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 “Life is the flower for which love is the honey.”

 —Victor Hugo
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 To the Humans of New York

 In the summer of 2010, photographer Brandon Stanton began an ambitious project – to single-handedly create a photographic census of New York City. The photos he took and the accompanying interviews became the blog Humans of New York (St. Martin’s, 2015).
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 New Amsterdam:
 A Brief History

 Beginning in the early 16th century, explorers crossed the Atlantic Ocean in search of the elusive Northwest Passage, but instead found an inhabited island full of beavers and wild natives. Beavers were all the rage in Europe, especially with their waterproof furry pelts, and perfumed anal excretions used in fancy colognes. It wasn’t India, but this new land offered something better – commerce.

 Who would be the first to settle this new empire?

 Following Columbus, some European dudes with really long names set sail to find a shortcut to the land of silk and spices, only to return to their homes with boring tales from the sea. However, these explorers lent their names to several hot spots in New York City – Hudson Bagels, Verrazano Community College, and Cartier Cupcakes on the Upper East Side.

 Several years later, the Pilgrims attempted to settle New York but failed miserably. They desperately wanted to trade with the Native Americans and sail along the Hudson River, but the Mayflower wasn’t equipped with a working GPS, and their supply of snacks were running low. Therefore, the Pilgrims made a pit stop near a big rock and decided to call it home.

 Enter the Dutch.

 With their colorful detailed maps and European goods in tow, Dutch businessmen settled at the mouth of the Hudson River on the southern tip of Manhattan (knowing that this would be prime real estate for future yuppies.) Wanting all the beavers in all the land, a team of orange swooped in and opened the port for business. During the grand opening in 1621, the Dutch West Indian Company resurrected Holland law – kicking out all the previous private traders and expanding the territory for a Dutch settlement.

 What American history lesson doesn’t involve the fear of attack by European powers and the Mohawk-Mahican war?

 So in 1628, the Dutch built Fort Amsterdam from clay and sand, crammed all the settlers into the area, and then planted five-hundred tulips to keep things pretty. The construction of a protective wall was also ordered, but the iconic bronze bull and Gordon Gekko won’t appear until the late twentieth century. To further safe-guard their new settlement, Mr. Minuit purchased the land from the Lenape Indians for sixty guilders of goods – a few fake Rolexes, some pashmina scarves, and a couple of snow globes featuring the first Thanksgiving.

 Uh oh, here come the British . . .

 Sailing into the harbor with four frigates in 1664, the British demanded that the newly sustainable area of New Amsterdam be relinquished to the Duke of York (huge fan of the beaver pelt!) The Dutch settlers were booted off the island of Manhattan – some settled along the north shore of Long Island, and others found peace as hipsters in Brooklyn. Alas, New Amsterdam was officially renamed New York, and the colonization of North America was in full effect.

 On a happy note, one of the most important things to survive from the first settlement of New York City was the Castello Plan – a rudimentary mapping system of Manhattan. As centuries passed, and men’s fashion evolved, the beaver trade was considered a frivolous activity for sissies. But thanks to the Dutch and their snazzy cartography, generations of visitors can pick up a five-dollar map of Downtown at any corner bodega.
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 Prologue

 In its defense, the man wearing the expensive plum blossom aftershave had it coming.

 As the days stretch longer, and the humidity rises, New Yorkers rely on various distractions to cope with the summer heat. Traveling is an adventurous option, but escaping the City requires an attractive destination and expendable cash. Spontaneous sex can be an effective diversion, although the result is often stickier than a sweat lodge in the Mojave Desert. Free events with air-conditioning are great resources on a budget, except mass transportation prior to the event can trap a person in an air-tight tuna can for hours. So as the temperature spikes, and the smell of the warm garbage lingers, the only refreshing solution is to stumble into the nearest happy hour for great conversation and even better libations.

 Rooftop bars in Brooklyn are the newest trend, serving mojitos in mason jars, and staging Fuck You, Heatwave screaming contests. But like most trends, rooftop bars are only as cool as their next hashtag. Of recent, the Village has had an influx of speakeasies – but who wants to drink moonshine in a dark basement with a penny farthing propped in the corner? Tourists.

 But the truth is, New Yorkers ache for simplicity – packaged and delivered with tradition.

 And so it’s Lower Manhattan that holds the rarest treasure, a place where people can congregate on cobbled streets and absorb the cool breeze from the East River. A gathering place for hundreds of years, the Seaport is the pearl of the City – the apex of New Amsterdam.

 And this neighborhood is where the story begins . . .

 Centuries ago, the Seaport was developed as a trading post for commerce, and that same vibe still exists today. Designed as a festival marketplace, businesses and food markets occupy the original mercantile buildings, while upscale restaurants and salty dive bars claim the piers. One hideaway in particular, known for the citrus cocktails, expensive gin, and fresh seafood, is Dunbar’s Oyster House. An area-favorite servicing the Downtown crowd, as well as tourists enjoying a relaxing meal in the historic district, Dunbar’s promises a simple menu with magical views. But on Friday afternoons, as the Italian loafers from the Financial District stumble into the South Street Seaport, Dunbar’s transforms into an expensive bar serving never-ending bottles of Nolet Gin and platters of raw, chilled oysters. And until last call, the entire Seaport is crawling with thirsty Wall Street capitalists demanding more.

 The finance jabronis aren’t all bad, and some even exhibit self-control with the female wait staff. But the guy wearing the pastel-colored Canali shirt and expensive plum blossom aftershave? He’s the worst kind – engaged, handsome, rich, and arrogant. His ridiculous, OCD behavior, and the tone of his adenoidal voice are minor quirks in comparison to his need to pinch the ass of every woman that has the unfortunate task of being near him.

 Leaning back in his chair and snapping lazily at the waitress in the tight T-shirt, he gutters, “Tonic. Three orange slices.”

 The waitress, a former reality TV star, nods with a devious smile, perhaps wondering what would result in her bringing only two orange slices as opposed to three. Her smile fades as the man evaluates her legs, making no attempt to hide his wandering eyes. She frowns, grabs the empty glasses from the table in a swift swoop, and then stacks them on a tray.

 Under strict instructions from management to divert all sexual advances into consuming more alcohol, she quickly repeats his demand with a wink. “Gin and tonic with three orange slices.”

 With hooded eyes and parted mouth, the man runs his index finger up the side of her exposed leg. “Delicious.”

 The waitress fidgets slightly, but then rasps, “Would you like something to eat?”

 Stalling at the hem of her denim skirt, he taps his finger on her thigh and grins. “Are you offering?” he asks, his mouth practically watering.

 The waitress lowers her head and laughs into her chest. Six months ago, she lived on an uninhabited island in the Maldives, feasting on barbecued beetles and showering with monkeys – surely she can handle the forward presumptions of a drunken idiot.

 “Something raw, or something sweet, Paul?” Her reply is fluid yet snarky – and of course she knows his name – Paul Holbrook’s Amex is in her back pocket.

 “Mmm, surprise me,” he snarls.

 As the waitress glides back to the main kitchen purposely swaying her hips, Paul removes his phone to text his fiancée. He doesn’t have the slightest chance with the waitress, but sometimes, flirtatious hope is all a dick needs to get off.

 Paul pecks at his phone with squinted eyes, pausing briefly to swat at a hovering insect. His creative excuse this evening: Important client visiting from Hong Kong. Staying Downtown. Paul Holbrook works in the European division. But his fiancée doesn’t fully understand what he does at work, or that he has a key to a corporate apartment on Front Street.

 Her naive reply: Trader Joe’s is out of Brussels sprouts again!

 Rolling his eyes, Paul drops his phone into the pocket of his striped dress shirt just as an associate from his firm plows into him. Unintentionally, the man spills a clear drink down Paul’s arm. Pissed, Paul jumps from his chair and shoves the other man into an empty table. “Garrison, you prick!” Paul squawks.

 Startled, Garrison replies, “Calm down, Paul. It’s only seltzer.” Regaining his balance, Garrison takes a step toward his group of middle-aged buddies. Jokingly, the men raise their glasses to toast the alpha-male entertainment unfolding before them. Amused, Garrison takes a bow, but Paul grabs his arm, knocking the seltzer glass to the ground to shatter into a dozen pieces.

 “Come near me again, and I’ll fucking kill you, faggot,” Paul grates while rolling his neck.

 Garrison Barker, a widower and father of two, is not a homosexual. But his beloved younger brother is openly gay. Certain words are triggers, and although Garrison’s brother doesn’t engage in retribution or violence, Garrison prefers to defend his loved ones with an aggressive approach.

 Clenching his fists into whitening knuckles, Garrison shifts his weight to an offensive boxing position he learned in college. He’s ready to throw the first punch, a left jab to Paul’s smug face, but surprisingly, Paul slaps his own cheek.

 Distracted by the overwhelming humming sound, Garrison mumbles, “What the . . . ?”

 Straight from a horror movie, thousands of yellow and black insects circle the restaurant, dipping as a spherical unit to investigate the sweet smells lingering on the tables. The growing mass buzzes and swoops, causing patrons and employees to panic. Hands are flailing, and white cloth napkins are used to surrender, as the crowd runs from the waterfront restaurant dialing 911 from their phones.

 Only a few seconds pass before the panicked hysteria becomes a contagion of silence. Due to shock or curiosity, every bystander within a one-block radius whips out their phone to document the disturbing sight thrashing before them.

 #attackofthebees #seaport #swarming

 Covered from head to toe in a buzzing, black cloud of honeybees, is none other than the lying, cheating, sexist, perverted, homophobic, anaphylactic asshole, Paul Holbrook.

 He had it coming.
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 “During my first year as a rookie, I logged more hours in a patrol car than any cop in my unit. I also gained fifteen pounds.”
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 Chapter One

 Gotham Online

 NYC Detective Swarms to the Rescue

 By: Darby Wallace

 Any hopes of toasting the holiday weekend were interrupted last Friday evening when a swarm of bees invaded the popular dining establishment, Dunbar’s Oyster House. As the sun was setting over the New Jersey horizon, and happy hours were becoming early dinners, a swarm of 35,000 bees ransacked the restaurant in search for a new home. A NoHo resident dining in the Seaport was stung several times, but he is expected to make a full recovery.

 311 or 911 – who ya gonna call? Like a scene from the iconic Ghostbusters, Detective Raymond Paggetti, the New York City Police Department’s unofficial beekeeper, rolled onto Beekman Street in a yellow truck with black stripes. After police officers secured the infested area, Det. Paggetti began his efforts in safely capturing the honeybees. With a large metal box and an insect vacuum, Det. Paggetti meticulously rescued the homeless bees within the first hour of his arrival.

 As the newest superhero to grace the streets of Manhattan, Raymond Paggetti claims he’s just a regular guy from Long Island. His interest in bees began as a teenager when he found an active hive inside his family’s Suffolk County barn. The fascination grew, providing him with the title of Youngest Beekeeper in the Long Island Beekeeper’s Association.

 While serving two tours in Afghanistan, Paggetti worked closely with an American development program providing beekeeping training courses to Afghani farmers as an alternative to the opium trade. Paggetti joined the police force in 2004, and has been responding to bee emergencies since 2006, the year he was promoted to Detective on the unofficial “bee bee-t.”

 Since mid-March, Paggetti has responded to thirty swarm invasions, the largest yielding close to 75,000 homeless bees. “It’s not an easy job, but one I find very rewarding,” he said, adding that we need bees for more than honey. Our ecosystem relies on bees to pollinate close to one-third of the world’s food supply. Paggetti holds the recent warm weather and the decrease in formidable hive conditions responsible for the current bee situation in New York City.

 On the northern edge of the Brooklyn Navy Yard, Levi Jones, a partner at Brooklyn Soil Rooftop Farm, was prepared to accommodate the Seaport bees. By setting up bait hives of queen bee pheromones mixed with lemon grass oil, Mr. Jones was able to lure the queen and the swarm to specific locations. The Seaport swarm has settled in nicely in Brooklyn, and currently occupies some prime real estate with one of the best views of Manhattan.

 Det. Paggetti offers some sage advice when confronted with a swarm, “Bee respectful.”

 “Damn, I missed all the good stuff.” Thessaly Sinclair scrolls to the bottom of the online article and clicks on the related links.

 Her older brother, Kip, slides a plate of warm biscuits across the rustic pine table and laughs. “How do you even get Wi-Fi in here?” Kip motions to their surroundings – a barn the size of an airplane hangar.

 Closing her laptop, Thessaly replies, “Dad had it installed last week. Don’t you keep track of all the orders and contracts?”

 Kip slathers strawberry jam on a biscuit and exhales loudly. “I sign off on a dozen orders a day, Tess. I don’t read them. I just make copies and then shove them in a shoebox back at the house.”

 “That’s your business method?” Thessaly laughs. “Later I’ll show you how to use my favorite accounting software. And then you can access it at any time – even on your phone.”

 “I bet you impress all the fellas,” Kip drones.

 Taking a sip from a glass of iced tea to hide her laughter, Thessaly rolls her eyes. “Accept it, brother, no more lazy days on the golf course shootin’ the shit with old dudes – you’re a twenty-first century farmer now.”

 “Tess, chicks don’t dig a farmer.” Kip shoves the remaining biscuit in his mouth and sighs. “And Asheville isn’t really hopping with modern women.”

 The Sinclair farm is situated on lush soil and tucked inside a valley in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Only minutes from Asheville, North Carolina, the farm services local markets, popular eateries, and most notably, the Biltmore Estate. What started as a fun hobby for Rosalyn Sinclair and her three children quickly evolved into an empire – Sinclair Honey, Sinclair Jam, and most recently, Sinclair Events.

 Two miles from the sprawling farmhouse stands a favorite spot of not only the grown Sinclair children, but the residents of Asheville. Five years ago, the royal blue barn facade was restored to the original pre-WWI structure, and then a large addition was constructed to accommodate a cozy three-hundred guests for gatherings. Located in a field of sunflowers, and reachable only by a stone path, brides and grooms flock to secure this idyllic spot for weddings. The Sinclair Barn is booked solid every weekend during the spring and summer, and every third Sunday, the family hosts a farm-to-table dinner featuring on-site preparation. Recently, the cast of The Hunger Games feasted on North Carolina barbecue, fried okra, and strawberry rhubarb pie. And as a result, Sinclair Events finally made it on the first page of the Asheville tourism magazine.

 “What’s on the menu tonight?” Thessaly cracks open a biscuit, places a pat of butter on each half, and then closes it. “And where’s Shelby? I want to spend some time with him before I leave tomorrow.” She delicately peels apart the biscuit and adds a spoonful of creamed honey before taking a bite.

 Standing from the table, Kip answers, “I dunno. I think he stopped by the hospital to have lunch with Dad.” Kip clears his dishes from the table and heads to the large, industrial kitchen.

 The patriarch of the Sinclair family is a renowned cardiologist. Born and raised in Boston, Dr. Bruce Sinclair moved to Atlanta in the late seventies to complete his surgical residency. During his first year of private practice in an affluent suburb, he treated a beautiful Southern debutante with a heart murmur. It’s poetic that Bruce and Rosalyn Sinclair fell in love over a few skipped heart beats.

 Returning from the kitchen with a clipboard, Kip announces, “Fried chicken, garlic mashed potatoes, green beans, and banana pudding.”

 Frowning, Thessaly rants, “Good ‘ol fried chicken. Drinks?”

 “Um, local brewery wants a chance. Peach tea, of course. Maybe some Jim Beam Honey?” Kip teases, knowing Thessaly is still churning from the whiskey shots from the Fourth of July.

