

“Thank you both again for coming out to support my author,” she said.

“I really enjoyed it,” Shannon said.

“Me too,” I added.

“Good night.” Michelle walked down the stairs into the station. She disappeared below street level.

Shannon pulled her scarf tighter and we started walking north.

The wine sat warm in my chest and my thoughts moved slower than usual. Shannon walked beside me with her hands in her coat pockets. Neither of us spoke for a block.

“Michelle’s very nice,” Shannon said.

“Yeah,” I said.

We kept walking. Shannon’s breath made small clouds in the cold air. I glanced at her but she looked straight ahead. Her expression gave away nothing.

Another block passed. I could sense her thinking about something. The silence stretched but I didn’t push. If she wanted to say it, she would.

We walked past a corner deli that was still open. The fluorescent light spilled out onto the sidewalk. Shannon’s footsteps slowed just slightly and then she stopped walking altogether.

I stopped and turned to face her. She looked at me and her eyes held something I hadn’t seen before.

“I need to tell you something,” she said.

“Okay.”

She took a breath and let it out slowly. Her hands stayed in her pockets.

“I really want to watch you fuck Michelle.”


Chapter Thirty-Three




The train pulled in and the doors opened. We stepped inside and found two seats near the back of the car. Shannon sat by the window and I sat next to her. The train lurched forward and we started moving north.

I wanted very badly to ask her more about what she’d just admitted to me, but with so many people around, I couldn’t do it without them overhearing.

The next few stops dragged. Each one felt longer than the last. Shannon stayed quiet and so did I. My thoughts ran in circles and landed nowhere.

We got off at our stop and walked up the stairs to street level. Shannon walked beside me with her hands back in her pockets. We headed toward her building.

“Are you sure about what you said?” I asked.

Shannon looked at me. “Yeah.”

“Have you ever done anything like that before?”

“No,” she said. “Have you?”

“No.”

We kept walking. Shannon didn’t look uncomfortable or nervous. She looked like someone who’d said exactly what she meant and was waiting for me to catch up.

“I’m not sure how we’d even start something like that,” Shannon said. “We don’t know if Michelle is even interested.”

I thought about it for a second. “I’d probably need to be with her on my own first.”

It spilled out without me thinking too much. I even surprised myself.

I would’ve never said anything like that to Sage. She’d be furious.

Shannon nodded. “Yeah. That sounds like a good idea.” Her voice carried no edge, no hesitation, no trace of jealousy or doubt. She said it like we were planning logistics for a dinner reservation.

When we reached Shannon’s building, she turned to face me and her eyes locked onto mine. “We’re going upstairs.”

Her voice left no room for negotiation. Heat ran through my chest and down into my stomach.

She started walking again and I matched her pace. “I’ve been thinking about this all night and I’m so horny I can barely stand it.”

She nearly dragged me upstairs.
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I spent the next two days falling back into the routine I’d built. I woke up early, grabbed my laptop and study materials, and took the M train into Manhattan before the morning rush hit. I sat at my usual table with Michelle at Verdino and drank black coffee while I drilled through practice questions. When my shift at Linden rolled around, I closed the laptop, walked a couple of blocks, and worked the bar until it closed.

The rhythm felt automatic now. I didn’t have to think about it. My body knew where to go and when.

Shannon texted me on the second day. She said Michelle had reached out and they’d started texting. She sent me a screenshot of one of Michelle’s Instagram posts—a photo of a manuscript on a desk next to a cup of coffee—and said Michelle had started following her that morning.

I checked my own feed and saw Michelle had followed me too.

The window of opportunity sat right in front of me. I had to pull this off, otherwise Shannon’s request wouldn’t happen. It was much like when a woman showed interest and wanted you to ask her out. If you didn’t strike, she’d figure you weren’t interested and move on. If I waited too long, the moment would evaporate and whatever chance existed now would fade into something else.

I scrolled through the Bro Flex podcast library that night while I lay on the couch. There were plenty of episodes on dating and attracting women, but nothing on this. Caleb covered every angle of pursuing a woman you wanted, but none of it covered doing it because another woman had asked you to.

I had to figure this out on my own.
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Michelle walked into Verdino around seven-thirty the next morning. She wore a long coat over dark jeans and carried her laptop bag over one shoulder.

Her cortado was already waiting on her side of the table. I’d ordered it when I came in, the way I did most mornings now. Michelle dropped into the chair across from me, pulled the cup closer, and took the first sip before she’d fully settled.

“Morning.”

She opened her laptop and started typing. I went back to the practice exam on my screen. The questions blurred together after a while. I knew the material inside and out at this point. The exam felt like the last formality standing between me and the next phase.

We worked in the easy silence we’d fallen into over the past few weeks. An hour passed. The barista brought our second round without either of us asking and set them at the edge of the table. Michelle nodded her thanks without looking up from her screen.

Around ten, I closed my laptop and stretched. My back ached from sitting in the same position too long. Michelle looked up at the same moment.

“Break?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

She leaned back in her chair and wrapped both hands around her cup.

“You looked focused this morning,” she said.

“Getting close to the end of the study material,” I said. “I think I’m ready to schedule the exam.”

Michelle’s expression shifted. Something passed through her eyes but she covered it quickly with a smile.

“I guess that means our morning sessions are going to come to an end soon,” Michelle said.

“Yeah,” I said. “But we can still hang out.”

Michelle tilted her head and her smile turned teasing. “Maybe. But after you pass you’re going to be super busy building a client list. You might forget about me.”

I waved that away. “Not happening.”

“We’ll see.”

She looked at me for another second and then her expression softened.

“Where do you live?” she asked. “I just realized I’ve never asked you that.”

I felt the embarrassment before I could stop it. I thought about deflecting but that felt wrong.

“My buddies’ couch,” I said.

Michelle’s eyebrows lifted slightly. She didn’t say anything for a moment and her silence pressed in.

“That’s temporary, right?” she asked.

“Yeah. I’ve been saving. I’ll get a better place after the exam.”

Michelle nodded slowly. Her expression didn’t carry judgment.

“That makes sense,” she said. “One thing at a time. I think that’s normal for guys who are just starting out in the city.”

“Exactly.”

We sat there for another few seconds and then Michelle glanced at her watch.

“I have a call in a few minutes,” she said. “I should get ready.”

“Sure.”

She turned back to her laptop and I turned back to mine. I opened the screen again but I didn’t look at it. My thoughts ran somewhere else.

Michelle’s question reminded me of Shannon’s suggestion from weeks earlier. She’d told me I should get a nicer place. I’d agreed with her at the time but I hadn’t acted on it. I’d searched a few listings online but I hadn’t put serious time into it because I’d been focusing on the exam.

If I’d done it already, this conversation with Michelle would have gone differently. I could have taken that opportunity to invite Michelle over.

But there was no way I’d invite her to Dustin and Trey’s apartment. The thought alone made my stomach turn.

I stared at the screen and made the decision right there. As soon as I passed the exam, I’d start looking for a place. Not half looking, not browsing when I had time, but actually looking. I’d find a room in a place where I could bring someone without feeling ashamed.

Especially if I was going to pull off what Shannon wanted me to.

[image: ]


The first couple of hours of my shift that evening flew by. We were busier than normal.

Around six o’clock, the phone buzzed. I pulled it out and saw Michelle’s name on the screen.

I have more book recommendations for you.

A second later, another message came through. It was a photo of a stack of books on a table. Five or six of them, arranged in a neat pile. The spines faced the camera and I could read most of the titles. Two were fiction, one looked like memoir, the rest were nonfiction that fit the same genre as Before the Proof.

I leaned against the back counter and typed out a response.

You planning to carry all those to the coffee shop? I’d love to see that.

A laugh emoji came through first, then her response.

Forget it. You can just pick them up at my place. It’s not that far from Verdino.

I read the message twice. This was the opening. She’d learned about the couch situation this morning and now she was giving me a reason to come over. The invitation came wrapped in something practical and innocent, but the shape of it was clear.

I waited a few seconds before I typed back. I didn’t want to seem too eager, but I also didn’t want to let the moment pass.

I was looking to do a little reading tonight but I don’t have anything lined up. Maybe I can pick them up after work?

The three dots appeared again. They stayed on the screen longer this time.

That would be kind of late.

My shift ended at eleven, so she was right.

But still…

Reading helps me fall asleep.

Aren’t you going to Shannon’s after work?

This felt like a test.

I typed out the response carefully.

Shannon told me to grab a book for her too.

I hit send and waited. The three dots didn’t appear this time. The screen stayed blank. I set the phone down and went back to wiping glasses.

Ten minutes passed. I checked the screen twice but there was nothing. I served a couple who ordered martinis and sat at the far end of the bar. I made the drinks and brought them over, then went back to waiting.

Fifteen minutes after I’d sent the last message, my phone buzzed. I grabbed it and looked at the screen.

No words, just a location pin.

I tapped it and the map opened. Her apartment was three blocks east of Verdino. A ten-minute walk from the coffee shop, maybe less.


Chapter Thirty-Four




Ileft Linden at eleven-fifteen and walked east. A few late diners drifted home and a delivery guy blew past me on his bike at the corner. I kept my hands buried in my coat pockets, and my breath clouded in front of me with every step.

Shannon had texted me back an hour earlier. I’d told her where I was headed after my shift, and she’d answered with three words.

Good luck tonight.

A second message landed right behind it.

I want to hear about everything.

That second text had ridden along with me through the rest of the night.

Shannon wanted this. She wanted me with Michelle, and she wanted the full report afterward.

I turned onto Michelle’s block and checked the address on my phone. Her building sat halfway down on the right, a four-story brownstone with a short stoop and a black iron railing, a few upper windows still lit. I climbed the steps and found her buzzer. The label read Reid—4th Floor.

I pressed it. The intercom crackled a few seconds later.

“It’s Nate,” I said.

The door buzzed open. The lobby was small and clean, with black-and-white tile underfoot and a narrow staircase climbing the left wall. No elevator. I took the stairs two at a time. Her door waited at the end of a short hallway, 4R in brass on the wood.

I knocked twice and stepped back. Footsteps crossed the floor, the locks turned, and the door opened.

Michelle stood in the doorway in loose pink silk, the drawstring pants riding low on her hips and the camisole shifting with her when she moved. Her black hair was down. She’d clearly dressed for a quiet night alone and not for company, and the effect knocked the breath out of me anyway.

My throat went dry. I was suddenly grateful my coat hung long enough to hide what the rest of me was doing.

“Hey,” she said, stepping back to hold the door. “Come in.”

I followed her inside, and she threw the locks behind me. The place opened into a big room with high ceilings and tall windows facing the back of the building, books climbing two walls floor to ceiling, a leather reading chair parked under a floor lamp in the corner. A galley kitchen ran along the left. It smelled clean and lived-in.

“Your coat can go on the hook,” she said.

I shrugged out of it and hung it by the door. Michelle crossed to the couch, and I tried not to stare at the way the silk moved with her. A glass of red wine sat on the coffee table beside an ereader, its screen glowing. She’d been reading when I buzzed.

“Have a seat,” she said.

I dropped onto the left cushion. She picked up her wine and took a sip. “You want some?”

“Sure.”

She pulled a second glass from the kitchen cabinet, poured, and brought it over before folding herself onto the far end of the couch with one leg tucked under her. I took a sip, then set the glass down and leaned back.

“How was work?” she asked.

“Not bad. Can’t complain.” I pointed to the ereader on the table right in front of me and grinned. “Were you reading romance?”

Her face went pink. “No.”

“Really.”

I scooped up her ereader before she could move.

“Nate!”

I cleared my throat and read in my most solemn voice. “ ‘Kaelthorn the Shadow-Fae Lord pulled her against the immortal granite of his chest. Three centuries have I hungered, he growled, and the very stones of the castle trembled at the sound of his longing.’ ”

“Give that back!”

I dodged her hand and kept going, louder. “ ‘His molten gaze devoured her whole. You are mine, and the realm itself shall bend, he thundered. Beyond the enchanted forest a dragon screamed in jealous agony as their two souls collided like flaming comets fated since the dawn of time.’ ”

Michelle lunged. I rose off the couch and held the thing over my head, thumbing ahead a page. “ ‘She gasped as his ancient power surged through her like a tidal wave of liquid starlight. Yes, my dark prince, she wept, claim me beneath the blood moon. Every candelabra in the great hall burst into flame of its own accord.’ ”

Michelle got a fistful of my sleeve and hauled my arm down, laughing now, her face bright red. She made one more grab, missed, and stumbled into me, catching herself with both hands flat against my chest. Neither of us moved for a second.

“Stop that,” she said, still laughing.

I read the last line over the top of her head. “ ‘Again, she begged, her every nerve alight with forbidden lust. The whole realm could burn to ash. She wanted only him.’ ”

She shoved off me, snatched the ereader back, and set it face-down on the table. Her chest rose and fell and her cheeks stayed flushed.

“That was incredibly rude,” she said.

“That was incredibly dramatic,” I said. “A dragon screamed in jealous agony? I didn’t know you read stuff like that.”

“Everyone reads stuff like that.”

“I don’t.”

“You should. You might like it.”

I stepped in. She didn’t give up any ground. The space between us closed to nothing, and the laughter drained out of the moment and left something heavier behind. She held my eyes and her breathing slowed.

“So this is how you spend your evenings,” I said. “Wine, and a Shadow-Fae Lord, and nobody around to bother you.”

Her lips parted. She glanced down at my mouth and back up, and when she answered her voice had dropped lower.

“Sometimes.”

I kissed her.

She opened to it right away, one hand fisting the front of my shirt and the other sliding up my chest. I cupped the side of her face and held her there, and when she made a low sound against my mouth it ran through me like a current. She pressed in closer, and the kiss tipped from soft into something with real weight behind it.

Then she broke it. She pulled back just far enough to look at me, color high on her cheeks, her eyes searching mine. For a long moment she didn’t say anything at all.

“What about Shannon?” she asked.

Her voice carried an edge. She sounded almost angry, like she’d caught me in something.

“Shannon knows exactly where I am right now and what I’m doing,” I said.

Michelle’s eyes narrowed. “Oh really.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and unlocked the screen. I opened the message thread with Shannon and turned it so Michelle could see. The most recent exchange sat right there at the top. The one where I’d told her I was coming to Michelle’s place, and Shannon’s reply underneath it.

Good luck tonight.

I want to hear about everything.

Michelle took the phone from my hand and read it. Then she scrolled up slightly and read the messages above it. Her expression went through several shifts. Disbelief first, then something closer to confusion. She handed the phone back without a word and looked at me like she was trying to solve a problem that had no clear answer.

She stood there digesting it. The silence stretched out between us and I let it. I wasn’t going to explain or defend it.

“This is very inappropriate,” she finally said.

“Yeah,” I said. “It is.”

She kissed me again.


Chapter Thirty-Five




This time nothing about it stayed soft.

Michelle grabbed the front of my shirt with both hands and pulled me down into the kiss. I wrapped one arm around her waist and slid the other up into her hair. Her mouth opened under mine, and I tasted the wine on her tongue. She made a low sound and pressed her whole body against me. The silk of her camisole shifted under my palm when I ran my hand down her back, and I felt the heat of her skin straight through it.

She bit my lower lip. I tightened my grip on her waist and she arched into me. My hands dropped to her ass through the loose silk pants, and she gasped against my mouth. I walked her backward to the couch, and she sat and pulled me down with her.

I braced one hand on the armrest and leaned over her. Her hair spread across the cushion and her chest rose and fell hard. The challenge I’d heard in her voice a minute ago had burned off into something quieter.

“This is crazy,” she said.

“Maybe a little.”

She pulled me down again.