 Ashen, she replies, “Absolutely not.” Returning a text, she adds, “Hey, do you need me this afternoon? I’m meeting Mary Alice and her fiancé at the Grove Park Inn for a late lunch.”

 “Nah, I have it covered. The staff will be here soon – and you scare people, bossy pants.”

 “What?” Thessaly squeaks.

 “It’s true. You’re on a perpetual sugar-high – darting around and shouting demands like a crazed toddler,” Kip replies.

 Smiling, Thessaly slides the laptop into her bag while staring out the large window. The lavender catches her attention so she suggests, “Tell Beatrice to use the yellow gingham tablecloths. I’ll have Oscar cut the lavender and wildflowers for the vases.”

 Kip nods while checking off items from the clipboard. “Yes ma’am – gingham, lavender, vases, and another round of Jim Beam. Hey, give Mary Alice my love.”

 Patting Kip’s arm and offering a consoling smile, Thessaly patronizes, “Aw, sweetie. You’re like twenty years too young for her. Stop pining for my friend and find someone that appreciates a frat boy.”

 Kip’s cheeks redden. “I’m twenty-seven!” All three kids inherited the Sinclair English skin – freckled, pale, and easily flushed. “And a half.”

 “Exactly. I’ll see you later?” Thessaly calls over her shoulder with a smile.

 “Yeah, yeah. Stop by the warehouse – Junebug came in just to see you.”

 Thessaly pauses by the metal barn door and says, “Kip, in case I haven’t told you, I think you’re doing a fantastic job. Mama can relax knowing you’re out here.”

 “Had to be done, Tess.” Kip places his hands in the pockets of his khaki pants and shrugs his shoulders. “Summer is our busiest season – and Mama needs to take it easy for a few months. I’ll bribe Shelby to help out, too.”

 “And just think of all the weddings with young, drunk, desperate bridesmaids at your disposal!”

 Shaking his head and walking back to the kitchen, Kip mumbles under his breath, “Pest.”

 Laughing, Thessaly slides open the heavy door to be met by the blazing afternoon sun. Adjusting her focus, she takes a moment to marvel at the kaleidoscope of sunshine shimmering along the trees of the adjacent peach orchard. She and her brothers spent lazy afternoons running through that orchard, soaking up the sun, acting out scenes from Sci-fi movies, and daring each other to eat the fallen, bruised peaches. There was that one time, in the summer of ‘99, when Shelby had to be rushed to the emergency room for consuming a dozen fermented peaches. But a stomach pump didn’t stop the Sinclair kids from returning to the orchard the very next day to beat the record.

 As Thessaly grew older, the peach orchard served as a hidden make-out spot with her high school boyfriends. It was fairly accessible by car, yet hidden from the main house and her over-protective father. One Thanksgiving, home from Duke University with her college boyfriend, Thessaly experienced the most erotic vertical sex pinned against a peach tree. And then a few days later, under the same peach tree, she and her boyfriend promised to move to New York after graduation.

 Swinging her bag over her shoulder and shielding her eyes from the sun, Thessaly hops into one of the farm’s pickup trucks near the service entrance to the back of the barn. She cranks up the air-conditioning, adjusts her designer sunglasses, and then drives the three miles on a gravel road to the warehouse.

 The brick cottage has always been one of Thessaly’s favorite places on the farm. Packaging honey and jam is more of a scientific process rather than a culinary method, and Thessaly remains fascinated with the product-end of business. So much so, that she opened her own artisanal store in New York City selling handcrafted condiments.

 Thessaly parks the truck in the small, paved lot and presses the horn. After fastening her shoulder-length blond curls in a low ponytail, she grabs her bag and exits the truck. The glossy yellow door to the warehouse swings open as a short, round woman with bright-red hair comes stumbling out.

 “Tess! Get over here,” the woman urges, arms wide open and ready for a hug.

 Standing almost a foot taller, Thessaly embraces the woman and closes her eyes. “Junebug, I’ve missed you! How was your Fourth?”

 June giggles as she takes a step back to study Thessaly’s appearance. “Stayed up at the cabin and fished – ended up grilling hot dogs for dinner.” June winks. “Oh my, you’re so thin. And your clothes! Tess Sinclair, you’re a New Yorker.”

 Blushing, Thessaly replies, “Junebug, you couldn’t be more wrong.”

 “C’mon, Tess. Let me show you the first batch of wildflower honey – such a pretty shade of pale yellow.”

 June takes Thessaly’s hand and leads her into the warehouse. Actually, warehouse is an industrial term – the cottage is more like a modern kitchen with shelves of bottled honey and jam, baskets of fresh fruit and herbs, and walls lined with family photos and honeybee watercolor canvases. The familial feeling inside the warehouse reaffirms the importance of capturing nostalgia within the business. In fact, the Sinclair success comes from excellent products packaged and branded to mimic southern traditions.

 “God, it smells delicious!” Thessaly runs her hand along the stainless steel counter of the work station, stopping at a large copper pot lined with Teflon.

 “That’s your daddy’s special request,” June whispers between pursed lips.

 Thessaly nods and says, “Ah, nectarine honey with Stevia.”

 “Yep. Smells divine, tastes like shit. But your daddy is determined to put the agave folks out of business with this sticky goop.” June scoops a ladleful of the cooling orange liquid and grimaces.

 “It is pretty nasty,” Thessaly teases, leaning against the counter. “So, Junebug, how’s the summer supply? I need a fairly large shipment this month.”

 Replacing the large spoon in the pot, June replies, “We’re busy as bees, Tess!” That joke never retires on a farm. “The warehouse is expecting so much honey this summer that your mama was looking into some new buyers – natural skincare products, I think.” June wipes her hands on her blue apron and moves to a small desk. “Fill out the form so I can set your order aside.” June taps the page of her puppy wall calendar and adds, “Percy is scheduled for the fourteenth of July. Is that a good delivery day for you?”

 “Yes, it should be.” Thessaly instinctively stirs the congealed liquid in the cooling pot. “I have three more restaurants on the rotation now, and several event planners have scheduled meetings.”

 “That’s wonderful, Tess! And how’s your cute little shop – The Hive?”

 Thessaly moves to the desk and takes out her phone. She grabs one of the yellow and black striped pens from a utensil crock, pausing to study the framed family photo displayed on the desk, and then opens the inventory app on her phone.

 “It’s been more fun than I could’ve ever imagined! I love going to work, and I love knowing that a piece of my family is always with me.” Thessaly checks off ten gallons of raw honey to be used in the store, ten crates of the eight-ounce honey jars to be labeled and sold, and three dozen, thirty-two-ounce jars for vendor services. “I also have a side project I’m launching and I need a different packaging. Can you get the four-ounce jars that are cubes?”

 “Of course – clear or blue?”

 Thessaly signs the order form and then scans the paper with her phone. “Clear, please. And black lids, not gold.” She stands from the desk and replaces the pen. “Thanks for coming here today, Junebug. I wish I could stay longer but I’m behind on getting everything sorted. And that wedding last night nearly killed me – honey whiskey shots are not my friend.”

 “Oh Lord, the stories I could tell you involving a night with Mr. Beam. And the honey doesn’t make it less hairy, does it?” Giggling, June drops the order form in a file marked Priority. “Honestly, Tess, I needed to get away from the cabin and Murray’s complaining. The flies were biting more than the fish.”

 “Junebug, can you do me a favor?”

 Placing her hands on Thessaly’s arms, June replies, “Just ask.”

 “Send Mama away if she comes near the warehouse or the apiary.”

 “I’m one step ahead of you, Tess. I hid her bee suit last week.” June winks.
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 Mary Alice Hanson likes all things vintage. Clothes. Cars. Cocktails.

 And men.

 “Tess!”

 “Mary Alice!”

 The excited shrills of old friends can be heard throughout the lobby of the Grove Park Inn. Actually, Mary Alice and Thessaly are more like sisters, each with only brothers, the two women have a twenty-year friendship that defies time.

 Taking in Thessaly’s slim black pants, sleeveless black top, and designer black espadrilles, Mary Alice exclaims, “Chic and sexy, as always!”

 Thessaly grabs Mary Alice’s hand and twirls her around, sending her mid-century, full-skirt to flounce and wave like a spinning top. “Elegant and charming, as always!”

 After completing a full rotation, Mary Alice pats her stomach and exhales. “I ordered a round of Moscow Mules – come meet Bennett!”

 The two women continue through the lobby of the historic inn, past the creepy elevator hidden in the fireplace, and then outside to the Sunset Terrace overlooking the Blue Ridge Mountains. The Grove Park Inn hosts spectacular views, with hues of blue and green converging into a landscape painting of natural splendor. Even F. Scott Fitzgerald found inspiration with a bottle of whiskey and this particular view of the mountains.

 Reaching a small table near the outdoor bar, Mary Alice squeezes Thessaly’s hand and clears her throat. “Bennett, sugar, this stunning creature at my side is my best friend in the whole wide world.”

 A silver-haired gentleman with olive skin and lapis-blue eyes looks up from the table and grins. Dressed in a white dress shirt and pale-blue sport jacket, he stands to greet Thessaly. Bennett isn’t the oldest guy Mary Alice has dated, but he’s definitely the most dashing.

 “Tess Sinclair,” his voice deep and velvety, “it’s an absolute delight to finally meet you.” Bennett extends his arm with an inviting smile, but Thessaly furrows her brows when she spots a shiny gold ring on the fourth finger of his left hand.

 “Mary Alice?” Thessaly snaps.

 Confused by Thessaly’s snotty reaction, Bennett drops his hand to the back of a nearby chair. He slides it out and waits for Mary Alice to sit.

 “What?” Mary Alice asks, scooting her chair into the small table.

 Accepting the other chair Bennett slides out for her, Thessaly sits down at the table while glaring at Mary Alice. “Did you get married without me?”

 Bennett sighs in relief as he claims a chair, realizing that Thessaly is in shock and not ridiculously rude. “Tess, it’s my fault,” he apologizes, sliding his chair closer to the table.

 “Nonsense!” Mary Alice reaches across the table to take Bennett’s hand, flashing a giant rock on her ring finger. “Sugar, you’re such a gentleman – so, so sexy,” she whispers while biting her lip. Turning to address her friend, Mary Alice continues. “Last week we were in Memphis . . . there were Elvis impersonators officiating weddings at Graceland . . . the weather was nice . . . I happened to have a gorgeous, white 1963 Valentino dress just hanging in my garment bag . . . it was fate.” Mary Alice tilts her head and frowns. “Tess, are you upset we didn’t get married in the bee barn?”

 “Bees don’t live in the barn. And I never expected you to get married on the farm – that’s not your style. But I really thought I would be next to you, holding your bouquet as you exchanged vows.” Thessaly leans in to ask, “And what about your family?”

 Mary Alice’s eyes flutter as she blinks rapidly. “Oh, they don’t know yet. You’re the first!”

 An attractive waiter approaches the table carrying a tray of copper mugs, a bowl of cut limes, and a platter of tomato and mozzarella drizzled with balsamic dressing. After placing the items on the table, the waiter looks over Thessaly with a cocky smirk. Engaging in the flirtation, Thessaly arches an eyebrow and smiles – unable to ignore a man with exposed, muscular forearms and a fitted dress shirt.

 Thessaly raises her mug to make a toast as the waiter says, “I’ll be back to take your order.” Walking away, Thessaly casually checks out the waiter’s backside, tipping her mug in his direction with a huge grin.

 “Busted,” whispers Mary Alice.

 “So?” Thessaly blushes. “To Bennett and Mary Alice! Husband and wife, lovers for life.”

 The trio tap their mugs together and gulp the gingery cocktail. Although this is a joyous occasion, Thessaly places her drink on the table and stares out toward the vast mountain range deep in thought. The two friends have been planning each other’s weddings since they were twelve, and they even kept a scrapbook with magazine cutouts and homemade invitations.

 Mary Alice was going to marry George Clooney on Waikiki Beach – pastel, vintage party dresses for the women, and linen suits for the men. Cocktails in Tiki glasses, 8mm filmography, and a beach luau serving roasted pig would’ve completed her perfect day. Thessaly, on the other hand, was going to marry Joshua Jackson on the family’s farm at dusk. Lanterns and candles would’ve illuminated an all-white, rustic picnic theme. But since both of their hypothetical husbands are currently taken, and Mary Alice hasn’t eaten meat in ten years, the two were forced to find alternative love stories.

 “Tess, Mary Alice tells me you have a great little shop in the Seaport.” Bennett places a tomato stack on his wife’s plate, and then on his own.

 “Sugar, we don’t have time for small-talk. Let me handle this,” Mary Alice interrupts. “Tess, I want to hear about all the men.” She waggles her eyebrows as her husband shakes his head. Gladly excusing himself from the intimate conversation, Bennett lowers his head and pretends to check his phone.

 Thessaly blushes, and then smiles. “Inside or outside the bedroom?”

 The current dating situation is a touchy topic with Thessaly, but she’s good at deflecting the awkward questioning. Three years ago, Thessaly moved to New York City with her then-boyfriend, Mason Andrews. They met as freshman while attending Duke University, the blond cheerleader and the star lacrosse player, destined to be the “it” couple at all the fraternity parties. As Mason and Thessaly matured, so did their love affair – marriage was definitely in their future. But like so many relationships, changes can force a couple to reevaluate their priorities. Mason threw himself into work, landing a job as an investment banker with a prestigious Downtown firm. Thessaly worked as a buyer for a chain of markets, learning the ropes and building contacts, but she rarely saw Mason. Within their first year living in Manhattan, they decided it was best to explore life outside their college romance, and maybe they would end up wanting different things. Mason bought an apartment in TriBeCa, and Thessaly rented a studio Downtown – hoping that it would be a temporary home until Mason took her back. And even though their split was amicable and they’ve remained friends with an occasional shag, Thessaly pretends to be a serial dater in order to cover the fact that she followed a boy to New York City.

 “I love powerful men in suits, but there’s also a new breed of masculinity that I find extremely sexy. Like casual arrogance blended with tech geek, and then sprinkled with a dash of CrossFit.” Thessaly places a tomato stack on her plate and sprinkles it with pepper.

 Pretending to fan herself, Mary Alice leans into Thessaly and whispers, “Yum. And?”

 “My Thursday friend is like a Viking god with nerdy glasses. He’s sexy and smart, and incredibly talented.” Thessaly measures a sizable distance between her hands to represent the girth of his talent. “He demands that I have at least three orgasms before he leaves,” she whispers.

 “God bless Thursday.” Mary Alice raises her mug to add, “And may you have a summer of sore weekends.”

 Unless Thessaly is referring to the middle-aged UPS guy that makes bee jokes during his weekly delivery at The Hive, then her Thursday friend is a lie.
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 Sneaking up to her former bedroom like a guilty teenager, Thessaly closes the door behind her and kicks off her shoes. Most parents take the opportunity to remodel a grown child’s bedroom after they move out – mini gym, sewing room, office – but Rosalyn and Bruce Sinclair kept the kid’s bedrooms exactly the same.

 She lifts her rolling suitcase onto the bed and unzips the tasseled zipper. Fishing out a black maxi dress and gold sandals, she glances at the time on her purple, furry alarm clock, and then makes her way to her desk. Running her hand over the acrylic desk pad plastered with stickers, and laughing at a framed photo of her and Mary Alice in the fifth grade, she slides open the top drawer and removes an upholstered box. Intended for jewelry, Thessaly bought the box to store all her favorite memories – like a photo of her grandfather during the Korean War, a yo-yo she won at summer camp, a few concert ticket stubs, and her sorority pledge pin.