I kissed her throat and she tipped her head back to give me the room. Her pulse beat under my lips. I worked my way to the hollow at the base of her neck, and the sound she made traveled all the way through me.

Her hands found the buttons of my shirt. She got three of them undone and shoved the fabric off my shoulders, and I sat back far enough to pull it the rest of the way off and drop it. Her eyes moved over my chest and down my stomach. She caught her lower lip in her teeth.

“Come here,” she said.

I leaned back over her and kissed her again, unhurried. I slid one hand under the hem of her camisole and pushed the silk up her ribs. Her skin was warm and soft. She lifted her arms and I drew the top over her head. She wore nothing underneath it.

The sight of her stopped me for a second. I’d pictured this more than once over the past few days, and the picture hadn’t come close. Her breasts were full and high and her nipples had already drawn tight. I cupped one and dragged my thumb across the peak, and she arched into my palm and her breath snagged.

I lowered my head and took her nipple into my mouth. She gasped and fisted both hands in my hair. I used my teeth, careful and light, and she pulled harder. Her hips rolled up against me and I felt the heat of her through my slacks. I moved to her other breast and gave it the same slow attention. She made sounds she probably didn’t know she was making.

I kissed down her stomach and hooked my fingers into the waistband of her silk pants. She lifted her hips and I drew them down her legs and dropped them. She lay there in nothing but a pair of black lace panties, and the dark damp patch in the center of them undid me. I pressed my thumb against it and she jerked.

“Oh,” she said.

I hooked my fingers in the sides and drew them off. She was already soaked. I knelt on the floor in front of the couch and pulled her forward until she sat right at the edge. She propped herself on her elbows and watched me.

I kissed the inside of her thigh, slow, and her breath hitched. I kissed higher and she opened for me. When I put my mouth on her she cried out and her head fell back. She tasted clean and sweet, and her scent wrapped around me.

I took my time. I worked her with long strokes of my tongue, then settled on her clit, and her whole body tightened. I slid two fingers into her. She gripped me, tight and wet and hot, and I curled them and kept my mouth exactly where she wanted it.

Her thighs shook. Her breathing frayed. She pulled my hair hard enough to sting and I didn’t care. I held the pressure steady and curled my fingers again, and her whole body went rigid. She came hard. Her thighs clamped around my head and her back lifted off the cushion, and the sound she made broke in the middle. I worked her through every wave until she went limp and pushed weakly at my forehead.

“I can’t,” she gasped.

I sat back on my heels and looked up at her. Her chest heaved and one arm lay across her eyes. Her legs still trembled.

She moved her arm and found me there. She sat up slowly, and her gaze dropped to the front of my slacks and stayed.

“Take those off,” she said.

I stood, unbuckled my belt, and pushed my slacks and boxers down together. She watched the whole time. When she wrapped her hand around my cock I groaned. She stroked me slow, from base to tip, and my hips pushed into her grip.

“I’ve got a condom in my wallet,” I said.

She shook her head as she looked up and held my eyes, and her voice came out quiet and sure. “I don’t want anything between us.”

I held her gaze for a moment. Then I sat back down on the couch and drew her up off the cushion and over me. She straddled my lap and settled her knees on either side of my hips, and that put her face level with mine and her arms looped over my shoulders. She reached between us and lined me up, and she sank down slow, an inch at a time, and watched my face the whole way.

She was tighter than I expected. She paused halfway and breathed.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yes.” She pressed her forehead to mine. “Don’t move yet.”

I held her hips and let her take the rest of me at her own pace, and when she finally seated herself fully we both went still. Her breath mixed with mine.

She started to move. She rolled her hips in a slow, deep grind that kept us pressed chest to chest. I met her on every one of them, and neither of us looked away.

I slid my hands up her back and held her against me, and she tucked her face into my neck and breathed my name.

“Nate.”

“You feel so good,” I said.

She lifted her head and kissed me, and the grind of her hips went deeper. I felt her start to climb again. She set the rhythm and I followed it, and every slow roll stacked on the last until her thighs tensed against mine and her breath turned ragged against my mouth.

“I’m close,” she said.

“Give it to me.”

I rolled my hips up to meet her and held the angle that made her shudder. She rode it, slow and deep and relentless in her own quiet way, until her whole body strung tight. She came with my name on her lips and her forehead against mine, and the clench of her around me pulled me right up to the edge with her.

I let go. The release rolled through me, long and slow, and I buried myself as far as she could take me and held her there while it emptied out of me.

She kept her arms around my neck and her face against my throat, and my weight held her to me, and neither of us moved. Her heartbeat slowed against my chest.

I pulled out carefully. She rolled off of me and pulled a throw blanket from the back of the couch around her shoulders.

She leaned into me. I wrapped my arm around her and she rested her head on my shoulder. We sat there in the quiet for a while. The only sound was the occasional car passing on the street below.

“So,” she said eventually. “Shannon really knows about this?”

“Yeah.”

Michelle was quiet for another minute. Then she laughed softly. “So what are you going to tell her? About how it went?”

“Five stars. Ten out of ten.”

She laughed again. “I give it a seven out of ten.”

“Wow,” I said, pretending to be insulted. I made a show of getting up to leave, and she pulled me back down.

“Totally kidding,” she said.

“I get it. I’m not a Fae Lord.”

“Maybe next time you can be.”

“Sounds like role play.”

She smiled and kissed my shoulder. Then she pulled the blanket tighter around herself and settled back against me.

“You should probably stay the night,” she said. “It’s late and I don’t want you walking home in the cold.”

The offer caught me off guard.

“You sure?” I asked.

“Yeah. I have an early morning tomorrow but I’ll make you coffee before I leave.”

“Okay.”

We headed toward her bedroom. The sheets were cool and clean. She turned off the light and climbed in beside me. I pulled her against me and she tucked herself into my side like she’d done it a hundred times before. Her breathing evened out within minutes.

I lay there in the dark with her warmth pressed against me and thought about Shannon. The whole thing should have felt strange or wrong but it didn’t because she’d been the one to set this in motion.

It felt like the start of something I didn’t have a name for yet.

I closed my eyes and let myself drift off.


Chapter Thirty-Six




Iwoke to pale morning light coming through the window and Michelle already up. The sheets beside me were cool. I sat up and heard her moving around in the kitchen.

She stood at the counter in the same silk camisole and pants from last night, her hair pulled back in a low knot. The coffee maker hissed and dripped. She glanced over when I walked in.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

She pulled two mugs from the cabinet and set them on the counter. The coffee finished and she poured both, then slid one across to me. I wrapped my hands around it and took a sip.

My phone buzzed on the counter where I’d left it last night. I picked it up and saw Shannon’s name on the screen.

How did it go?

I typed back. Really good.

The reply came fast. Details?

I started typing out a longer response and another message came through before I could finish.

Wait no. Don’t tell me everything. I want to hear it in person.

I smiled and typed back. Okay.

Michelle sipped her coffee and watched me over the rim of the mug. “Shannon?”

“Yeah.”

“What did she say?”

I turned the phone so she could read the thread. She took it from my hand and scrolled up slightly, reading the whole exchange. Her expression shifted throughout. She handed the phone back without saying anything.

“How do you feel about all this?” I asked.

She looked down at her coffee. The silence stretched out and I gave her the space to think. She turned the mug in her hands and her brow furrowed.

Finally she looked up. “I think it’s kind of hot.”

I raised my eyebrows.

“That Shannon thinks it’s hot,” she clarified.

I thought about that for a second and realized she was right. “Yeah. It is kind of hot.”

She laughed softly and shook her head. “This whole thing is insane.” She took another sip and her eyes stayed on mine. “But I’m not complaining.”
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That evening, at work, Rob walked in a few minutes after eight. He took his usual seat at the end near the service station and pulled off his coat. I had his Old Fashioned started before he settled into the stool.

“Nate,” he said.

“How’s it going, Rob?”

I set his drink in front of him on a napkin.

He took a sip and nodded. “How’s the studying?”

“I think I’ve gone about as far as I can go with it,” I said. “I’ve been through the material multiple times now. Practice exams are coming back solid.”

“So you’re ready.”

“Yeah. I think so.” I paused. “I’m just nervous about taking the test.”

Rob looked at me for a second as he turned his glass slowly on the napkin.

“Are you actually nervous about taking the test?” he asked.

I opened my mouth to say yes, then stopped. I thought about it a little more deeply. I’d taken practice exams under timed conditions. The questions felt manageable. I knew the material.

“Actually, no,” I said. “I feel pretty confident about the material. But something about the test is still making me nervous.”

“It’s probably not the test,” Rob said.

“Then what is it?”

“It’s what comes after you pass.”

I didn’t quite know what he meant.

“Right now you’re comfortable,” he said. “Studying is comfortable. You can control it. You’ve been doing it for weeks. You know how it works. But after you pass the test, there’s no more studying. Now it’s time to hone a different skill in the real world, where nothing works like the online courses say they do.”

I felt the truth of it settle in my chest. He was right. The studying had structure, clear objectives, and measurable progress. I could sit at the coffee shop with my laptop and know exactly what I needed to do. What came after was cold calls and rejections and walking into rooms where I didn’t know the rules yet.

“I think you’re right,” I said. “That’s what’s actually making me nervous.”

Rob nodded. “Do you know what you need to do?” he asked.

“Yeah. I need to just take the test and dive right in.”

“Yep.” He tapped his finger on the bar once. “The fear and nervousness is normal. It’s not weakness. It’s a clue that you’re actually moving forward. If you weren’t ever nervous about anything, then you’re stagnant.”

The words made me think about Dustin and Trey. About them lying on the couch at two in the afternoon, scrolling their phones, talking about which show they were going to that weekend. They probably hadn’t felt nervous about anything in months. Maybe years. Nothing in their lives required them to step into anything they didn’t already know how to do.

The course was done. I’d cleared the school’s final a few days earlier. That had been cake. All that was left was the state exam, which was the one I was nervous about.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and opened the browser. I navigated to the Department of State testing portal and logged in. The scheduling page loaded. I scrolled through available dates at the Manhattan testing center. There was a slot open Friday morning at ten.

I booked it.

The confirmation screen appeared. I took a screenshot and turned the phone so Rob could see.

“Just did it,” I said.

Rob smiled. “Awesome.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven




Ileft Linden after the last customer settled their tab and headed to Shannon’s. The doorman recognized me now and waved me through without calling up.

Shannon opened the door in jeans and a loose sweater, barefoot, her hair down. She smiled when she saw me and stepped back to let me in.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

I followed her into the living room. She had a bottle of red wine breathing on the coffee table with two glasses beside it. The apartment smelled like a candle she’d been burning earlier.

She poured us both a glass and handed one to me. We sat on the couch facing each other. She tucked her legs underneath her and leaned against the armrest.

“So,” she said. “Tell me everything.”

I took a sip of the wine and tried to figure out where to start. “She was exactly like what we thought. Confident, direct, not much small talk.”

Shannon nodded. “Did she make the first move?”

“No. I was making fun of her romance book by reading out loud from some wild sex scene.”

“So she’s into those,” Shannon said.

“Apparently. And then we kissed.”

Shannon leaned forward and set her wine glass on the table. Her eyes stayed locked on mine. “Tell me what happened after that.”

I told her about how we made out on the couch and how the clothes started coming off. Then about pulling Michelle’s pants off. About the black lace underwear.

Shannon bit her lower lip and her hand moved to the front of my jeans. She pressed her palm against me and I was already hard.

Next I told her how I pulled Michelle to the edge of the couch and got on my knees. The taste of her and the way her thighs shook when she came.

Shannon’s breathing turned ragged. She climbed into my lap and straddled me. Her hands moved to my shoulders and she rocked her hips against mine.

Shannon kissed me hard. Her hands worked at the buttons of my shirt. She got them undone and shoved the fabric off my shoulders. I pulled it the rest of the way off and dropped it on the floor. She ran her hands over my chest and down my stomach.

I told her about pushing inside Michelle for the first time. About how tight she was. About the sounds she made when I hit the right spot. Shannon pulled back and looked at me with her pupils blown wide.

“I need you right now,” she said.

She climbed off my lap and grabbed the thick comforter folded over the back of the couch. She spread it out on the floor and lay down on it. I stood up and unbuttoned my slacks. She watched me the whole time with her chest heaving.

I pushed my pants and boxers down together and kicked them off. Shannon pulled her sweater over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra. She unbuttoned her jeans and lifted her hips to slide them off along with her underwear.

I dropped to my knees beside her and she pulled me down. Her mouth found mine and her legs wrapped around my waist. I positioned myself and pushed inside. She was soaking wet and I slid in easily.

“Tell me the rest,” she said.

I started moving inside her with long slow strokes. I described the angle that made Michelle scream. The way she clung to me and her nails raked down my back. The way her whole body tightened when she was close.

Shannon moaned underneath me. Her hands gripped my shoulders and her hips rose to meet every thrust.

“What happened when she came?” Shannon asked.

I picked up the pace. Shannon gasped and her nails dug into my skin. I described Michelle’s back arching off the couch and her body trembling.

The way it had made me finish with her.

Shannon’s breathing turned sharp and desperate.

“Did you come inside her?” Shannon asked.

“Of course.”

Shannon’s orgasm hit her hard. Her back arched and her mouth opened in a cry that filled the room. I felt her clench around me and the sensation pulled my own release out of me. I buried myself deep and held there while the pressure broke and flooded through me.

We stayed locked together while the waves rolled through us. Her legs squeezed around my waist and her arms wrapped tight around my neck. My weight pressed her into the comforter and neither of us moved.

Finally her grip loosened and her breathing started to slow. I pulled back enough to look at her. Her hair spread out across the comforter and her face was flushed. She looked up at me with something soft and satisfied in her eyes.

“That was so hot,” she said.

I pulled out carefully and rolled onto my back beside her. She turned onto her side and draped one leg over mine. Her hand rested on my chest and I felt her heartbeat gradually return to normal.

We lay there for a few minutes without saying anything. The warmth from the exertion slowly faded and left us breathing quietly in the soft light of the lamp.

Shannon propped herself up on one elbow and looked down at me with a small smile.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I basically attacked you the second you got here.”

I laughed. “I’m not complaining.”

“Good.” She kissed my shoulder and settled back against me. “So how was the rest of your day today?”

“Pretty good actually.” I turned my head to look at her. “I scheduled my exam.”

Her eyes went wide and she sat up completely. “You did?”

“Yeah. Friday morning at ten.”

Shannon’s whole face lit up. “Nate, that’s amazing.”

“Thanks. I’ve been ready for a while now. I just needed to stop overthinking it.”

She leaned forward and kissed me. When she pulled back her smile had softened into something warmer. “I’m really proud of you.”

The words landed heavier than I expected. I’d heard people say that kind of thing before but it usually felt hollow. This didn’t. Shannon meant it and I could feel the difference.

“I’ll have to find a way to celebrate when you pass,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Definitely. Something special.” She traced her finger along my collarbone and her smile turned playful. “Maybe we can even invite Michelle.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight




Friday morning I woke up at seven with my stomach in knots. I’d slept maybe four hours. Every time I closed my eyes, practice questions scrolled past behind them.

I got up and showered. The hot water helped a little but the nerves stayed lodged in my chest. I dressed in jeans and a clean button-down and left the apartment an hour earlier than I needed to.

The testing center was in Midtown on the third floor of an office building that looked like a hundred other office buildings. I arrived at nine-fifteen for the ten o’clock exam. Gray carpet ran wall to wall under fluorescent lights. Five other people sat in plastic chairs, staring at their phones or the wall.

I checked in at the front desk. A woman with reading glasses on a chain took my ID and had me sign a form. She handed me a locker key and pointed toward a hallway.