 Thumbing through a stack of photos with Mason, she finds a folded, glossy page of a magazine given to her on the day she left Asheville. It was Mason’s unspoken promise that he would in fact marry her one day if she boarded the plane to New York. Unfolding the paper and tracing the cushion-cut diamond of a Tacori wedding ring, she laughs. It’s smaller than she remembers, but dreams are always bigger when they don’t come true.

 “Tess, honey.” Rosalyn knocks quietly on Thessaly’s bedroom door and then slowly opens it. “Are you decent?”

 Quickly shoving everything back into the box and returning it to the drawer, she replies, “Come in, Mama.”

 Entering the bedroom and gliding toward Thessaly’s bed, Rosalyn peeks inside her suitcase. “You wear so much black, Tess.”

 Knowing that her mother is the queen of polite digs, she flatly responds. “I’m still mourning the end of Friends.”

 “Your friends passed?” Rosalyn asks.

 Arching an eyebrow, she replies, “Friends, Mama – the TV show.”

 “Oh, yes. Anyway, I started the trademark application earlier – are you sure you have time for another line?” Rosalyn sits on the edge of the bed and crosses her long legs.

 “It will sell itself, trust me.”

 “I do trust you.” Sighing and placing her hands in her lap, Rosalyn adds, “Taking on too many responsibilities, or devoting all your time to a career, can make a man feel inadequate.”

 “No offense, but your philosophy on the role of modern women is a little dated.”

 “Maybe, but you’ll want to get married eventually.” Rosalyn slides her hand over her glossy, blond bob and adds, “I’m simply explaining why a man, particularly Mason, might have a hard time seeing you as marriage material.”

 Not wanting to start a fight, Thessaly pats her mother’s shoulder and changes the subject. “Did you schedule your surgery?”

 Enjoying the attention, she patters, “Oh, Tess, please. Do not coddle me – I’m a grown woman.”

 “When is it? I’d like to be there.”

 Standing slowly from the bed and smoothing the crease in her poplin shirt, Rosalyn replies, “September twenty-second. Which will give me plenty of time to recover before the holidays.” Picking up a family photo of the Sinclair crew vacationing at Disney World, Rosalyn chuckles. Her thin shoulders bounce and her lip quivers, causing Thessaly to roar in laughter.

 “Mama, what’s so funny?” she asks, taking the photo from her mother and returning it to the side table.

 “That was the trip when Kip screamed and kicked his way through It’s a Small World.”

 “That’s right! He had to be the only twelve-year old afraid of those wooden dolls.”

 Rosalyn places an arm around her daughter and smiles. “We should get dressed for dinner,” she suggests.

 Hugging her mother’s small waist, Thessaly smiles devilishly. “Are you up for pulling a prank?”

 “Always.”
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 “I want to believe he loves me more than the idea of loving me. And maybe one day that will finally happen. Even though we broke up, we still have a great relationship on social media.”
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 Chapter Two

 It’s hot and humid and the summer’s only getting started! But we’ve got you covered – concert tickets at Jones Beach in ninety minutes. But now, more of the coolest songs of the summer on ninety-five-five PLJ. T-swift, Nick Jonas, and our friends, Walk the Moon . . . just shut up and dance, New York!

 The cab driver lowers his window, punches his arm into the thick air, and shakes his fist. “Tu es mootafoocker!” His Haitian accent pours through his delivery as he repeats the crass sentiment. “Mootafoocker!” Mumbling under his breath, the cabbie changes the radio station to an AM business report while edging closer to the offensive Mercedes that cut him off.

 “Hey, Meg – I’m sitting in traffic. Can you gather the gang for a quick meeting?” Thessaly listens to the husky voice on the phone while studying her chipped manicure. “Thanks! I’ll see you in twenty.”

 Thessaly ends the call and sends a group text to her brothers.

 Tess: Thank you for stashing forty tubes of Vagisil inside my carryon bag. TSA had quite the laugh.

 Kip: You deserved it.

 Shelby: Hey, Kip wanted to hide a jar of pickles. The nasty kind with the pickled cauliflower and carrots. I saved you.

 Tess: I hate you both.

 Kip: You crossed the line using THAT song as my ringtone, Tess.

 Tess: But it’s a world of laughter . . .

 Shelby: and a world of fear apparently.

 Kip: Did the TSA flag you? Vagi-terrorist.

 Tess: Revenge is near, brothers. It’s a small, small world.

 Shelby: Ha ha ha! Sis, where do you keep the pot? It’s going to be a long summer with Lord Kipling in charge.

 Tess: Check the vegetable drawer in the refrigerator. Trader Joe’s bag.

 Shelby: No fucking way. That’s brilliant.

 Tess: It’s all yours.

 Kip: Tess is a New Yorker now. She’s escalated to snorting lines of coke on the subway.

 Shelby: Love ya.

 Tess: xoxo

 Kip: Pest

 Tess: Jerk

 Laughing quietly, Thessaly places her phone on her lap and peers between the layers of grime plastered on the backseat window. As the taxi picks up speed across the Brooklyn Bridge, the fading sunlight drips through the rusty cables and casts hues of sepia on the cars below. It’s a timeless photograph waiting to be captured. But like the millions of people before her, and the generations that will undoubtedly follow her, Thessaly Sinclair is merely one story – an immigrant taking the ceremonious passage to the island once known as New Amsterdam.

 “Fulton and Water,” she instructs.

 Following her orders, the cab swerves into the left lane without signaling, prompting the customary honk salute. One time, a few months back, Thessaly counted the seconds that elapsed over a single pressing of the horn. It’s become a backseat game – the current record being seven seconds.

 As the cab idles at the corner of Water Street, Thessaly drops her phone into the large bag on the seat next to her. She removes two twenty-dollar bills from her wallet and waves them through the partition. He doesn’t seem thrilled with the small tip, but she wants to see if he’ll help with her rolling bag in the trunk before offering more cash.

 The cab driver doesn’t move, but instead, pops in a cassette of creole music. Thessaly exits the taxi and slaps the trunk. It pops open with a loud creak and a rush of a strong citrus smell. She chucks her suitcase on the sidewalk, slams the trunk, careful not to smash the bags of navel oranges, and then proceeds to the cobbled street of Fulton.

 Late afternoon is the least crowded in Lower Manhattan, especially on a Monday, but the Seaport is always packed with people enjoying the casual thrills of an urban playground. The newer restaurants, resurrected after Hurricane Sandy, serve light meals with some of the best happy hours Downtown. One of Thessaly’s favorite places, atop an original boat slip, celebrates the summer with ice cream waffle cones for three-dollars between five and seven.

 Needing some caffeine and a dose of sugar, she makes a quick stop in the Seaport’s trendy coffee shop. She rolls her suitcase up to the counter and smiles, recognizing the barista.

 “Hey, Tess! Usual?” he asks, grabbing a Sharpie from a coffee can.

 “Hi, Noah – extra caramel and skim milk.” Thessaly enjoys all things sweet. In fact, if coffee beans were rolled in sugar and dipped in honey, she’d still add the swirl of caramel. “And extra ice, please.”

 Noah scribbles her drink order in shorthand on the side of a plastic cup. “Five-fifty,” he says, starting the espresso drip. “Did you hear about the bees?”

 Thessaly rolls her suitcase to the end of the counter to make room for more customers. “I read an online article – a bee swarm is really cool to watch.”

 “Really? People down here are freaked!” Noah exclaims, scooping ice into the coffee shop’s signature orange plastic cups.

 “A swarm can be terrifying, but honeybees couldn’t care less about humans. And people are scared of things they don’t understand.”

 Swirling caramel on top of the skim milk, Noah passes the coffee across the butcher-block counter and announces in his best theatrical voice, “Iced latte with skim milk. Extra caramel. Extra ice. And extra love.”

 “Thanks, Noah.” She slides a few bucks across the counter with a smile. “For your mint-green Vespa fund.”

 Taking the money and shoving it in his apron pocket, Noah laughs. “How’d you know about that?”

 “Meg,” she answers, walking backwards out of the coffee house with a sly smile.

 Removing an orange dishtowel from below the bar, Noah shakes his head and laughs. He clears a plate and then wipes the counter. “Fare thee well, milady,” he shouts.

 It’s no secret that Meg and Noah have a crush on each other. Since Noah began working at Fulton Beanery a few months ago, Meg has taken to three cups of coffee a day. She claims it’s because of the amazing blending technique, but she admitted recently that it’s Noah’s shaggy hair and cute dimples that started her coffee addiction. Thessaly doesn’t exactly see it, but she has yet to find a guy more attractive than Mason.

 Approaching her store on Fulton Street, Thessaly pauses by a red bicycle leaning against the front window. With a giddy smile, she flings open the exterior metal door leading to a tiny vestibule lined with a honeycomb-patterned gold wallpaper. On one side, there’s a narrow console table painted glossy magenta that displays random objects in every shade of blue. The shop isn’t a typical artisanal store, and the only thing that hints at a bee farm is the rustic, interior screen door. With peeling yellow paint and a small rip in the lower screen, the old door is one of few items imported from her family’s farm.

 Designing the store was a huge factor in the overall business plan. The Hive needed to be trendy and hip, but the basic methods of the business had to remain consistent in an evolving city. Thessaly committed to an upscale warehouse design, similar to the cottage on the farm, grounded in clean lines and luxurious materials. Marble counters, glossy white cabinetry, ebony-stained floors, and industrial lighting were all installed for a timeless, yet edgy appeal. For years to come, restaurants and food markets can purchase products from a reputable vendor directly from her store, and Downtown shoppers can experience an artisanal shop that embodies the vibe of the diverse neighborhood.

 Once she had a business plan, securing the space at a decent price was fairly easy. The Seaport needed to rebuild after Sandy, and Thessaly had the expendable funds to make that happen. Diving into her savings and taking a loan from a bank, as well as a loan from the Department of Small Business Services of New York City, The Hive was completed in only eight months. During the week of her grand opening, she moved out of the apartment she shared with Mason in SoHo, and settled into a cozy, yet affordable, studio apartment a few blocks away from The Hive.

 “Whose beach cruiser is parked outside?” Thessaly asks, propping the screen door open with her suitcase.

 “Oh, that’s Cherry Bomb,” Seth interjects.

 Placing her iced latte on the long marble island and attaching her phone to a charger, Thessaly laughs. “Are the handlebar streamers on backorder?”

 “Along with the horn,” Meg quips.

 “You’re just jealous of my sweet ride,” Seth defends.

 Snorting with laughter, Meg scoots up to the island on a black stool and places her phone on the counter. She takes a sip from Thessaly’s coffee and purses her lips. “Gross, Tess.”

 Grabbing the latte from Meg, she snaps, “Hey, it was lovingly prepared by your friend Noah.”

 “Uh-oh, No-ah.” Seth chants, grabbing the stool next to Meg.

 “I can’t take much more of him.” Frustrated, she adds, “He’s like the annoying red-headed stepchild.”

 Seth wraps his arm around Meg and squeezes tightly. “You’re so cute when you bitch.”

 “Children, behave. Give me thirty minutes and I’ll buy lunch this week. Deal?” Thessaly barters.

 Meg claps her hands and agrees. “Sushi!”

 “Chipotle!” counters Seth.

 “Fine. Where’s Lois?” Thessaly asks.

 Checking the texts on her phone, Meg replies, “Um, she sent me a text earlier about having to do something with her daughter. We could get her on speaker if you want.”

 “No, no – let’s get started.” Thessaly moves a blue vase filled with sunflowers to the end of the island and then places her laptop in its spot. “Our next shipment is coming on the fourteenth, which gives us a week to test some new ideas. What’s the schedule like this week?”

 Meg opens an app on her phone to read off the week’s appointments and meetings. “Tomorrow we’re hosting a booth at New Amsterdam Market. They requested we bring a selection of jams as opposed to honey – not sure what that’s about. Seth will man the booth until three, and then Lois will close it up and bring back any inventory.”

 “Jams? Okay, maybe there’s a theme or something.” With an intimidating glare, Thessaly asks, “You gonna push that jam, Seth?”

 Seth raises his eyebrows and replies, “I’m a jam pusher. Jam, jam, jam.” His hand taps invisible words as he says, “The Hive is my jam.”

 “Nice. Take tons of photos and post them as the day goes on. What else, Meg?”

 “Wednesday you have a sit-down with a wedding planner and her bride. She wants shabby chic things for her wedding on Shelter Island slated for Columbus Day Weekend.” Meg sarcastically uses air quotes as she reads her notes.

 “Awesome – remind me to wear overalls that day.”

 “And a straw hat. Okay, Thursday the shop is being photographed for a foodie blog and magazine – excellent exposure, but they’re also expecting country charm nestled in the Seaport. And then Friday, you have a meeting with that incredibly hot chef from Les Etoiles. I should probably go with you.”

 “Oh, please. My meetings with Pete are usually twenty minutes of me gawking like an idiot while he tries to chat about normal things.” Thessaly opens a document on her laptop and continues. “Anything I should know about from the weekend?”

 “Not only was it the Fourth, but that bee swarm scared everyone away. Very slow weekend,” Seth drones. “Oh, and the fireworks were just so-so.”

 Meg jabs Seth in the side and whispers, “Tell her about that guy.”

 “What guy?” Thessaly interrupts.

 “A mysterious voice called earlier asking for you specifically. He didn’t want to leave a message.” Seth waggles his eyebrows and grins.

 Thessaly shudders. “Sounds like a creeper.”

 “Not at all! His voice was sexy,” defends Meg, nudging Seth in the ribs.

 Taking the hint, Seth deadpans, “Um, yeah. Totally weird and sexy.”

 “Oh? Maybe he’ll call again,” Thessaly replies casually, remembering that Mason’s voice is deep and sexy.

 “Flies to honey,” Meg hums.

 “For real, Meg? My grandma tells better jokes.” Seth laughs as Meg shrugs her shoulders. “Okay, Tess, what are these new ideas we’ll be testing?”

 Slapping the counter in the rhythm of a drumroll, Thessaly chirps, “Finally! On to the exciting new additions.”

 Seth matches the pitch of her enthusiasm while asking, “Are we finally getting a Donkey Kong arcade? If we remove a few shelves in that corner it will definitely fit.”

 “Keep the dream alive, Seth.” Thessaly slurps her sugary coffee, leaving only the ice, and then leans toward her friends prepared to tell a secret. “Hear me out – so, I walked around downtown Asheville on Saturday afternoon after jumping in the fountains in Pack Square. It was eye-opening to say the least – almost every storefront was a quirky knockoff of the West Village. Ridiculous signs plastered in windows bragging about locally-grown sustainable artisan foods – those tag lines are sadly becoming the gourmet trend of the nineties.” Thessaly glances at the framed black and white photo of her family’s barn hanging on the wall behind the register and takes a deep breath. “Later that night, after too many shots of honey whiskey and two slices of red-velvet wedding cake, I had a Don Draper moment.”

 “You had sex with a waitress in an alley?” Seth asks flatly.

 Thessaly flicks the air in front of Seth’s face. “No, you dork. I sat on the back steps of the barn, swept away by the fresh air . . . intoxicated by the smell of wild honeysuckle . . . clouded by the flashes of the mountain fireworks. And then it hit me – if you don’t like what people are saying,” Thessaly says.

 “Change the conversation,” Meg and Seth finish in unison.

 “Exactly.” Thessaly’s eyes expand in excitement as she opens a digital sketch on her laptop. “We need to reinvent artisan honey. Look around us, we’re surrounded by six restaurants serving only locally-farmed ingredients, and ten stores claiming to have hand-crafted inventory.” Animated and hyper, she continues. “Artisanal coffee? What do those words even mean if everyone uses them?”

 “Usually it just means homemade – which means a shitload of hands touched my food.” Seth growls.

 “Right?” Thessaly concurs.

 “What about all-natural or raw honey?” Meg suggests. “The Hive is keepin’ it real.”

 Thessaly stands from the island and grabs a jar of Sinclair honey from the nearest shelf. “Basic marketing principle, Meg, people want a fantasy, or sex, or a fantasy including sex. They don’t want to visualize a hippie-chick with armpit hair pouring all-natural, raw honey into BPA-free bottles and then driving across the country with a truckload of crates to sell at farmer’s markets.” Positioning the jar in the palm of her hand like the forbidden fruit, Thessaly declares with carnal precision, “We’re not selling raw honey. We’re selling a confection of anarchy.” Her voice lowers to a rasp as she stresses each word. “Primitive. Uncultivated. Luxuriant. Nectarous. Sensual.” Pausing for effect, Thessaly watches as her friends’ faces flicker with excitement. “And starting in a few weeks, The Hive will be Lower Manhattan’s supplier of wild honey.”

 Mouth open and eyes sparkling, Meg adds, “We’re like honey dealers!”

 Placing the jar on the island, Thessaly spins her laptop around in order to reveal the new template for the upcoming brand.

 “It’s brilliant – are these new labels?” Seth asks.

 Thessaly nods while maximizing the screen.

 Impressed, Seth adds, “That font is perfect. Is your family okay with this? Sinclair Wild Honey will move away from the current down-home feel.”

 “Ah, I knew you would bring that up, Seth. Sinclair Wild Honey is a division of Sinclair Honey – it’ll be like the Sprite to the Coke. Mama filed for the trademark this morning before I left – she loves the idea.”

 “So what’s the timeline? Are we doing a launch?” Meg asks.

 “Always on point, Meg.” Thessaly winks. “July seventeenth is the perfect weekend to launch Wild Honey. We’ll open the doors to a sidewalk party. Maybe even have a cooking contest?”

 “Eating contest!” Meg exclaims.

 Smiling in agreement, Thessaly says, “I’m sure I can convince the Salt Shop to hook us up with some honey beer ice cream.”

 “Do you want me to get started on the website?” Seth presses, being that graphic designer is his actual job title.

 “Turquoise, yellow, and black – modern and sexy,” Thessaly instructs. “Meg, you’re in charge of social media, and see if you can have your friend at Time Out New York give us some love.”

 “I’m having dinner with her on Thursday,” Meg offers.

 Thessaly glances at her watch before saying, “I’ve only got one final question.” She smiles at her employees – her friends – her visionaries. “Are y’all fucking excited?”

 “Oh, wow! Tess, the dirty-mouthed cheerleader from North Carolina – I’ve missed her,” Seth exclaims.

 Mocking her southern roots, Thessaly drawls, “Meeting adjourned, y’all.”

 The three stand from the marble island and gather their things. Thessaly returns the vase of sunflowers to the center, smiling at the promise of a vibrant summer.

 “Shall we celebrate with some libations? I’ll even buy a round,” Seth suggests as the trio file through the screen door. As he locks the main door, Meg hops on and straddles his red bike. “Meg! Cherry Bomb is not a toy,” he hisses.

 “Does your grandma know you stole her bike? And what do you put in this basket?” Meg asks, opening the lid to the wicker compartment.

 “Kittens,” he deadpans.

 Thessaly heaves her carryon bag over her shoulder and laughs. “You kids have fun – I’m burnt from the weekend.”

 The three say their goodbyes as they make their way toward Beekman Street, Thessaly rolling her suitcase, and Meg coasting along on Seth’s bike while he flicks her arm.

  “Here’s my stop,” Thessaly announces.

 “Get some rest, Draper,” Meg teases.

 “Later alligator,” Seth adds, steering the handlebars to the bicycle as Meg blows kisses.

 Thessaly catches the invisible kisses before heading north. Her apartment building is an easy four blocks from the shop, and on a breezy evening like tonight, it’s one of the many things she loves about living in the City.

 Popping into Starbucks for another dose of sugar, Thessaly weaves her suitcase through the maze of bistro tables. At the counter, Thessaly realizes she hasn’t eaten anything all day except the king-size bag of Skittles on the plane. She orders her usual, venti vanilla ice latte with skim milk and extra caramel syrup. And to ward off her hunger, she adds two double-chocolate chip cookies to her order.

 With an iced latte and cookies in one hand, and her rolling bag being pulled gracefully by the other, she continues to her apartment on Pearl Street like a seasoned traveler. As Thessaly approaches her building, she notices a man, tall and athletic, fitting a foam egg-crate atop a sleeping bag. She can only see his backside, but his cargo shorts reveal tanned, muscular calves, and his fitted T-shirt exposes his well-defined arms. She considers approaching him, confused by his purpose and current state of distress, but ultimately decides to wait until tomorrow when it’s daylight.

 But as the man slides his makeshift bed into the small alcove between two buildings, Thessaly catches a shimmering flash of indigo coming from inside a large jar atop a camping stool. She takes a few steps closer, staying in the shadows of the towering buildings so as not to be caught spying. Squinting, Thessaly can make out the outline of at least a dozen peacock feathers contained inside the jar. Puzzled by their entrapment, she furrows her brows while advancing closer.

 In an instant, the man returns to the sidewalk to gather the rest of his things. Startled, Thessaly emits a tiny squeal as she trips backwards over her suitcase. She maintains her balance, but winces in agonizing pain. Vulnerable, Thessaly flinches and retreats backwards as the man stares down at her – his gaze intense but genuine. Beneath the luminescent shadows glowing from the street lamp, stands a man with a set of eyes in the greenest shade of hazel – harmless yet penetrating.

 What does he want?

 He quickly glances at the Starbucks items in Thessaly’s hand, causing her to recoil even further in embarrassment.

 Maybe he’s homeless. “Hi. Would you like a cookie?”God, that’s insensitive. “Or a latte?” Oh for fuck’s sake.

 The man smirks – he’s amused by the blonde with the Starbucks and the kind heart. He bends over to grab his jar and a small leather journal, and then cradles his possessions in his arm. With one last look at Thessaly and a subtle nod, the man with the peacock feathers disappears into the alcove.

 He couldn’t be much older than me. He didn’t seem like a psycho. Maybe he’s not homeless – maybe he’s a European performance artist.

 Feeling comfortable with her rationalizations about the mysterious man, Thessaly heads into her building. After trading hellos with the lazy doorman and a neighbor whom she doesn’t know, Thessaly takes the elevator up to the third floor. Stumbling into her apartment lifeless and exhausted, Thessaly leaves her suitcase by the door, kicks off her fuchsia pumps, and crashes on her couch with her cookies, coffee, and laptop.

 Oddly, she doesn’t even own a television, much to the dismay of her friends and family, but there isn’t a need. Thessaly is frugal where it counts, opting to buy handbags and shoes instead of tossing away funds on a cable plan she never uses. The subscription to Netflix, high-speed internet, and an entire digital library of books and magazines at her disposal are enough to keep her preoccupied on an entertainment budget.

 Shoving large chunks of cookie in her mouth and chasing them down with her sugary latte, Thessaly returns a few emails to vendors. She then scrolls through Facebook and replies to a few messages on The Hive’s business page, deleting the ones that ask for money or sex.

 After devouring the second cookie, Thessaly stands from the yellow, velvet sofa and dusts the crumbs into her hand. She tosses her garbage and the crumbs, and then removes her clothes, dropping them somewhere near a laundry basket on her way to the elevated bedroom. Living in an L-shaped studio provides a tenant with room for creativity. So last year, after waiting six months for approval, Kip and Thessaly’s dad built a platform structure to house her queen-size bed. Constructed four feet from the floor and painted in a glossy white, the base features a built-in bookcase and dresser drawers. Thessaly refers to it as her stage – but unless she’s performing a one-woman show, that stage is rarely used for anything but sleep.

 Fishing out an old Duke T-shirt she stole from Mason, Thessaly quickly changes and lumbers to the bathroom. She washes her face, brushes her teeth, lathers on some Clinique face cream, combs her loose curls, and then heads back to the couch. She scoops her laptop and phone in one hand while flipping off the lamp with the other. Climbing the five steps to her stage, Thessaly crawls into bed, wishing she had remembered to turn on the fan.

 “Goddamn it,” she bursts, kicking the striped duvet off her legs.

 Following her nightly bed routine, Thessaly sets her alarm for the following morning, checks her emails, and then opens Instagram to scroll through Mason’s photos. He apparently had a busy weekend in the Hamptons as his most recent additions are cozy pictures of exotic women on a yacht. Skank. He was never attracted to brunettes – Mason loved Thessaly’s fair skin and light hair, but now his photos are a collection of women with olive skin and brown hair. And no filters.

 Skank. She’s pretty. Skank.

 A glutton for salting the wounds, Thessaly moves to Facebook to reread their last interaction from a few days ago. It’s one of many inside jokes shared between them – started during a road trip in which they imitated Peter Brady’s impersonation of Humphrey Bogart across three states. Nostalgia is a fickle bitch.

 Mason Andrews > Tess Sinclair
 I had the best pork chops.

 Tess Sinclair – And applesauce?

 Mason Andrews – Yes. Dinner was swell.

 Lonely and tired, Thessaly’s fingers hover close to the screen as tears fall from her eyes. She types several comments and erases them all – the easiest way to purge one’s feelings without any consequences.

 Tess Sinclair – I want you.

 Tess Sinclair – I need you.

 Tess Sinclair – We were supposed to get married.

 Tess Sinclair – One more fuck? LOL

 Tess Sinclair – You have my heart. And my tennis racket.

 Keeping it casual but with a slight push into a deeper conversation, Thessaly finally presses enter.

 Tess Sinclair – I miss you.

 And then she waits.
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 “I don’t know what’s more discriminating – getting the apartment because we told the board we’re partners, or being asked to decorate the lobby for Chanukah.”
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 Chapter Three

 {Oh, nice . . . oh, God, Meg. Mmm, yeah . . . suck it. Oh, shit . . . your mouth . . . deeper, mmm, deeper. Taste it. Oh, fuck . . . lick my balls, dirty slut. Want more? Beg me . . . mmm . . . beg for my cock, Meg, you like it. Mmm, I’m close, so close. I’m fucking your face. Mmm, ah, yes, yes, ah . . . }

 “Get up, asshole. You’re moaning.” A scratchy voice coughs, and then emits a sound that can only come from a throat full of phlegm.

 Awakened from his dream, Seth rolls off the bottom bunk, his knees slamming against the tile floor before he opens his eyes. “I’m up, dickhead.” Standing slowly and sporting a massive boner, Seth trudges to the tiny bathroom to take a shower.

 The living arrangements are not ideal for two men – like Bosom Buddies meets the East Village. Luckily their studio apartment is larger than most, measuring just shy of five-hundred square feet, but privacy is a luxury they can’t afford. Broke and desperate, the recent college grads were forced to get creative in order to secure a reasonably-priced studio that allowed two occupants. Exhausting all their options, Seth and his heterosexual roommate, Ben, scored a studio apartment by applying as a gay couple.

 Bending his long torso over the bathroom sink wearing only navy boxer briefs, Seth takes an electric razor to his fuzzy stubble. Although his blue eyes are bloodshot, a side-effect from too many whiskey sours with Meg, and his thick, apricot hair could use a trim, Seth is adorably sexy.

 Dressed in a shirt and tie, Ben presses his face against the door and jokingly flutters his eyes. “Bye, smoochie! Don’t wait up.” He disappears from the doorway, rummages for something in the kitchen, and then slams the front door.

 “Later, snookums,” Seth growls.

 Shutting the bathroom door with his foot, Seth stretches his mouth from left to right, buzzing the stubborn hairs on his chin. He’s never up this early, especially after a night of drinking, but he promised Thessaly he’d set up the New Amsterdam Market booth by nine.

 For Seth, peddling jam at a farmer’s market with a B.F.A. in Visual Communications is slightly embarrassing. Both Ben and Seth graduated from the Pratt Institute with competitive GPAs, interned with prestigious design firms, and then built similar work portfolios. Ben was offered a decent-paying job, and Seth had to borrow money from his grandparents just to pay rent. But on the exact day Seth accepted failure and made arrangements to move back to New Jersey, a rare opportunity appeared for a freelance graphic designer. He nailed the interview, got the job, and then gave the double-finger salute to the Holland Tunnel.

 Thrilled with Seth’s creative overhaul for her little company, Thessaly immediately offered him a full-time job. The starting yearly salary was twice what he was worth, and slightly higher than Ben’s salary, plus, he would have access to all the jam and honey he could eat. Thessaly and Seth collaborated on everything, expanding the business and building a friendship during that first year. And then something happened that’s unheard of in the business world, especially for a small business in a tight economy. On the fifteenth day of his fifteenth month of employment, Seth Adelman received one and a half percent of The Hive. No one had ever taken a chance on him, but then Thessaly buzzed in and welcomed him to her hive.

 Which makes Thessaly the Queen, and Seth the worker bee – gladly willing to schlep a wagon of jam to a farmer’s market.

 Showered and dressed in a black T-shirt, khakis, and gray Chucks, Seth unlocks his bike from the parking sign. “Assholes,” he howls, tossing the Dunkin Donuts garbage mistakenly stuffed in his wicker basket. He shoves a tech magazine and pantone color deck in the basket, sticks earbuds in his ears, and then starts his twenty-minute journey to the Seaport. During the winter months, Seth is forced to ride the subway to work, but now, speeding through Downtown using the bike lanes cuts his commute in half – even on his tight-chained piece of Americana.

 The red bicycle was an impulsive buy, a flirtatious gesture from a dude with no game. A few weeks ago, Seth was inquiring about a Giant Via commuter bike, sleek and conducive for city streets. He was prepared for a cycling snob to push a more expensive model, but he wasn’t prepared for a cute chick with a giant rack to shove something else in his face. The sales girl wasn’t as pretty as Meg, but she made him feel like the king of swagger – the Achilles heel to any geeky guy with low self-esteem. As a result, Seth left the store that day with an inflated ego, and a four-hundred dollar, vintage Schwinn bicycle with an insulated wicker basket.

 Arriving at The Hive, Seth props his bike against the window and attaches the U-lock to an exposed, unlabeled pipe. As he removes his earbuds and unlocks the front door, the confectionary smell and loud music coming from the small kitchen smack him in the face. It can only mean one thing.

 “Tess?” yells Seth.

 Seth stashes his things on the marble island and slowly pushes open the kitchen door. Standing in the doorway with a huge grin, Seth watches Thessaly stir a large copper pot to the thrashing electric riff of Heart.

 Using her wooden spoon as a lasso while rotating her hips, she delivers the chorus with sexy precision.

 Seth snickers as he approaches her from behind, strumming his awesome air-guitar high above his head. “Na-ah, ah-ah,” he hums.

 Startled, Thessaly screams and jumps. She spins around and whacks Seth with the spoon. “Seth!” she shouts over the music.

 Seth ignores the spoon and continues to whip his head up and down during the guitar solo. Dancing around him, Thessaly places her arm on his shoulder and the wooden spoon to her mouth. “This is not normal,” she screams through fits of laughter.

 When the song ends, Seth grabs Thessaly’s hand and thrusts it in the air. “Thank you, New York City!”

 Thessaly reaches for the remote to the Bose speaker and lowers the volume. “What are you doing here so early? Lover’s quarrel with Ben?” she teases.

 “Hardy, har har. I should ask you the same thing.” Seth peers into the copper pot bubbling with a liquid goo. “Blueberry jam?” he guesses.

 Rushed and hyper, Thessaly replies, “Correct. Sorta. It’s more of a compote to serve with honey cornbread. For tomorrow. That meeting with the wedding planner. Wanna taste?”