“Put everything in the locker. Phone, wallet, watch, jacket. No personal items allowed in the testing room.”

I followed the hallway to a row of narrow lockers. I emptied my pockets and locked everything inside. When I turned around the woman was standing behind me with a clipboard.

“Follow me,” she said.

She led me through a set of double doors into a windowless room with six computer stations separated by low dividers. Three were occupied. Bare walls held nothing but a camera mounted in one corner and a clock above the door.

She pointed to the station in the back corner. I sat down. Hard plastic dug into my back, and the desk barely held the keyboard and mouse. A sheet of scrap paper and a pencil sat beside the monitor.

“You have ninety minutes,” she said. “Seventy-five questions. You can mark questions to review later but you can’t leave the room once you start. If you need anything, raise your hand and I’ll come to you. When you’re done, click submit. The system will tell you if you passed. Any questions?”

“No.”

“Good luck.”

She walked back to the door and left it open behind her. I stared at the login screen. My pulse hammered in my throat. I clicked the single button on the page.

The screen loaded. A welcome message appeared with instructions. I clicked through it and the first question appeared.

Which of the following is required to create a valid agency relationship in New York State?

Four answer choices. I read through them. Two were obviously wrong. The other two were close but only one included all the necessary elements. I selected it and moved on.

The next question was about disclosure requirements. Then one about dual agency. Then fiduciary duties. They came at me one after another and I settled into a rhythm.

Read the question.

Eliminate the bad answers.

Choose the best one.

Move to the next.

Some of them I knew cold. Others required me to stop and think through the logic. A few made me second-guess myself and I marked them to review later.

Twenty questions in, I glanced at the clock. Fifteen minutes had passed. I was on pace but I couldn’t afford to slow down.

Question thirty-two asked about the statute of frauds and which contracts had to be in writing. I read it twice. The wording tripped me up. Three of the four answers included contracts that required written agreements but only one of them was both necessary and sufficient under New York law. I marked it for review and kept going.

Question forty-five was about property taxes and tax liens. I’d drilled this section hard because the terminology confused me at first. Now it clicked. I answered it without hesitation.

By question fifty I was sweating. The room had grown warm and the air tasted stale. My hand cramped from gripping the mouse. I flexed my fingers and kept going.

Question sixty-three asked about fair housing law and protected classes. I read the scenario carefully. A landlord refuses to rent to a tenant based on something that could be interpreted multiple ways depending on context. Two of the answers cited violations that didn’t apply. One was a borderline case. The last one nailed it. I selected it.

Seventy questions done. Five left.

I glanced at the clock again. An hour and ten minutes had passed. I had twenty minutes left but I didn’t need them. I finished the last five questions in under three minutes.

The screen showed a summary page. Seventy-five questions answered. Twelve marked for review. I clicked the review button and went back through the ones I’d flagged.

Most of them looked fine now that I saw them again with fresh eyes. A couple I changed after working through the logic a second time. One I left alone because my first instinct had been right.

I clicked back to the summary page. Everything was answered. No blanks. I stared at the submit button.

This was it. Once I clicked it the test was over. The screen would tell me right then, pass or fail.

I thought about Rob telling me the nervousness meant I was moving forward. About the hours at Verdino with my laptop and my notes, the practice exams I’d taken until I could recite the material in my sleep, the cold calls and grinding and persistence that waited on the other side of this if I passed…

I clicked submit.

The screen went blank. A progress bar appeared with a message that said the system was calculating my results. It filled slowly from left to right. My heart hammered so hard I could hear it.

The bar reached the end and disappeared. A new screen loaded.

YOUR SCORE: 94%

PASSING

I sat there staring at the words. I read them three times to make sure I wasn’t misreading.

The tightness in my chest released all at once. I exhaled hard and leaned back in the chair. My hands shook. I’d done it.

The proctor appeared in the doorway and walked over. She glanced at my screen and nodded.

“You can collect your things from the locker on your way out. Your results will be sent to the Department of State.”

I stood up. My legs went unsteady under me. I walked out of the testing room and down the hallway to the lockers. I opened mine and pulled out my belongings.

I rode the elevator down alone, my reflection staring back from the polished steel doors. I looked the same as I had when I walked in two hours ago, but something had shifted. The thing I’d been working toward for months was real now. The license was mine.

The next phase was starting whether I was ready for it or not.

Out on the street the cold air hit me and I pulled my jacket tighter. The sidewalk was crowded with people moving in both directions. I stood there for a second and let the noise and motion wash over me.

Then I started walking.


Chapter Thirty-Nine




Iwalked two blocks before I stopped at a bench outside an Irish bar. The adrenaline from the test still buzzed through me and I needed to tell someone. I pulled out my phone and opened FaceTime.

Shannon answered almost immediately. She was at her desk with papers spread out behind her and sunlight coming through the window.

“Hey,” she said. Her face broke into a smile. “How’d it go?”

“I passed.”

“Nate!” She sat up straight and her hands went to her mouth. “Oh my god, congratulations!”

“Ninety-four percent.”

“That’s amazing.” Her eyes were bright and genuine. “I knew you would. I’m so proud of you.”

The warmth in her voice was almost palpable through the phone. “Thanks. I wanted to call you first.”

“I’m so glad you did.”

We talked for another minute before she had to get back to work. I hung up and scrolled to Michelle’s contact.

Michelle’s face appeared on the screen. She was outside somewhere with buildings behind her and wind pulling at her hair. She had sunglasses pushed up on her head and held her phone at arm’s length.

“Nate,” she said. “What’s up?”

“I just finished the exam.”

Her expression sharpened. “And?”

“Passed. Ninety-four.”

A slow smile spread across her face. “Congratulations! That’s excellent.”

“Thanks.”

“How do you feel?”

I thought about it for a second. “Relieved. But ready to start the actual work.”

“I bet.” She shifted the phone to her other hand and the background changed as she walked. “You should be proud of yourself. This was a big thing you accomplished.”

The words landed differently coming from her. Shannon’s pride was warm and nurturing. Michelle’s was cooler but somehow weightier. She didn’t give compliments lightly.

“Thanks, Michelle.”

We said goodbye and I hung up. I opened my text messages and scrolled to Rob’s thread.

Passed. 94.

The reply came back half a minute later. It was a gif of a guy in a suit pumping his fists in the air while women in bikinis danced around him. Champagne sprayed everywhere and money fell from above.

If only Rob knew that the gif he’d just sent actually reflected parts of my life right now…

I laughed out loud and typed back. Thanks man.

I walked the rest of the way to the apartment with my hands in my pockets and the cold air biting at my face. The high from passing the test had started to level out into something steadier. The work was about to change completely and I felt ready for it.

When I came in, Dustin and Trey were on the couch. A video game played on the television with the sound turned up too loud.

Dustin glanced up when I walked in. “What’s up?”

“Just got back from my real estate exam.”

He turned back to the screen and mashed buttons on the controller. “Oh yeah. Forgot you were doing that. How’d it go?”

“Passed.”

“Nice, man. Congratulations.” His tone stayed flat. His eyes never left the television.

Trey nodded from his spot on the other end of the couch. “That’s cool.”

I stood there for a second and waited to see if either of them would say anything else. They didn’t. Dustin’s character on screen jumped over something and he leaned forward with the controller.

The contrast hit me harder than I expected. Shannon’s face lighting up. Michelle’s pride. Rob’s ridiculous gif.

Dustin and Trey barely registered it.

Oh well. There were people who were just as excited for me as I was for myself.

[image: ]


I’d taken the whole day off Linden for the exam, which had felt like too much when I asked for it, but felt right now.

I walked to a deli I’d passed a hundred times and never gone into. A sign in the window said it had opened in 1962.

Fresh bread and cured meat hit me the second I opened the door. I ordered a pastrami sandwich on rye with Swiss, mustard, and pickles. The guy behind the counter didn’t make small talk. He built it with quick movements, wrapped it in white paper, and slid it across. I paid and took one of the three small tables by the window.

The thing was enormous. I unwrapped it and took the first bite. The pastrami came tender and smoky, just enough fat to make it rich without sliding into greasy. The rye carried a tang that held the mustard in check. The pickles cut through all of it with a sharp crunch.

I ate slow and let myself enjoy it. I was treating myself to a good sandwich because I’d earned it. It was a small celebration gift for myself.

My phone buzzed against the table. I wiped my hands on a napkin and picked it up. Shannon’s name, and a text under it.

Celebrating tonight. You, me, Michelle. 8pm.

A dropped pin followed, an address in Lower Manhattan. I clicked it and the pin dropped me onto a side street in Tribeca. I copied the address and opened a browser tab.

The restaurant’s site loaded. Nobori. The photos were black and white showing off dark wood tables, paper lanterns, a sushi bar behind glass. Omakase only. Chef’s choice, prix fixe.

I’d have to wear my best clothes for this place.

That meant Shannon and Michelle would be dressed up as well.

I had a feeling this would be the perfect way to celebrate.


Chapter Forty




The cab pulled up outside an unmarked door on a side street in Tribeca. I paid and stepped out onto the sidewalk. The address matched what Shannon had sent, but no sign identified the place. Just a black door with a small brass plate that read Nobori in simple lettering.

I wore my best slacks and a dark gray button-down under the only jacket I owned. I’d taken longer than usual with my hair, and standing under the brass plate I was glad I had.

I pulled the door open and walked into a small entrance with polished concrete floors and a bamboo screen. A woman in a black dress stood behind a narrow podium.

“Good evening,” she said. “Do you have a reservation?”

“It’s under Shannon Delma.”

She checked her tablet and nodded. “They’re already seated. Follow me.”

She led me past the bamboo screen, down a lantern-lit hallway, and up a staircase that spiraled three floors to a glass door. She pushed through it and the city opened up around us.

The rooftop stretched out under an open sky. Dark wood tables clustered beneath paper lanterns that glowed soft and warm. Metal pillar heaters stood at intervals, flames flickering inside their glass cylinders, and the heat took the edge off the cold night air. Beyond the low glass barrier along the perimeter, the skyline of Lower Manhattan spread out in every direction, towers lit from within, sharp and massive against the dark.

I’d been in the city for months and I’d never seen it like this. Not from above, not with the whole thing spread out and glowing.

It was a brilliant sight.

The hostess led me across the rooftop to a table near the glass barrier. Shannon and Michelle sat beside each other on one side of the four-person table. They looked up when I approached.

Shannon wore a black dress with thin straps that left her shoulders bare, the hem just above her knees. Her blonde hair hung loose, the lantern glow warming it to honey. She’d done something subtle with her makeup that made her eyes look even brighter.

Michelle sat beside her in a deep green dress that wrapped across her body and tied at the side, the fabric tight at her waist. Her dark hair was pulled back and pinned at the base of her neck, and the sharp angles of her cheekbones stood out in the soft light.

“Hey,” Shannon said. She stood, the dress moving with every line of her, and kissed me on the mouth. Her perfume surrounded me, something warm and floral that pulled me closer.

“Congratulations again,” Michelle said. She stood and kissed my cheek. Her perfume was different, cooler and sharper.

I sat down across from them and the hostess placed a menu in front of me.

“We’ve already ordered drinks,” Shannon said.

Michelle leaned forward and rested her forearms on the table. The neckline of her dress shifted, dropping low enough to pull my eye, and black lace showed underneath. “How does it feel?”

“Good,” I said. “Really good.”

“You should be proud of yourself,” Shannon said. “This was a huge thing.”

A waitress appeared at the table with a tray. She set down two cocktails in front of Shannon and Michelle and turned to me. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“Whiskey sour,” I said.

She nodded and walked back toward the bar. I looked past Shannon and Michelle to the skyline beyond the glass. The lights stretched on for miles. The Empire State Building stood to the north, the Financial District towers to the south, and to the east the Brooklyn Bridge ran across the water with its cables strung with lights.

“What are you looking at?” Michelle asked.

“This is my first time seeing the city like this.”

“It’s something, isn’t it?” Shannon said. She followed my gaze out to the skyline and then looked back at me.

The waitress returned with my drink and set it down. “The chef will begin shortly. Tonight’s omakase is fourteen courses.”

She walked away and Michelle picked up her cocktail. She raised it toward the center of the table. “To Nate. And to what comes next.”

Shannon raised hers as well. I picked up my glass and the three of us touched them together.

I took a drink and the whiskey hit smooth and balanced. The lemon and sugar softened the burn just enough. I set the glass down and Shannon’s hand found mine under the table. She threaded her fingers through mine and squeezed.

Michelle turned in her chair, and her knee brushed mine. She left it there.

The first course arrived on small black plates. Thin slices of sashimi lay arranged with precision, pale pink and almost translucent. A server explained that it was madai, sea bream from Japan, served with yuzu and sea salt.

We ate slowly. The fish melted on my tongue and left a clean, bright taste behind. Shannon’s hand stayed in mine, and Michelle’s knee pressed against mine, the warmth of her leg coming through my slacks.

The second course came. Then the third. Each one arrived as a small work of art on dark ceramic or smooth wood.

Tuna belly with grated wasabi.

Grilled eel glazed with sweet soy.

Scallop with truffle oil and microgreens.

The flavors built on each other, each one more complex than the last.

Shannon tipped against me as the fifth course arrived. Her shoulder fit against mine and her hair brushed my neck. She picked up a piece of salmon with her chopsticks and brought it to my mouth. I opened and she fed it to me. The fish was rich and buttery, the rice underneath still warm.

“Good?” she asked.

I nodded, still chewing. “Best thing I’ve eaten in my life.” It was true. I’d never had a dining experience like this before.

She kissed the corner of my mouth and pulled back just enough to hold my eyes.

Michelle watched us, a small smile playing at her mouth. She picked up her sake cup and took a sip. When she set it down her hand moved to my thigh under the table and rested there, fingers spread. The heat of her palm soaked through the fabric.

The courses kept coming.

Lobster with yuzu butter.

Wagyu beef seared over charcoal.

A delicate soup with mushrooms and herbs that tasted like the forest.

The conversation moved easily between the three of us. Shannon talked about a client meeting she had next week. Michelle mentioned a manuscript she’d just read that surprised her by how good it was for a first-time author.

By the time the later plates arrived, both of them had closed the distance, one on each side, and the space between us was gone. Their perfumes mixed in the air around me and I breathed both of them in at once.

At one point I glanced around the rooftop. A man at the table to our left stared at us with open curiosity. His date said something to him and he didn’t respond. He just kept looking. Another man near the bar held a cocktail and watched Shannon and Michelle with the kind of expression that said he was trying to figure us out. A third man at a corner table caught my eye and gave me a single nod, then turned back to his drink.

Shannon noticed me looking and followed my gaze. She saw the man at the bar and smiled. She turned back to me and kissed me full on the mouth. Her hand moved higher on my thigh and squeezed. When she pulled back her eyes stayed locked on mine.

“Let them look,” she said.

Michelle laughed softly.

The final course arrived. A single piece of toro, the fattiest part of the tuna, served with nothing but a touch of soy and wasabi. The server explained that this was the pinnacle of the dinner, the piece the chef had been building toward all night.

I picked it up with my chopsticks and ate it. The fish dissolved on my tongue and left behind a flavor so rich and clean it didn’t seem real. Shannon and Michelle ate theirs in silence and we all sat there for a second after, letting the taste linger.

The check came and Shannon pulled out her card before I could reach for my wallet.

“This is on us,” she said. “You’re not paying tonight.”

“Shannon, I can⁠—”

“No,” Michelle said. She put her hand over mine on the table. “This is your night.”

I didn’t argue.

The server returned with the receipt and Shannon signed it. She handed the card back and stood. Michelle stood as well and smoothed the front of her dress.