 “How much coffee have you had?” Seth glances around the tiny kitchen in search of evidence.

 “I only had a bottle of Mountain Dew and a Twix – Starbucks and the Beanery were closed.”

 “Holy shit, Tess. How long have you been here?”

 “I couldn’t sleep. Six, maybe five-thirty.” Thessaly lowers the heat under the stock pot and stirs. “Truth?” she whispers.

 “Always,” answers Seth.

 Exhaling as she turns toward her friend, Thessaly licks the spoon and then sets it on the counter. “I’m lonely, Seth.” She crosses her arms and raises her voice. “We live in a city with eight-million people but every night I go to sleep alone.”

 Lifting her chin with his hand, Seth smiles. “I’ll sleep with you.”

 Relaxing her arms, Thessaly leans toward Seth and laughs. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

 “How about we get some coffee and chat?”

 Thessaly nods and then spins around to face the stove. “My compote!” She slides on whimsical dragon oven mitts with a ric rac of tiny teeth, and then chucks the pot onto a cold burner. “That should do it,” she adds, giving the fruity stew another stir.

 Offering his arm, Seth leads them through the kitchen, remembering to grab his keys from the island on the way out the door. They lock up the store and then pause on the sidewalk to play rock, paper, scissors. It’s their entertaining way to decide on the insignificant things, like a coffee house – Thessaly prefers Fulton Beanery, but Seth tends to steer toward the cold brew at Starbucks.

 “Rock, paper, scissors, and shoot!” they chant.

 Thessaly’s paper covers Seth’s rock. “Yes!”

 “Then you’re buying,” whines Seth.

 The two friends stroll the long block to the Beanery, stopping once to discuss the mannequins posed in the window of an upscale boutique.

 “Do you think the mermaid trend will catch on?” Thessaly takes a step closer and shakes her head. “The wigs are literally made from dry seaweed.”

 “I think it’s more of an ecological statement about the condition of our oceans and the decrease in mythical creatures. Three-hundred years ago, the East River was crawling with mermaids and killer squids.”

 Smiling, Thessaly adds, “I kinda dig those leggings with the emerald sequins.”

 “C’mon,” he urges, pulling her from the window. “What time is Meg coming in? Maybe she can bring me lunch later – I mean, I’ll be sweating under a tent selling jam to tourists who want directions to the Brooklyn Bridge, it’s the least she can do.”

 “Meg, huh?” Thessaly grins as she opens the door to the Beanery. “Why don’t you want me to bring you lunch?” She winks.

 Seth sits at a small table, stretches out his legs, folds his arms behind his head and raises his eyebrows. “Don’t start with me, Tess.”

 “Iced coffee?”

 “Milk and two sugars,” he adds.

 Thessaly orders and pays for their drinks at the cashier, and then waits at the end of the counter while checking her phone for Facebook notifications. Her shoulders drop and her face saddens as she slides her phone back inside her pocket. Forming a polite smile, she takes the drinks from the barista and heads back to the table.

 “It’s packed in here, huh?” Thessaly jokes.

 Seth pulls out the chair next to him and pats the seat. “Talk to me. No jokes, no shop-talk, no Game of Thrones book discussions – just us.”

 Swirling the caramel around in her drink and biting the inside of her lip, Thessaly sits next to Seth. With a wily smile, she whispers, “Tyrion is a Targaryean.”

 “Zip it!”

 Thessaly takes a sip of her iced latte and crosses her leg. Placing the orange cup back on the table, she probes, “Have you ever been in love?”

 “Love? Honestly, I’m not sure. I think I know what it would feel like to love someone, but I’ve never experienced that feeling. What about you?” Seth counters.

 “Yeah, definitely. But I guess it’s not really love love if I’m the only one that feels that way.”

 “That college boyfriend that works in finance?”

 Thessaly nods as she stares out the window. “We have dinner occasionally, and sometimes there are moments when he cares deeply about me, and sometimes there’s more,” she says, twirling her straw. “But I think about him all the time – like when I see a penny on the ground, or a squirrel eating pizza crust. I see Mason everywhere.”

 Without Thessaly noticing, Seth furrows his brows and snorts. But realizing that she’s serious, he offers, “Maybe it’s time to move on.”

 “Maybe,” Thessaly mutters. “But we were good together – we were comfortable.” She chokes back a few tears and stutters, “We were uncomplicated. I don’t know what love is if it’s not easy.”

 Seth sighs and leans forward to rest his arms on the table. “Can I ask what happened?”

 “Nothing major. We were and then we weren’t.” Circling her finger over the lid of the coffee, she adds, “Mason decided one day that we needed to pursue lives in New York without being a couple. That we would always fall back together when the time was right. Can I tell you a secret?”

 “Kinky sex?”

 “Never! I obsess over his Instagram account – he’s so happy without me.”

 Seth groans and lowers his voice. “No, Tess.”

 Blushing, she admits, “I know. I’m pathetic. I’m pretty much a stalker.” Thessaly slurps her coffee and then slams the cup on the table. “There was a Duke Business Alumni dinner at the Bowery Hotel in March and I didn’t think he would show – totally an event beneath him. And it’s not like we discussed it or anything. But guess who shows up late to the dinner? Mason and his gorgeous date wearing a tiny cocktail dress. I was wearing a Hillary Clinton pant suit.”

 “Damn, that sucks, Tess.” Seth bangs the table like bongo drums. “Okay, I guess this is the part where I make you feel better by offering sage advice.”

 “I know what you’re going to say – I need to move on. Out of sight, out of mind or something vaguely prolific.”

 Seth slaps the table, shaking their drinks. “Yes, move the fuck on! Unfriend him. Unfollow him. And for fuck’s sake, Tess, all squirrels dig the crunchy delight of pizza crust. Stop assuming that the universe is giving you signs.”

 Thessaly laughs. “Your advice is to erase him from my life? And then what?”

 “If you remove certain toxins from your daily routine, then your body will experience things more freely.”

 “That’s a little severe. Mason isn’t toxic.” She squirms.

 “Let me put this in a way you can understand.” Seth grabs Thessaly’s orange cup and shakes it. “If you were to remove the sugar, caramel, extra caramel, and milk, the stuff that makes it easy for you to consume, then you would be able to taste the actual espresso bean. Natural and tart, a little acidic, but quite rich. But you like covering things with sweetness because it’s easier.” Seth points his finger and gives Thessaly a stern look. “Give bold a chance, Tess.”

 “Give bold a chance, huh? Then ask Meg out!”

 “Touché.”

 Thessaly’s smile fades, thinking of all the wasted hours she spent pining for Mason. Studying his pictures, memorizing his LinkedIn profile, searching for ways to prolong their connection, and hoping for the future he once promised. Sighing, she concedes, “I guess you’re right.”

 “Give me your phone,” Seth orders. “We start now.”

 Standing from the table and removing her phone from her pocket, Thessaly whines, “I meant theoretically! We need to go anyway – it’s almost nine.”

 Seth tosses the garbage and recycles their cups while Thessaly scrolls through her emails.

 “Hey, I need to pick up the new labels at the print shop on Frankfort.”

 Over his shoulder, Seth replies, “I have to run back to The Hive and grab the jam wagon.”

 “Shit, Seth! You better hurry.”

 Thessaly and Seth file through the door and out onto the sidewalk, smack in the middle of a hurried rush of morning commuters.

 Digging in his pocket for the store key, Seth says, “I’ll leave my pantone color deck behind the counter. The colors I chose for the website have smiley face stickers.”

 Walking backwards in opposite directions, they continue to shout off a list of reminders to one another.

 “The compote! Ask Lois to jar half and store the other half in the fridge.”

 “Tell Meg to stay away from Cherry Bomb.”

 “Take a short video at the market and I’ll post it to the website.”

 “I want a BLT with avocado for lunch,” Seth demands.

 Nodding and waving him off, Thessaly turns and walks toward Frankfort Street.

 In a rush, Seth cups his hands around his mouth and roars, “Hey, Tess?”

 “Hey, Seth,” she answers, spinning around and walking backwards.

 “Stay bold, Pony Boy. Stay bold.”

 Laughing, she corrects, “I think the phrase is, stay gold, Pony Boy.”

 “Nope – stay bold.”
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 “Yeah, I like nice things. I work hard, so why shouldn’t I enjoy the very best? Money buys happiness. Or at the very least, money makes me happy.”
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 Chapter Four

 Same Day Delivery/No Surcharge

 Glancing at the time on his titanium watch, Mason Andrews opens the door to the upscale floral shop on Nassau Street. Inhaling the aromatic mix of fresh flowers and sub-zero air-conditioning, he approaches the counter and rings the bell.

 “Hello?” he says.

 Appearing from behind a floral curtain leading to a storage room, a gorgeous woman in her early thirties approaches the counter. Mason immediately runs his eyes over her petite frame, carefully following the shape of her hourglass curves while leaning against the counter.

 Smiling, she positions her long, brown hair over her shoulder, and then takes a single rose bud and fastens it above her exposed ear. “Hello,” she replies. “Can I help you?”

 “Yes. I’d like to send a gift,” Mason answers.

 “Do you have any flowers in mind?”

 “Pink.” He smirks.

 “Is this a gift for a girlfriend?” she asks, arching an eyebrow.

 The complexity of that question forces Mason to consider the actual definition of his relationship with Thessaly. When they met as college freshman at a fraternity party, their attraction was immediate. He was intrigued by her refined personality and delicate features, and she liked having a confident and ambitious athlete by her side. Thessaly was different from the other girls Mason had dated – she was sweet and classy, and naturally pretty. But Thessaly could also drink liquor like a frat boy, and her sexual appetite complemented Mason’s need to constantly get laid.

 For seven years, they were friends and lovers – but rarely sharing intimacy beyond sex. They were a couple, and they each contributed to their pre-determined roles. And even now, as Mason gazes at the exotic beauty with the impressive body standing before him, he only imagines a future with Thessaly by his side.

 Literally.

 “She’s a very special person,” he finally answers.

 “Then you’ll need peonies.” She turns toward a wicker rolling cart and takes a bucket of large, delicate blooms. “From my garden in Bridgehampton.” She smiles. “The blush color is so light and feminine – do you think she would like something like this?”

 “I do. Tess loves pink.”

 Proud of his selection, Mason makes arrangements for the flowers to be delivered to Thessaly’s store – a romantic gesture to kick start the next phase in their lives. The few friends that know of his intentions, question why he would give up the playboy lifestyle of Wall Street to settle down with his college girlfriend.

 His answer?

 “To quote Jerry McGuire, she was loyal.”

 Mason pays for the flowers, smiling at the seductive florist, and then takes out his phone to text Thessaly.

 Mason: Dinner tonight?

 Several blocks away, as she’s leaving one of the Seaport’s original printing shops, Thessaly stops on the sidewalk and studies her phone. She lowers her sunglasses over her eyes, almost as if she’s blinded by the text. Several pedestrians, unprepared for the interruption in the flow of traffic, swerve around her mumbling nasty expletives. A woman bumps into her shoulder, causing her to drop the package of freshly-printed labels.

 “Tonight?” she whispers to herself.

 Unaware that she’s missing the envelope, Thessaly take a few steps forward and shouts, “Why dinner?” Stopping abruptly and trying to type a response, a man taps her shoulder and passes her the envelope. She tucks it under her arm as the man mumbles under his breath with a deep scowl.

 With her head down, plagued with anxiety, Thessaly continues along the sidewalk like a tourist with an outdated map. Her footing is jumbled, her balance is off, and she misses the crosswalk to Fulton Street.

 “Lady!” someone barks.

 In a daze, Thessaly looks up to discover she’s standing on the mechanical lift to a seafood delivery truck. “I should want bold, right?” she asks the delivery man while taking a few awkward steps sideways to get to the crosswalk.

 Trudging through a swamp of sweaty people, Thessaly finally makes it to the yellow door of The Hive. She extends her free hand to pull the lever of the main door, but it’s met with another hand – large and tan compared to her bony, alabaster skin.

 “Allow me,” offers a smoky voice.

 “Huh?” Thessaly shifts her weight and slides her phone in her pocket.

 “Aren’t you going in?” he inflects with sarcasm.

 Turning to acknowledge the polite gesture, Thessaly tries to form words. “Yaw-eh.” Her reply incomplete and muddled, she’s now a speechless idiot with a gaping mouth.

 The smiling stranger holding the door towers over her, at least five inches taller than her five-nine frame. He’s lean and muscular – dominating without being a beefcake. His hair is the color of candied pecans, and his eyes mimic the shade of Midnight Blue from a box of Crayola crayons. Leaning closer, Thessaly inhales his intoxicating scent of sea salt and musky masculinity while trying to form a smile. Her eyes wander, from his perfect teeth, to his snug-fitting T-shirt, and then back to stare into the deep waters of his blue eyes. And he does the same – mentally checking off the amazing qualities of the slender blonde blocking the doorway.

 “I’m melting,” he declares quietly.

 So am I, thinks Thessaly.

 In a swift motion, he brings his other hand between them, shaking it gently, and then raising it to his lips. Thessaly watches with delight . . . gazing as his mouth swipes his thumb . . . fantasizing as his tongue circles a scoop of soft, pink ice cream . . . dissolving as he takes a tiny bite, not with his teeth, but by pinching the ice cream between his lips. Eventually, the sugar cone completely disappears inside the grasp of his large hand, making the action even more sensual – a necessary tactic in which the mouth just takes what it wants.

 “Shall we?” he asks, nodding toward the door.

 Blushing, Thessaly bobs her head robotically as she walks through the vestibule. Leaving him to roam the shelves of blueberry jam, she bolts straight to the counter and exhales deeply.

 Behind the register, Meg looks up from her iPad and smiles. “Tess? You’re flushed. Humidity is not your friend.” She returns her attention to the tablet and adds, “Lois had a family emergency – she left about an hour ago.”

 Placing the envelope of labels and her polka-dotted clutch on the counter, Thessaly asks, “Is everything okay with Lois? I’m concerned.”

 “I’m not sure, but she seemed really stressed.” With a devious smile, Meg strikes the screen of the tablet violently. “God, that Seth,” she mumbles. “He’s the most annoying child sometimes.”

 “What’s up?” Thessaly asks, watching as the man with the ice cream cone picks up a jar of infused honey and holds it to the sunlight.

 “He wants lunch and company. Do you need me here?” Meg snaps her fingers in the air and quips, “Earth to Tess?”

 Thessaly pivots so that she’s face-to-face with Meg. The two women are pressed closely against each other, an image Seth would kill to see. “Look over my shoulder – discreetly!” she demands through an excited whisper.

 Meg leans to the left and surveys the showroom. “Gray T-shirt?” she asks.

 Thessaly nods.

 “Da-yum!”

 “What’s he doing?” whispers Thessaly.

 “He’s carrying a shopping basket.” Meg pauses and lowers her voice. “He just placed a jar of jam – apricot, no peach – inside the basket. Nice forearms.” Another pause. “Okay, that’s hot, Tess, really sexy.” Meg’s eyes expand as her volume returns. “Holy hotness, he devoured a sugar cone in two bites. Shit!” Meg ducks behind Thessaly. “He’s looking over here!”

 Leaving her friend exposed, Meg darts into the kitchen, the door flapping behind her from the hard push. Thessaly takes a deep breath and then spins around.

 Bold, Tess, be bold, she chants.

 “Hi. Is this your store?” He places a basket filled with random items on the counter and picks up a petri dish near the register.

 “That’s raw honeycomb,” Thessaly asserts.

 Placing the delicate object back in its place, the man leans against the counter and smiles. “I’m familiar.” His mouth curls slightly to the left, just enough to make him appear naughty. “Let’s start over. I’m Levi, and you must be Tessaly, or Shelby?”

 Confused by Levi’s assumptions, Thessaly hesitates before replying. “It’s actually pronounced Thes-sa-lee, but everyone calls me Tess. My little brother is Shelby – how did you know our names?”

 Raising his eyebrows and pointing over his shoulder to a family photograph, Levi adds, “That’s you, right – in the overalls and Doc Martens?”

 Thessaly quietly whimpers as she realizes that the picture Levi’s referring to was taken during the unattractive phase of her adolescence. It’s a typical photo of farm life – Kip and Shelby standing in the bed of a pickup truck with crates and buckets. A cardboard sign leaning against the back bumper that reads: Sinclair Farm. Kip – President, Thessaly – Vice President, Shelby – Treasurer. Perched on a bucket near the sign, is a teenaged Thessaly, dressed in overalls, combat boots, and a face with enough angst to start a girl band. The only reason the photograph is hanging in her store is because she loves the field of sunflowers in the background.

 “The tomboy with the scowl? Yep, that’s me.” She reaches into the wire basket and removes the jars of jam. “Good choice, peach is my favorite. I add a dash of cinnamon to the recipe,” she blurts without thinking.

 Impressed, Levi confirms, “Wait, you make the jam and honey here?”

 Relieved that he appears interested, Thessaly answers, “Most of it. I buy local fruit and prepare the jam in the kitchen. The honey comes from my family’s farm in Asheville, but sometimes I infuse seasonal fruits and herbs into the raw honey.” Thessaly pauses, studies Levi’s perfect smile, and fights a fit of nervous laughter. “It’s really simple.”

 “Tess, can I be honest?”

 “Maybe.”

 “I really don’t need four jars of peach jam. And six jars of honey seems like a lot for a single guy.” Picking up the expensive set of sterling silver jam spreaders, Levi adds, “And what do I do with these fancy little knives?”

 “Okay, we can put a few things back.” Thessaly lowers her head, slightly offended, but mostly embarrassed.

 “Thing is, I followed you in here.”

 “Oh?”

 “Well, not like a creeper. You bumped into me – at the crosswalk. I almost dropped my cone.”

 “I was distracted,” she defends.

 Meg charges from behind the kitchen door, flashes a sly smile, and then bursts out in song. “This piggy is going to the market!”

 With a high, crackly pitch, Thessaly shouts, “Um, have fun.”

 As she passes Levi, Meg cranes her neck to check him out. Stopping at the screen door, she spins around and mouths, holy shit, that ass, before turning to leave the shop.

 Wanting her undivided attention, Levi moves directly in front of Thessaly and clears his throat. He smiles, and she smiles, and then he repeats, “So, Tess, you bumped into me.”

 “And I’m sorry! I can offer you something at a discount – but since you don’t need jam, would you be interested in a cookbook or a honeypot?”

 “Yours?” he asks with a smirk.

 Blushing, Thessaly sputters, “Le Creuset.”

 “I meant the cookbook.”

 “Oh,” she says.

 Crossing his arms and showcasing his tan, muscular forearms, Levi asks, “How ’bout you go out with me and we call it even?”

 “Oh, I um, have these new labels and cornbread . . .” Thessaly trails off.

 Furrowing his brows and scratching his chin, Levi says, “Huh, I don’t know what that means.” Reaching for his wallet, he removes a business card and slaps it on the counter. “But cornbread has to be the best excuse a woman has ever used.”

 Thessaly picks up the plain white card with a single green stripe and reads, “Levi Jones, Director and Managing Partner, Brooklyn Soil.” She glances at Levi and asks, “The rooftop farm?”

 With hooded eyes and a velvety voice, he replies, “So you’ve heard of me?”

 Fighting a smile, Thessaly deadpans, “Sure – most of the fruit I buy comes from your farm.” Testing the frisky banter, Thessaly adds, “And the name Levi Jones sounds familiar, too – like the leader of a religious cult.”

 Leaning against the counter again, Levi whispers, “What if I told you my sister’s name is Dandelion?”

 Thessaly leans toward him and matches his whisper. “I’d wonder if there were marijuana crops in your rooftop greenhouse.” Placing a jar of jam and the set of silver spreaders inside a small, brown shopping bag, Thessaly rasps, “Enjoy your peaches.”

 Levi hugs the bag to his chest with an adorable smirk just as a customer approaches the counter.

 “Is this honey kosher, dear?” asks the lady with brightly-patterned culottes.

 Turning to the customer, Levi asserts, “Kosher honey is great for seasonal allergies.”

 “Oh?” She beams.

 “But you’ll need to buy a ton in order for it to work.” Nodding his head while turning back to Thessaly, he hums quietly, “Gonna eat me a lot of peaches, Tess.”

 Arching an eyebrow, Thessaly places Levi’s business card in the slim pocket of her black pants and hooks the wire basket on her arm. She watches as Levi walks backwards out the door, clinging the paper bag to his chest, and mouthing, “All honey is kosher.”

 Laughing, Thessaly leads the customer to the shelves near the kitchen and says, “This entire wall is kosher and gluten-free.” Replacing the remaining honey jars from Levi’s basket on the bottom row, she adds, “Let me know if you would like a sample.”

 “Oh, yes, please. Try it before you buy it,” the customer sings.

 “Right,” Thessaly mocks.

 Leaving Ms. Culottes to read the ingredient labels, Thessaly wanders to the front of the store to replace the jars of unpurchased jam. As she organizes the shelves and hums, “Movin’ to the country, gonna eat a lot of peaches,” there’s a knock on the large window.

 Turning toward the window, she finds Levi, waggling his eyebrows and grinning mischievously. With the jam jar in his hand, he unscrews the lid, dips his index finger in the sticky mixture, and then methodically sucks the confection from his finger.

 Watching as he licks his lips, Thessaly shouts, “That’s what the fancy knives are for, Levi Jones.”

 “What dear?” interrupts the kosher honey lady.

 “Nothing,” Thessaly mumbles, placing her hand on the window.

 Separated by a single pane of tempered glass serving as both a barrier and a prism of self- reflection, Levi and Thessaly stand on opposite sides of the window – trapped in a suspension of hypothetical outcomes controlled by the fictional rules of a looking glass.

 Declaring what he wants, Levi places his hand on the window . . . and then walks away.
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 Switching hands, Meg asks, “Why am I pulling the wagon?”

 “Because your ass bounces like basketballs when you do it.” Seth teases.

 Schlepping the wagon toward the kitchen, Meg flicks his arm and shouts, “I’m reporting you to management!”

 Trying to get their attention, Thessaly waves her hand and points to the phone pressed to her ear. “Guys, shh. I’m on the phone with Lois.” Seth grabs a stool and sits next to Thessaly to listen. “Sweetie, that’s horrible. What about her dad?” Thessaly continues.

 Seth frowns and shakes his head.

 “Oh, I didn’t know that, I’m sorry. Please take a few days off – Christina needs you.” Thessaly pauses to listen to Lois while picking petals from a wilting sunflower. “Can I stop by this weekend? Okay, I’ll do that – hang in there, Lois.”

 As Thessaly ends the call and places her phone on the island, Seth asks, “Why did you ask about her husband?”

 “Because I didn’t know they were separated!” she shouts defensively.

 “Not separated – the asshole just disappeared. What’s going on with Christina?”

 “It’s not good. Christina stole a lot of cash last week, and then Lois found drugs yesterday.” She sighs.

 Returning from the kitchen with three bottles of water, Meg asks, “It’s drugs, isn’t it?”

 “Yeah, Lois found an entire pharmacy of prescription pills.” Thessaly exhales and opens a bottle of water. “Poor Lois. It can’t be easy being a single mom with a teenager.”

 Seth slouches over the island and rests his head on his arm. “Shit, what can we do?”

 “The only thing we can do right now is support her – she’ll have to make some very difficult decisions in the next few days.”

 Leaning against the island and gulping the remnants of her water bottle, Meg adds, “Agreed. I had a friend in high school that was into hardcore drugs and he would do practically anything for his next fix. His parents eventually pressed charges just to get him into a rehab program. I think his dad eventually had a massive heart attack.”

 “Hey, Meg, please don’t tell Lois that story.” Seth scowls.

 “It’s the reality, dude!” Meg exclaims.

 Fidgeting on her stool, Thessaly requests, “Let’s change the subject. How was the market?”

 “Did you see the video we made?” Seth nudges Thessaly in the side. “Very film-noir if you ask me. And we sold everything but the two jars I gave away to some Swedish tourists.”

 Rolling her eyes, Meg removes a compact from her makeup bag and snickers. “And by Swedish, he means a group of gorgeous blond chicks.”

 “I watched the video! Never underestimate the cinematic appeal of an outdoor market on a gorgeous summer day,” Thessaly jokes.

 “And never underestimate the appeal of overpriced hand-crafted jam in the hipster capital of the world.” Seth stands and pats Thessaly’s head. “Let’s go, ladies. I’m starving.”

 “You coming, Tess?” asks Meg, applying pink lip gloss.

 “Oh, I need to catch up on a few things in the shop.”

 Frowning, Seth whines, “Turning me down is getting old, Tess. Change it up occasionally.”

 Wrapping her arm around Seth’s waist, Meg pouts her glossy lips and teases, “Poor Seth, always getting shot down by beautiful women. Hey, Tess, what happened with that ice cream guy?” Meg’s eyes flutter as she waits for an answer.

 “Mr. Softee?” Seth asks.

 “There is nothing soft about ice cream guy!” Meg blurts.

 Casually, Thessaly replies, “Ice cream guy is really cool. He runs Brooklyn Soil – that rooftop farm at the Navy Yard.”

 Clapping her hands, Meg shouts, “He’s perfect! You can trade stories about crops and shit. Did he ask you out?”

 “He did, I think. And as soon as I’m not bogged down with the Wild Honey launch, maybe I’ll call him.” Thessaly stands from the island and nudges her friends toward the door. “Go have dinner and relax – y’all did good work today.”

 Seth bites the air. “You’re so sexy when your deep-fried accent seeps through.”

 Laughing, Thessaly quips, “Go on. Git on outta here, boy.”

 Over her shoulder, Meg reminds Thessaly of the following day’s schedule. “Wedding planner at two – I’ll help you set up in the morning. Good night, Tess.” Meg shoves Seth out the door and locks it behind her. Normally Meg would stay and help Thessaly prepare for a tasting at The Hive, but something about the cool breeze and the promise of lobster rolls steers her away from the shop. But more than likely, it’s the company of a redheaded Jewish computer geek that excites her.

 As soon as her friends leave, Thessaly syncs the Bluetooth speakers to a Spotify playlist they would find ridiculous – John Mayer, Mumford and Sons, and some Indigo Girls thrown in for folky-fun. Swaying her hips to the sexy bass notes of Marcus Mumford, Thessaly wipes the marble counters with a checkered dish towel while dancing around the island.

 In the kitchen, she flips a batch of cooled cornbread onto a small butcher block. Taking a beehive-shaped cookie cutter, Thessaly cuts five individual servings of cornbread, and then carefully places them on a platter to be warmed before tomorrow’s meeting. Scraping the leftover crumbles into a basket for Seth to eat for breakfast, she then covers everything loosely with plastic wrap.

 Opening the cabinets, Thessaly selects a set of magenta glasses for the peach tea that will brew overnight. She also grabs four black dessert plates, the color being the perfect contrast against the golden cornbread and colorful jams. After placing the dishes on a wicker tray atop the workstation, and adding four yellow napkins, Thessaly rummages for a sleeve of Starburst she keeps hidden in a canister above the stove.

 While removing the yellow wrapper of the unpopular lemon square, her phone buzzes on the counter with an incoming text.

 Mason. She sighs, glancing at the vase of peonies that were delivered to her earlier.

 Mason: Dinner?

 Staring at the text while the tart juice of the lemon Starburst seeps from the corner of her mouth, Thessaly makes a bold decision.

 Tess: I can’t tonight.

 She opens the dreaded orange square next, always saving the red and pink for last. Popping it into her mouth, Thessaly’s phone dings.

 Mason: I’ll come to you.

 Knowing that he usually does whatever he wants anyway, Thessaly agrees.

 Tess: My apartment in an hour?

 Mason: I’ll bring wine.

 Thessaly doesn’t respond to the last text, wondering why the man she spent seven years with would bring wine to a girl that hates grapes. Cupcakes, pie, even Sno-cones would have been a more natural gift for Thessaly Sinclair.

 Shutting off the lights to the kitchen, but distracted by the wilting sunflowers on the island, Thessaly presses the record button on her phone. “Switch the flowers.”

 She powers off the speakers, latches the screen door, shuts off the tiny chandelier in the vestibule, sets the security alarm, and then locks the outer steel door behind her. Seth’s bike is still leaning against the window, so she checks the U-lock attached to a pipe, and then makes her way up Fulton.

 The last time Mason came to her Pearl Street apartment, they had unemotional, senseless sex. Less than a year ago, Thessaly was dining with a family friend at a Downtown restaurant when Mason staggered into the bar with a group of stockbrokers in custom suits. Mason noticed Thessaly immediately, always drawn to her light hair and fair skin – my naughty angel, he often called her.

 But he didn’t approach her. Instead, he sent a drink to her table – strawberry vodka lemonade rimmed with extra sugar.

 “From an admirer at the bar,” the waiter had said.

 Thessaly knew instantly who sent the drink, as this was the exact cocktail she ordered on their first night in Manhattan – the same fruity drink Mason teased her about for months. She thanked the waiter and continued the dinner with her friend. But as the evening progressed, and a few glances were exchanged between Thessaly and her admirer, the sexual tension became unbearable. Declining dessert and saying goodbye to her friend, Thessaly eventually made her way to the lounge. She quietly sat at the opposite end, ordered a cocktail of pineapple vodka, threw it back in two gulps, and then slapped a ten on the bar. Full of confidence, she went straight for what she wanted. But as she tapped Mason on the shoulder, her heart raced and her skin prickled with a fiery twinge. They were not a couple anymore, and most likely, never would be again.

 “Hiya,” he’d slurred.

 “Hey,” she’d replied.

 “Let’s get out of here,” he’d demanded.

 Taking her familiar hand, Mason led Thessaly through the group of colleagues, knowing the immature assholes would high-five each other in his wake. Once they were outside the restaurant, the two former lovers kissed – Thessaly’s breath sweet and fruity, and Mason’s lips burning from the expensive brandy. Their arms groped each other tightly while their hands teased and fondled their favorite spots. Walking the two blocks to Thessaly’s apartment was painfully intolerable, so as soon as they entered the elevator in her building, clothes were ripped and removed.

 And then they fucked.

 Against the door. On the couch. And hunkered over the steps leading to her elevated bed.

 It had been a night of carnal pleasure shared between two strangers that sort of loved each other. There was a level of trust that allowed them to cross every conceivable boundary yet still remain comfortable.

 Lying in bed, sated yet confused, Thessaly quietly asked Mason the important question. “What exactly happened?” she’d probed.

 “You didn’t touch that stupid drink. I saw you differently – you weren’t Tess Sinclair the adorable honey heiress, you were a sexy woman I wanted to fuck,” he’d explained flatly.

 Had she changed? Or had she actually conquered New York on her own? Either way, Mason had tested her intentions and gave her hope all in the same breath that night. And even now, as she crosses the street to meet her former lover in control of their confusing relationship, Thessaly wonders if she should quickly shave her legs and change into a lace thong, or make some biscuits with honey butter and get out the wedding magazines.