“Let’s do something before we go,” Shannon said. She turned to a waiter clearing a nearby table. “Excuse me. Would you mind taking a photo of us?”

The waiter smiled and nodded. “Of course.”

Shannon handed him her phone and the three of us walked to the glass barrier. The skyline stretched out behind us, the buildings lit and enormous. Shannon stood on my left and slipped her arm around my waist. Michelle stood on my right and did the same. Both of them leaned into me.

The phone clicked and the flash went off. The waiter took two more and handed the phone back. Shannon looked at the screen and smiled. She turned it toward me.

The photo showed the three of us framed against the skyline. Shannon and Michelle both smiled wide and genuine. My arms were around both of them, pulling them close. The city glowed behind us, endless and bright.

I looked at my own face in the photo. I was smiling. Not the polite half-smile I’d been wearing for months, the one that said I was fine when I wasn’t. This was real. My eyes were clear and my whole face had opened up. I looked like someone who belonged exactly where he was.

I hadn’t seen that smile on my face in a very long time.

Shannon slipped her phone into her purse and looped her arm through mine. Michelle did the same on my other side.

“Ready to go?” Shannon asked.

“Yeah.”

We walked toward the staircase and started down. At the bottom, Shannon stopped and turned to face me. Michelle stood beside her. Both of them looked at me with matching expressions that made my pulse jump.

“We’re not done celebrating yet,” Shannon said.

“No?” I asked.

“We booked a hotel room,” Michelle said. Her voice stayed calm and steady, but she didn’t blink. “It’s five minutes from here.”

I looked at both of them. Shannon’s blonde hair and the black dress that showed every curve. Michelle’s sharp features and dark hair and the green dress that wrapped her body like a second skin. The two of them standing side by side, waiting for my answer.

“Sounds great,” I said. “I’m in.”


Chapter Forty-One




The hotel was two blocks south. I walked there with Shannon and Michelle on either side of me, their arms still looped through mine. The cold felt good after the rooftop heat and the whiskey working through me.

The lobby was all marble and brass, the ceiling two stories up, chandeliers throwing soft light across the polished floor. Shannon gave her name at the desk and came back with a key card in a small envelope.

The elevator was mirrored on three sides. Fragments of the three of us reflected back at different angles. Shannon smoothed the front of her dress. Michelle adjusted the pin in her hair. Both of them glanced at me and then at each other.

Our room was on the twenty-fifth floor. Thick carpet swallowed our footsteps as we followed the hall to a door near the end. Shannon slid the key card into the slot.

The windows took the room. Floor-to-ceiling glass ran the entire length of the far wall, and the city fell away below it, the lights sharp and expansive, the buildings rising into the dark. A king bed stood against one wall, a leather sofa and two chairs off to the side, but I barely registered them. I walked to the glass.

The view from the rooftop had been stunning, but this was different. This felt private. Like the city was ours alone.

Shannon came up beside me and slipped her hand into mine. Michelle stood on my other side and rested her palm on the small of my back.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Shannon said.

“I keep waiting for it to stop being real.”

Michelle turned away from the window and walked to a small table near the sofa. An ice bucket held a bottle of champagne, condensation beading on the dark glass. Three flutes stood beside it.

“I had them set this up for us,” she said.

Shannon squeezed my hand and let go. She walked over to join Michelle and picked up the bottle, turning it so the label faced me. I didn’t recognize the name, but it sure seemed expensive.

I took the bottle from her. The glass was cold and wet in my hands. I peeled away the foil and twisted the wire cage loose, then gripped the cork and turned the bottle slowly, letting the pressure build. The cork came free with a loud pop and a wisp of vapor curled up from the neck.

Michelle held out the three flutes and I poured, filling each until the foam climbed to the rim. I set the bottle back in the ice and took one of the glasses. Shannon and Michelle each held theirs and we stood in a loose triangle near the window.

We touched the rims. The crystal made a soft, clean note. I drank, the champagne dry and cold against the warmth still working through me from the whiskey at the restaurant. Shannon watched me over her glass. Michelle watched Shannon.

Something was moving between them. I could feel it the way you feel weather coming.

“I want to ask you something,” she said to me. “And I want to ask Michelle something too.”

Michelle didn’t seem nervous, but curious.

“I’ve been thinking about something,” Shannon said. “For a while. And I think tonight might be the night.”

“Okay,” Michelle said.

“I want to watch.”

Michelle’s brow lifted a fraction. “Watch what?”

“You. With him.”

There was a long moment where the room was just the hum of the building and the distant push of traffic twenty-five floors down.

“You’re sure?” Michelle said. She wasn’t asking me. She was asking Shannon.

“I am. I’ve never wanted anything like this before in my life. But tonight—” Shannon stopped. Her cheeks colored, the first time I’d seen her look anything close to shy. “Yeah. I’m sure. Is it okay? With you?”

Michelle looked at me, then back at Shannon. Her mouth softened.

“It’s okay,” she said. “More than okay. I didn’t know I’d want this either.”

“You’re sure?” Shannon said again, quieter.

“I am.”

Shannon turned her head and looked at me. “And you?”

I took a breath. My pulse was already running ahead of my voice.

“I’m sure.”

Smiling, Shannon leaned back into me and planted her mouth on mine again. Michelle, in one smooth movement, lowered herself onto the carpet and between my knees.

Shannon’s mouth opened against mine and her tongue traced along my lower lip. Her hand came down off my jaw and rested flat on the front of my chest, then slid lower, over my stomach, to the buckle of my belt. She worked it loose without looking, kissing me the whole time. The leather slid through the loops. My zipper went down.

Michelle’s hands were already on the waistband of my pants, easing them open. I lifted my hips and she pulled them down to my thighs along with my boxers.

I was already hard.

I heard Michelle draw a small breath. Then her hand was around the base of me, and her mouth was on me, hot and wet and unhurried, and a sound came out of me that I couldn’t have stopped if I tried.

Shannon’s kiss broke for a second so she could look. She wanted to see it. I could feel her wanting to see it, the way her body tensed beside me, the way her hand pressed harder against my chest. Then her mouth was back on mine.

Michelle worked slow. Her tongue moved along the underside, the head, then she took me deep, and her throat opened around me, and my hand went to her hair without me deciding it would.

“Wow,” Shannon said against my jaw. “Look at her.”

Michelle’s lips wrapped around my cock, her dark hair falling forward against her cheek, the skirt of her green dress riding up her thighs where she knelt. She lifted her eyes to mine and held them.

“She’s so good at that,” Shannon whispered. She was watching too now, her chin against my shoulder, her hand still flat on my chest.

“Yeah,” I said. My voice was thick. “She is.”

Shannon’s breath came faster. Her hand drifted from my chest down across my stomach to where Michelle’s fingers wrapped around the base of me. She brushed her fingers along Michelle’s knuckles, then trailed them up the shaft to where Michelle’s lips were stretched, then back down. Watching herself touch us both.

“This is so much hotter than I thought it would be,” she said.

Michelle pulled back with a soft, wet sound and looked up at her. Her mouth was slick. Her eyes were bright.

“Tell me what you want, Shan,” Michelle said.

Shannon licked her lips. She was thinking. Or feeling. Or both.

“I want to see him fuck you.”

Michelle’s smile was slow and easy. “Then he should fuck me.”

I stood. My pants were already at my knees and I kicked free of them, pulling off my shirt at the same time. Michelle rose off the carpet in front of me. Her green dress had a zipper at the side and she reached for it.

“Wait,” Shannon said.

She had picked up her champagne flute. She walked to the leather chair across from the bed—not the sofa, she wanted the angle, wanted to see everything—and folded one leg up under her. The black dress rode high on her thigh.

“Now,” she said.

Michelle slid the zipper down. The dress slipped off her shoulders and pooled on the floor. She was wearing nothing under it. She watched my face as I looked at her.

“Like what you see?” she said.

“Absolutely.”

I crossed to her and my hands went under her jaw and I kissed her. She made a small sound and pressed her body against mine, her breasts soft against my chest, her thigh sliding between mine.

I walked her backward toward the bed. She let me move her. She sat on the mattress, then lay back, and I climbed over her. The lights of the city shone through the windows.

Across the room, Shannon shifted in the chair. “Don’t rush it,” she said. “I want to see all of it.”

I propped myself over Michelle and ran my hand down the center of her, between her breasts, over her stomach, lower, and she lifted into the touch. Her eyes stayed on mine, but I felt the third person in the room like a current in the water. Michelle felt it too. She let her knees fall open toward the chair without my asking and gave Shannon the view she wanted.

“Yes,” Shannon said. “Just like that.”

I slid two fingers into Michelle and found her wet and ready. She rocked against my hand, and a sound climbed out of her, and Shannon leaned forward with her champagne forgotten.

“She likes being watched,” Shannon said. “Look at her face.”

“I see it,” I said.

“Get inside her, Nate.”

I knelt up between Michelle’s thighs. She lifted her hips. I gripped myself, ran the head through her slick, and pushed in slow while Shannon tracked every inch of it. Michelle’s mouth fell open. Her hands closed around my forearms.

“Oh, that’s good,” Shannon breathed. Her free hand had already slid under the hem of the black dress, between her own thighs, and her eyes locked on the place where Michelle and I met.

I started to move. I kept the angle open toward the chair on purpose, because she’d asked to see everything and I wanted to give her everything. Michelle took me on every stroke. Her breasts swayed and her dark hair fanned across the white sheets.

“I can see how hard he is,” Shannon said. “I can see how wet you are for him, Michelle.”

Michelle laughed, and the laugh fell apart into a moan. “Tell him what to do, Shan.”

Shannon’s eyes lifted to mine, and something in them sharpened.

“Turn her over,” she said. “I want her face while you fuck her.”

I pulled out. Michelle rolled onto her knees and faced the chair before I touched her. I gripped her hips and pushed back in from behind, and the angle drove deeper, and she dropped to her forearms with a sound she felt all the way through her. Now she stared straight at Shannon, and Shannon stared straight back.

“There,” Shannon said. “Now I can see you. Start slow.”

I slowed until every stroke crawled. Michelle groaned and tried to push back to take more, and I held her still and gave her only what Shannon allowed. The control of it ran through me as hot as anything else in the room.

“Now harder.” Shannon’s voice had gone thin. “She’s ready. Give it to her.”

I drove into Michelle hard and steady, and the bed shifted under us on every stroke. She pushed back to meet me. Her arms shook where they held her up, and still she kept her eyes pinned on Shannon.

Michelle moaned and held the stare. I leaned forward, wound a hand into her dark hair, and drew her head up so Shannon had all of her face. Michelle gasped at the pull and her back curved deeper.

“Like that.” Shannon’s hand moved faster under the black dress. “She’s getting close. I can hear it in her.”

She was right. I felt Michelle start to tighten around me, so I held the pace exactly where it was and let her climb toward it instead of throwing her over. Michelle groaned in frustration and tried to take more, and I kept her right at the edge until her whole body wound tight and her breath turned to short, broken sounds.

“She’s begging for it now,” Shannon said. “Maybe we should let her have it.”

“Tell her, then,” I said.

“Come for us, Michelle,” Shannon breathed. “I want to see you come.”

Michelle came apart, as if on command. She cried out, long and shaking, her back curved deep and her hands twisted in the sheets, and she never once dropped Shannon’s eyes. Shannon watched every second of it. Her hand moved hard under the dress and she caught her lower lip between her teeth.

I worked Michelle through the last of it, slower now, until the tremors finally let her go. She slumped forward, wrung out. I eased out of her and laid her down on her side.

Shannon was already on her feet.

She crossed the room and stopped at the edge of the bed. The champagne sat abandoned on the side table. Her dress had ridden high on her thighs, her chest rose and fell hard, and the cool, in-charge woman who’d run the whole night from a chair had quietly come undone somewhere along the way.

“Come here,” I said.

I reached for the zipper at the back of her dress and drew it down. The fabric loosened, and I pushed the straps off her shoulders and let it fall. She wore nothing under it either. She was fuller than Michelle, softer, the curve of her hips powerful in my hands when I pulled her in.

“You’re shaking,” I said.

“I’ve been watching you for a while.” Her voice wasn’t steady. “You have no idea what that did to me.”

“Get up here.”

She climbed onto the bed and I laid her down where Michelle had been. I knelt between her thighs. I didn’t tease her and I didn’t make her wait, because she’d done enough waiting for one night. I lined up and pushed into her in one long stroke, and she cried out like the sound had been building in her the whole time.

I barely moved, yet she came around me almost the moment I filled her, a hard, fast clench, her thighs locking at my hips and her hands gripping my back. I held her through it and breathed with her until the wave let her go.

When she came down, her eyes opened, wet at the corners.

“That was fast,” she said, and laughed, shaky.

“Maybe that means you’re done,” I teased.

Shannon’s expression sharpened. “Don’t you dare stop now.”

I was already moving again. Slow, then steady, then deep. She wrapped her legs around me and pulled me in, and her hands roamed my back, and her eyes held mine.

Off to the side, Michelle had propped herself on an elbow to watch, exactly the way Shannon had watched her.

“Tell her what you see,” I said, because Shannon had earned the same thing she’d given.

“Your knees around him. How much you needed this,” Michelle said softly. She tilted her head. “You’re already close again.”

Shannon’s breath broke. “I am.”

I slid an arm under her low back and lifted her hips, and the new angle changed everything for her.

“Look at me,” I told her. “Stay with me.”

Her whole body drew tight under me, and her nails bit into my back, and I felt her start to go. I let myself go with her. I buried myself deep and stayed there and emptied into her in long, shuddering pulls while she clenched around me and held on. I came inside her with my mouth pressed to her throat.

For a moment none of us moved. I heard my own breath, and hers, and Michelle’s softer one beside us.

I lifted my head. A wet line ran from the corner of one of Shannon’s closed eyes. When I rolled off her she made a small protesting sound and curled into my side. Michelle scooted close on the other side and laid her hand flat on my chest. Her dark hair was a wreck across the pillow.

“That was a lot,” Shannon said into my shoulder.

“Was it the right kind of a lot?”

“Yeah.” She breathed out slow. “Definitely.”

I lay there with the two of them on either side of me, my body still humming.


Chapter Forty-Two




Iwoke before either of them. The sky outside the floor-to-ceiling glass had gone from black to a thin, bruised blue, the kind of light that’s almost dawn but hasn’t committed yet. The bed was warm. Shannon was tucked against my side with her hand on my chest. Michelle was on her stomach on the other side of me, one arm flung across my hip, her dark hair fanned out over the pillow.

For a minute I just lay there and watched the ceiling change color from the sunlight.

Then I slid out from under them as carefully as I could. Shannon made a small sound and turned her face into the pillow. Michelle didn’t move. I pulled the sheet up over both of them and stepped away from the bed.

The carpet was thick under my bare feet. I walked to the window naked and stood at the glass.

The sky behind the Manhattan buildings had started to bloom. Pink came up under the blue and the first thin line of orange was behind the East River. Twenty-five floors down the streets were almost empty.

A few months ago, I’d been somebody else. I’d stepped off a train at Penn Station with a duffel bag and no plan, and my friends hadn’t even shown up to meet me. I took my first steps in a city that didn’t owe me anything.

Now, so much had changed.

The sun came up over the river. The first real gold of it reflected off the glass face of the building across the street and lit the room behind me in long, soft bands.

Shannon turned in the sheets.

“Nate?” she said, sleepy.

“I’m here,” I said.

I didn’t turn around yet. I wanted one more second.

The light kept coming.
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Feel free to get in touch by firing off an email to:

king@raykingbooks.com

Website:

raykingbooks.com
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