 Approaching the steps to her apartment building, Thessaly spots the man with the peacock feathers lounging on the tiny camping stool against the wall of the next building. Stretching out his long, tan legs, he glances at Thessaly, and then returns his attention to a cardboard sign in his lap.

 Walking toward him, Thessaly says with a friendly smile, “We meet again.”

 Looking up from the cardboard sign briefly, the man smirks. Returning his attention to the sign, he takes a long string, wraps it around the end of a marker, pierces a hole through the cardboard, and then ties the string to the sign. Flipping it around and displaying it on the wall beside him, Thessaly bends to read the text.

 LOVE IS ____________

 The man offers Thessaly the marker, but she retreats in fear.

 Not wanting to scare her away, the man tries to lighten the mood by writing: Starbucks.

 Embarrassed and offended by his attempt at humor, Thessaly backs away from the alcove and rushes to the safety of her apartment building.

 Asshole. He doesn’t know me.

 Love is Starbucks? Ha! With extra caramel, maybe.

 What is love?

 Love is . . .

 “Love is a battlefield,” she blurts.

 Taking the stairs to clear her head, Thessaly tries to imitate Pat Benatar, but her pitchy voice echoes throughout the stairwell. When she reaches her floor, she grabs an invisible microphone and performs a dramatic finale before opening the door.

 Inside her apartment, Thessaly lights a candle that promises to bring the allure of a Bahamian vacation, lowers her shades, and powers on the Bose speakers. Dancing to her favorite R.E.M. song, she removes her bra and changes into a flouncy kimono shirt and red leggings. Pleased with her casual yet chic attire, she darts to the bathroom to freshen up. She brushes her teeth, spritzes on some perfume, and tops off her you-know-you-want-me look by applying ruby red lipstick.

 Hyper but still needing a quick fix, she settles for a can of whipped cream stashed in the refrigerator. Careful not to smear her lipstick, she sprays the cold cream in her mouth and swallows. Replacing the cap to the can, she tosses it back in the refrigerator just as there’s a knock on the door.

 Shit!

 She takes a deep breath and then unlocks the door. Leaning against the door frame with a cocky smile is Mason, dressed in a white dress shirt and loosened tie. He runs his hand through his chestnut hair, and then guides Thessaly back into the apartment with his body.

 “Hey,” he says.

 “Hi,” she replies.

 Dropping a small white bakery box tied with floss to the floor, Mason presses her against the living room wall and breathes into her hair. “Dessert.”
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 “My first acting audition as an adult was for an off-Broadway play in the role of Hooker #2. I didn’t get the part.”
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 Chapter Five

  “But it was good, right?”

 “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know. Debating whether or not it was good is a waste of time – it was sex.”

 “So it was good,” Seth stresses with a grin.

 “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Seth. We can’t do this – I barely like you.” Meg jumps from her bed, yanking the sheet from Seth to drape around her naked body like a giant cape.

 Grabbing his boxers from the floor, Seth slowly stands up and stretches. “Oh, you like me. You like my tongue all over your breasts, and you really like my dick jammed . . .”

 “Ohmigod, no.” Meg shakes her head as she darts to the bathroom. Slamming the door and locking it behind her, she shouts, “You should leave.”

 Meg lowers the sheet and stares at her figure in the full-body mirror behind the door. She hasn’t worked out in years, and it’s slowly beginning to show. Places that used to be firm and tan are now freckled and flabby. Meg cups her breasts and sighs, watching in horror as her boobs lose their perkiness and her stomach puckers.

 “Meghan?” Seth says outside the door.

 “Go home, Seth!” Meg snaps.

 Starting the shower, Meg waits several minutes before getting in. After feeling the vibration of the front door slamming, she jumps in the scalding hot water to wash away her confusing thoughts.

 It was just sex. After a night of mojitos. But Seth is pretty cool. And he likes me. But we work together. And he annoys me. Immature fuck gave me a hickey! We’ll have to forget last night. Can we? The sex was pretty good. And he didn’t seem to mind the cellulite. I need more shampoo. I’ll avoid him for a few days. Maybe he doesn’t like me. What if he ignores me? Fuck, I’m late for work.

 Shutting off the shower and drying off, Meg quickly brushes her teeth and runs some gel through her black hair. Even with the recent weight gain, Meg still has incredible cheekbones that are perfect for her pixie haircut.

 Rummaging through her tiny IKEA wardrobe, Meg removes a blue and black striped sundress and a pair of white Keds. She lathers lotion on her bare legs, scowling at the ridiculous tattoo that sits on her ankle. She’s been known to tell people that the cherries and skull represent the misconceptions of rebellion, but that tattoo is a direct result of her Rockabilly phase during her sophomore year of college.

 Meg applies very little makeup – liquid black eyeliner for her hazel eyes, peach blush for her freckled cheeks, and hot-pink lip gloss for her pouty lips. Fully dressed, Meg grabs the orange juice carton from the refrigerator and takes a big gulp, gagging as the citrus mixes with her minty-fresh breath.

 “Bleh!” She spits into the sink. Patting her mouth with a napkin, she then reapplies her lip gloss and bolts out the door to head to her favorite place.

 Like Seth, Meg needed a job out of monetary desperation. Raised as a privileged snot in an apartment on the Upper East Side, she’d played the role of darling socialite for eighteen years. But instead of boarding a plane after high school graduation to spend the summer abroad, Meghan Victoria Fitzpatrick chopped off her russet hair, dyed it black, sold her Louis Vuitton luggage, enrolled in theater classes at NYU, moved into a Village apartment with two roommates, and began her adventure as Meg.

 Following college graduation, very few auditions called for a sarcastic pixie with a raspy voice, so Meg worked as a ticket agent during the day, and a cocktail waitress at night. It was such a clichéd story, and like every twenty-something single girl in New York City, Meg wanted an original story – a complex narrative fueled by romance and self-discovery.

 Trying to find her groove, Meg spent two years living on tips, going on auditions, and sleeping with any man that could offer something in return. Her life was disappointing, and she’d had enough. So last summer, armed with her laptop and the determination to find an adventure, Meg set up an outdoor office in a public space in the Seaport. While padding her thin resume outside a coffee shop, Meg overheard Thessaly and Seth discussing media strategies for The Hive. She’d thought it was some trendy nightclub which piqued her interest, but when she quickly Googled the store, she was presently surprised. She wanted to be a part of this small business, but what she really needed was to be a part of something. Using an aggressive yet creative approach, Meg blasted every social media platform with catchy hashtags about The Hive. She then emailed her resume and a short cover letter directly to Thessaly that read: #hireme.

 So it was on that cool summer day when Meg approached their table and said, “Hi, did you receive my email?”

 Caught off-guard by Meg’s simplistic beauty, Seth muttered, “What?”

 “Meghan Fitzpatrick?” Thessaly asked, looking up from her phone and the dozens of social media notifications.

 Meg nodded, pulled out a chair, and joined her new co-workers.

 Seth, still unaware of what was going on asked, “What’s going on?”

 Smiling, Thessaly announced, “Meghan, welcome to your first business meeting!”

 Working for The Hive has afforded Meg with great friends, a new studio apartment, and a potential romance with a stable and doting graphic designer. It’s everything the sarcastic rich girl from the Upper East Side ever wanted – plus all the honey and jam she can physically eat. And just like Seth, in three months, she will own one and a half percent of The Hive as a token of her loyal service.

 Leaving her building, Meg places earbuds in her ears and begins a brisk walk. It normally takes her fifteen minutes, but today, eager to be the first to arrive at The Hive, she books it down John Street like a woman being chased. She passes the Beanery, the storefront with the mermaid mannequins, the fresh vegetable stand at the market, and then darts the last block to Fulton.

 Outside The Hive, Meg unlocks the door while glancing at Seth’s bike leaning against the window.

 Could he be the right guy?

 Once inside the shop, Meg switches on the chandelier and props open the screen door.

 “Meg?” Thessaly squeals.

 Losing her footing and catching her fall on the screen door, Meg replies, “Oh, shit, Tess. You scared the crap out of me. Why are you sitting in the dark?”

 Thessaly, sitting at the island with her phone and a pile of Starburst wrappers, pats the stool next to her. “I needed to think, and the sunrise is really amazing from this spot. Here, come sit with me.”

 Removing her earbuds and shoving them in her small bag, she sits down across from Thessaly. “What’s up?”

 “I need to talk about what happened last night before Seth gets here.”

 Flinching slightly at the mention of his name, Meg rambles, “Oh, Seth’s okay, Tess. I mean he’s acceptable. He’s somewhat funny and adequately smart. Last night we just had way too much to drink.”

 Confused by Meg’s sudden admission, Thessaly scrunches her nose and asks, “Huh?”

 “What?” Meg blushes.

 But before Meg can divert the conversation, Seth bursts through the door of The Hive with a Starbucks tray. “Ladies, what’s the topic of chit-chat?” he announces with a cocky smile.

 “I’m not sure,” Thessaly replies, analyzing Meg’s body language.

 “Nothing!” Meg lowers her head and pretends to scroll through her phone.

 Seth places the drink tray on the counter and removes Meg’s iced coffee. Setting it in front of her and gently brushing her bare shoulder, he whispers, “Creamy – just the way you like it.”

 Meg squirms under his touch and laughs nervously. “Ha, um, yeah.”

 Taking her iced latte from the tray and wiping the condensation with a napkin, Thessaly shakes her head. “Can you two just do it already?”

 Seth glances at Meg’s tense shoulders and red cheeks. “I wish, Tess. Meg’s way too good for a guy like me. And I’m completely content knowing I get to see her pretty face at work every day. And on the rare occasion, I get to make her laugh.”

 Meg, head lowered, smiles from ear-to-ear. “What did you want to talk about, Tess?” Meg’s voice cracks as she raises her head.

 “Oh, God, it’s really silly and insignificant, but I saw Mason last night – at my apartment.”

 “You let him come to your apartment?” Seth confirms, pulling up a stool next to Meg.

 “Yep, for a booty call.”

 “Wait, did you just say booty call?” asks Meg.

 Smiling, Thessaly teases, “And what do the hip kids of the Village call it these days?”

 “Personally, I find that hooking up is vague yet classy,” Seth interjects, secretly pinching Meg’s thigh under the counter.

 Thessaly arches her eyebrow and complies. “Fine. Mason wanted to hook up.”

 “End your sentence with yo for emphasis.”

 “Mason wanted to hook up, yo!” Thessaly chirps.

 Meg and Seth smile and demand in unison, “Continue.”

 “So he came by and we messed around a little – but I wasn’t feeling it. Maybe I realized something was missing. Like, where’s the passion? The give and take?”

 “Go on,” Seth instructs while chomping on ice.

 “He had me pinned against the wall,” she reveals, suddenly ashamed. “Anyway, all I could think about was the need for honey sticks.”

 Snickering, Seth asks, “Should I insert a joke now?”

 “I’m talking about honey in sticks. They’re treats.”

 “I bet they are,” he panders.

 “You killed the mood, didn’t you, Tess?” asks Meg.

 “Not even close. Mason is tenacious and always gets what he wants. Very few things will stop him.”

 “Like?”

 “Like, I told him I wanted to date other people.”

 Meg laughs while Seth shakes his head. “Lemme guess . . .” he starts.

 “Now he wants you, right?” Meg snorts.

 “He didn’t want to believe me about the dating, he’s so arrogant, but this morning, he sent me five texts – the five stages of jealousy.” Thessaly reads from her phone in a deep voice. “I love you. We belong together and I was stupid for not seeing that sooner. We have a history and a future. No prick is good enough for you. I won’t wait for you to change your mind.”

 Meg’s jaw drops as Seth whistles.

 “Wow, that’s some lame shit,” Meg says flatly.

 Seth grabs Thessaly’s phone and insists, “Don’t text him back! I want to see how far this goes.”

 Standing from the island, Thessaly yanks her phone out of Seth’s hand. “He won’t give up.”

 “Maybe you need a sexy farmer with a hankering for ice cream to kick his ass,” Meg suggests with a smile.

 “Maybe so.”
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 Using the iPad to research Shelter Island weddings, Thessaly quickly checks Pinterest to gather a few ideas. She always tries to stay away from cheesy puns when it comes to using her products as gifts, and the best way to avoid clichéd phrases is to show an elegant bride how overused that crap really is.

 Aware that her two o’clock appointment arrived early, Thessaly watches as they wander around the store. Overhearing their remarks about the gorgeous packaging of the confections and the exquisite modern design of her shop, Thessaly takes the opportunity to approach the ladies.

 “Hello, welcome to The Hive. I’m Thessaly Sinclair.” Extending her arm and motioning toward the island, Thessaly adds, “We can chat over here.” As the women sit with their designer handbags and remove their iPads and folders, Thessaly signals to Meg standing near the register. Taking her cue, Meg heads to the kitchen to retrieve the glorified refreshments.

 Smiling and arching her Botox-ridden eyebrows, the wedding planner exclaims, “Thessaly, it is so nice to meet you – I’m Mindy Hollis-Klein. We’re absolutely in love with your shop!” Tapping the island in front of the bride, she adds, “Heather and I were discussing how your honey and jams are like little pieces of art.”

 “Thank you,” Thessaly replies, sitting down across from the two women. “I take great pride in my family’s farm – it was only right to share it with the Seaport.”

 Meg arrives at the island carrying a wicker tray of warm cornbread, and a sampling of jams and honey. Thessaly places a small plate in front of each woman with a smile. “I hope y’all are hungry.”

 Heather’s eyes expand with horror, terrified of ingesting unwanted calories before her wedding. “It smells delicious, Thessaly, but I’ll just have a water with lemon.”

 Mindy uses the serving tongs and places a small portion of cornbread on her plate. “Think of this as a tasting, Heather. Jam or honey?”

 Suggesting something lighter, Thessaly offers, “Try the peach-infused honey, Heather. No added sugar and the taste is phenomenal. I also have sugar-free strawberry jam you could spread on a low-fat rice cake.”

 “No, please don’t bother – I’ll rely on Mindy’s impeccable taste. Does the honey come from your family’s farm? I’m so fascinated with the subject.”

 “It does! I receive raw, harvested honey shipments every few months and then I package it in my shop.” Thessaly opens a photo album on her tablet and shows the ladies previous examples of custom products. “Mindy will direct me as to what you’ll want during your reception – from there, we can create almost any flavor and personalized packaging specifically for your wedding.”

 In a hoity voice reserved for the Manhattan elite, Mindy reveals, “Heather’s fiancé owns a lovely property on Shelter Island. Since family and friends from all over the country will be attending, they’re graciously hosting a destination weekend wedding. Every detail is important, as I’m sure you understand.”

 Heather opens an album on her iPad and scrolls through the pictures of the white and blue beachfront estate. “Dennis and I want our guests to enjoy a weekend getaway while attending our wedding. The rehearsal dinner will be outside featuring a feast of an autumn harvest. We’ve planned a pancake breakfast the following morning, lunch in town, boating activities, a trip to the winery, and then on Saturday night, a reception that will impress Julia Pierce. Nothing over the top or pretentious though – Dennis and I want the wedding to mimic an upscale bed and breakfast.”

 “Oh, Heather, it looks amazing – will Julia Pierce be there? I love her columns,” Thessaly adds, glancing in her periphery as a burly delivery man enters her shop.

 “She’s doing a two-page spread!” Heather beams.

 Rising from the island, Thessaly asks, “Two pages? Can you excuse me for a moment?”

 “Of course, dear. I’ll just be sampling this strawberry jam.”

 Joining Meg as she tries to answer the silly questions of a young couple, Thessaly nudges her hip. It never ceases to amaze her that honey and jam can bring so much debate.

 “Hi, you will love the light and fragrant taste of the lavender honey. I’ll have Meg bring you some tea,” Thessaly offers.

 “What’s up?” asks Meg when the couple leaves.

 “Can you bring the wedding chicks some water with lemon? There’s a delivery guy here unloading crates, but I didn’t order anything.”

 Meg glances at the door and shrugs her shoulders. Plodding to the kitchen, she mumbles, “Water and tea.”

 Walking to the front of the store, she watches as a large, hairy man wipes sweat from his brow. “Can I help you?” Thessaly asks with a polite smile.

 “Tess Sinclair? I got your order of white peaches – one bushel.”

 “I think there’s a mistake! I would never order that many peaches.”

 “I only deliver, lady – and I don’t get paid if I don’t deliver. You wouldn’t do that to me, would ya?” Sweat runs down his cheeks like dejected tears while he continues to unload his dolly.

 “But, I, where did they come from?”

 The delivery man stacks the crates of peaches in the front corner of the shop, moaning as he stretches from his rolling cart to the short tower of wooden crates. “Brooklyn Soil.” He pulls out a crinkled slip of paper from the pocket of his plaid shirt and drops it into the top crate. Wiping sweat from his upper lip, he smiles quickly and then scurries out the door before Thessaly can stop him.

 “I didn’t order peaches,” she mutters to herself. Lifting the folded invoice from the top crate, Thessaly reads silently. If you have a dispute with your order, please call Levi Jones.

 Fighting a smile, Thessaly walks toward the kitchen. “I’ll be right with you, ladies,” she says as she passes Mindy and Heather.

 Returning a plastic smile, Mindy replies, “Take your time, dear.”

 As Thessaly enters the kitchen, Seth looks up from the pyramid of stacked jars and frowns. “Tess, you’re flushed,” he teases.

 “Hey, can you give me a minute?” she asks.

 “Sure – but don’t mess with my Jar Jenga.”

 “I wouldn’t dare,” she promises.

 When Seth leaves, Thessaly removes the business card she stashed in the canister with her candy. Dismissing the three new texts she received from Mason, she starts a casual text to Levi. Mid-thought, Thessaly takes the plunge and dials the number to Brooklyn Soil.

 After the third ring, a familiar, gravelly voice answers the call. “Hello, Brooklyn Soil.”

 Her throat dry, Thessaly crackles, “Hi, um, may I speak to Levi Jones?”

 A brief pause is followed by a snicker before he replies, “Levi Jones is currently at a tent revival sacrificing the baby carrots. Can I take a message?”

 Knowing that she’s speaking to Levi, Thessaly decides to play along. “Yes, please leave him a message. Tess Sinclair would like to know what she’s supposed to do with a bushel of peaches.”

 “Levi would probably ask why you speak in third-person.” Pausing for effect, he adds, “And then he’d ask you to dinner.”
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 Chapter Six

 Ms. Sinclair, CEO, The Hive:

 The patent office has received your trademark request for the name, Sinclair Wild Honey. As you are aware, we go to great lengths to secure trademark applications within a timely manner. However, please allow six months for the request to be approved.

 Best of luck in your new venture,

 Christopher Reinhart, Patent Officer

 Cheering quietly and closing her laptop, Thessaly dances to the bathroom to finish primping for her date with Levi. Humming a U2 song and shaking her hips, she removes the loose towel from her head and pats her hair dry. Her golden curls are somewhat limited in styling, but her hair looks amazing when it dries naturally with just a dab of Bumble and Bumble Curl Conscious Defining Crème.

 She scrunches segments of her layered bob while singing the chorus to Wild honey.

 Leaving the bathroom and twirling through the kitchenette, Thessaly makes her way to the small closet. Fishing out a tangerine dress with a price tag, and a sexy pair of turquoise pumps, she commits to being bold by ripping the Nordstrom tag off in a swift yank. She would never wear such a vibrant color with Mason – in fact, he didn’t like her in anything other than the sophisticated classics of black, navy, and a touch of pale pink.

 “Wild honey,” she says, stepping into the dress.

 She tugs at the side zipper and then slides her hands over the curve of her hips. Pleased with her reflection in the floor-length mirror and shocked that she’s a different person with just a dress, she chuckles. Stepping into her pumps and grabbing a small floral clutch, she switches on the overhead fan to cool her apartment, and then locks the door behind her.

 Outside on Pearl Street, the man with the peacock feathers waves in her direction. Feeling confident and bold, she makes her way to his alcove. Keeping a small distance from his impending cynicism, she asserts, “Love is bold.”

 The man smiles, sparkling white teeth rarely seen on the face of a vagrant New Yorker, but then he pulls out his journal and begins to write.

 Slouching her shoulders, Thessaly frowns. “Ugh, what a fucking riddle,” she mutters, turning to walk away.

 Summers in Manhattan mean casual dinners and cold drinks, so Thessaly is meeting Levi at a Seaport pub known for their New Zealand-inspired menu. Although she’s not a fan of lamb burgers or vegetables, or any establishment that doesn’t offer dessert, she’s excited to try a new restaurant on an actual date. But as she walks the three blocks to the pub in a dress the color of a traffic cone, Thessaly fidgets uncomfortably – slouching her shoulders and crawling back into her sweet shell of sugary honeycomb.

 “Tess!” shouts Levi.

 Following the sound of his deep voice, Thessaly crosses the street to find Levi rakishly leaning against a parking sign. Contrary to Thessaly’s loud attire, Levi’s dressed in a black T-shirt and dark denim jeans. Other than his expensive Tag Heuer watch and barber-fresh shave, Levi Jones is every drop of rugged masculinity.

 Levi runs his eyes over the curve of Thessaly’s slender hips, watching as her body sways like an African daisy in a field of Manhattan gray. Uncrossing his arms and walking toward her, he thinks, wildflower.

 “Hey!” Thessaly’s raspy voice is perkier than usual.

 Reaching in for a kiss on the cheek, Levi says, “Our table is ready. Do you like kale?”

 Faking a smile, Thessaly replies, “So, so good.”

 Levi places his hand on the small of her back and leads her through the large opened door to the restaurant. “You lie,” he whispers behind her ear.

 They arrive at a crowded table flowing with IPA beer bottles and buckets of peel-and-eat shrimp. Thessaly’s shoulders drop and her smile fades when she’s met with a group of seated urban farmers staring up at her – three men and two women, all dressed in the same quirky Brooklyn Soil T-shirt. The table holds six chairs, and Thessaly makes seven, so Levi steals an unused chair from the bar and offers it to Thessaly.

 Sitting at least three inches higher than the rest of the group on an elevated stool, Thessaly shrinks in embarrassment.

 Aware that she’s uncomfortable, Levi thinks, she’s wilting. So he leans into her and hums, “You look amazing.”

 The stress on the letter z buzzes through her ear and sends a cold surge down her neck. And whether it’s the sensual vibration of Levi’s voice, or the hope she may escape the lamb burger, Thessaly relaxes with a smile.

 “Guys, I’d like you to meet Tess. She owns The Hive on Fulton.” Levi’s friendly yet authoritative voice hushes the group.

 After a few hellos and I love that place from the table of urban farmers, Levi turns into Thessaly, causing the rough denim of his jeans to scrape against her bare legs. “So yeah, it’s a fairly monumental week for the rooftop farm – we needed to celebrate.”

 “Levi, I understand.” Thessaly nods, glancing over the drink menu placed in front of her. “I just assumed we were on a date,” she adds shyly.

 “Hey,” Levi interrupts.

 As soon as Thessaly looks up from her menu to answer Levi, two waiters approach the table with platters of lollipop lamb chops, grilled chicken wings, and stir-fried kale. They refill the water glasses and remove the buckets of shrimp exoskeletons.

 The shorter waiter hovers near Thessaly and asks, “What can I get you to drink?”

 “Oh, a pear cider would be great,” she answers.

 When the waiter leaves, Levi gently places his hand on Thessaly’s knee, allowing his pinky finger to trace small circles on her thigh. “Hey.”

 Overwhelmed by the heat of his touch and the intense gaze of his indigo eyes, Thessaly utters, “Ha-eye.”

 Locking eyes and counting the shared breaths between them, Levi finally emits a low growl. “Let’s get out of here,” he suggests.

 “But I didn’t get my cider, or the yum-my k-ale,” she says flatly, each syllable choppier than the last.

 Smirking as he stands from the table, Levi offers Thessaly his hand and then turns to address his employees. “Tess and I have plans.”

 “Levi, thanks for dinner, man,” the chubby, bearded hipster on the far left mumbles.

 “Thank you, boss!” the two women chime in unison while filling their plates.

 “Yeah, yeah. This dinner does not mean you get to come in late tomorrow. Eight a.m., folks.” Levi nods and then tugs on Thessaly’s hand. “Ready?”

 “Yes,” she replies, tucking her clutch under her free arm. Turning to look over her shoulder, Thessaly adds politely, “It was nice meeting y’all.”

 Levi leads Thessaly back toward the large door, stopping by the hostess stand to sign the credit card tab. “Can you email me the bill?”

 “No problem, Mr. Jones. Enjoy your evening,” the hostess proffers while returning Levi’s American Express card.

 Thessaly and Levi walk along the crowded sidewalk as a couple completely in sync. It’s a comfortable gait for both, moving to the sounds of the City while dissolving into the blanket of humidity. At the next block, Levi pulls Thessaly in the direction of a shaved ice truck and laughs.

 “What would happen if we ask for every flavor of syrup?”

 “Other than it probably being brown in color? We would experience the tastiest shaved ice on the planet!” she chirps.

 Joining the long line, Thessaly shifts her weight every few minutes, smiling through the pain of blisters forming from her unforgiving pumps. “We’re next,” she says in relief.

 “Do you like shuffleboard?” Levi asks randomly.

 Moving to the counter to order, Thessaly glances at Levi’s profile – watching as he tightens his lips and rubs his chin. “Sure,” she replies.

 Ringing a bell, the young man in the shaved ice truck asks, “What’ll you have?”

 Levi places his arm on the counter of the truck and replies, “You have quite the creative menu. Although, the oatmeal chai surprise sounds a little scary.” Tapping the stainless steel counter, Levi demands, “Here’s what we want – orange, strawberry, lemon, peach, pineapple, and cherry.”

 “So you want all the flavors? That’s our clusterfuck.”

 “Right, but what if we don’t want the blue raspberry?” Levi leans into Thessaly and whispers, “If the shaved ice ends up being the color of your dress, then you have to kiss me.”

 Laughing, Thessaly agrees. “Can we add cream? And gummi worms?”

 “Now you’re livin’, Tess.” Slapping the counter to the beat of the churning ice machine, Levi beckons, “Dude, add some cream. And gummi worms. And two umbrella straws.”

 The young man in the food truck shakes his head and rolls his eyes, clearly at his daily limit with the random demands of the Seaport yuccies (young urban creatives.) Before buying a used food truck, Kirk Diamond was a bartender. Not a very good one – often dropping bottles of top shelf tequila while performing the iconic scene from Cocktail. When he stumbled upon a funky truck at a decent price, he cashed in his savings and set up seasonal rotations in the Seaport. Summer is Kirk’s biggest season, followed by the hard cider frozen treats during the fall.

 As Kirk packs the massive mound of delicate ice into a Chinese food container, people in line start to clap – prompting him to do a few tricks. He drizzles every hue of red, orange, and yellow syrup over the ice while busting a few dance moves from the nineties. The addition of the cream comes last – the grand finale. Kirk cups his hand to his ear, begging for more applause. Once he’s satisfied with the gratitude, he flips the plastic bottle of cream syrup in the air, spins around in a full rotation, and then catches the bottle behind his back.

 The line forming at the truck goes wild and demands more. Kirk simply smiles and places a huge tip jar on the counter. Returning to the icy clusterfuck, Kirk adds the final garnishes – a wedge of pineapple, two gummi worms, two umbrellas, one straw, and one spoon. “Ten bucks,” Kirk announces.

 With a cocky smile and the expression of a victor, Levi takes the carton and passes it to Thessaly. He gives Kirk a ten, and then drops a five in the jar of singles. “Thanks, man.”

 As Levi and Thessaly walk off in the other direction, Levi grabs her waist and spins her in front of him. “Lemme see,” he demands.

 “See what?” she asks.

 Using the plastic spoon, Thessaly scoops the delicate yellow-orange ice into a small bite. She slowly brings the spoon toward Levi, watching as he licks his lips and opens his mouth. Levi leans forward and eats from the spoon, allowing the ice to melt on his tongue while the drops of orange sugar dissolve inside his mouth. “I’d say the color is your perfect match,” Levi whispers.

 “Oh really?” Thessaly teases, parting her lips for a kiss.

 Raising his eyebrows, Levi leans in and kisses Thessaly’s cheek. He takes the carton of ice and moves ahead of Thessaly, dangling a gummi worm above his mouth before ripping it from his fingers.

 Trailing behind him with an annoyed grin, Thessaly shouts, “Hey, Jones, I don’t normally like to follow!”

 Slowing his pace with his elbows out and his chest puffed, Levi smirks. “Oh?” He stops abruptly and pulls Thessaly close to him, one hand on her waist and the other hand holding the carton of shaved ice above her head.

 She smiles and asks, “Can I have some?”

 Nodding his head, Levi lowers the carton to feed Thessaly the wedge of fresh pineapple. He places the yellow tip between her parted lips, quietly groaning as her red mouth pinches the fruity flesh. Staring into each other’s eyes while crowds of people move around them, they smile – a secret smile dedicated to the sensual foreplay of sweet, juicy fruit.

 As they continue their stroll along Front Street, the conversation spans from a television series on Netflix, to the recipe of IKEA’s Swedish meatballs. There’s no stammering or awkward silence – the dialogue seems to flow as if it were written just for them. Thunder rumbles over the river, and the humidity spikes uncomfortably, but the two are so engaged in each other that they fail to realize the scene is changing. Because Thessaly and Levi are simply characters within the bigger story – passing figures on crowded streets, assimilated residents of a vibrant city, and specks of color on a gray canvas.

 Squeezing through a crowd of young New Yorkers, Levi takes Thessaly’s hand and leads her to a row of registration tents. Once a month during the summer, the Seaport sets up an outdoor game night – complete with Pictionary, shuffleboard, Jeopardy! and a free movie. Tonight’s viewing features the witty dynamic duo of Wesley Snipes and Woody Harrelson in White Men Can’t Jump, but the organic popcorn and hand-crafted root beer cost ten dollars.

 Levi picks the middle tent without a line. “We’d like to play shuffleboard,” he declares, adding his name and cell phone number to a clipboard.

 “There’s a thirty-minute wait for a court.” Standing behind one of three podiums designed like the set of Jeopardy! is a young woman wearing rhinestone glasses and a ‘50s diner uniform. She takes the clipboard from Levi and says, “You can walk around or sit in the outdoor waiting room over there. You’ll get a text when the court is available.”

 Levi tosses the shaved ice carton in the garbage and leads Thessaly to the outdoor living room. They grab an empty plastic loveseat facing one of the Seaport’s original boat slips. Thessaly removes her shoes and as gracefully as possible, sits on her leg. Tugging at the hem of her knee-length dress, she catches Levi staring at her legs.

 “Hey!” Thessaly teases.

 “When we met, you were wearing pants – let me enjoy your long legs.”

 “I’m sure it’s obvious I don’t wear dresses much,” she reveals.

 Resting his tan arm on the back of the love seat, Levi leans in to whisper, “I don’t either.” He smiles, dropping his hand on her shoulder. “Although, Dani used to dress me up and call me Laverne.”

 Confused by his ambiguous admission, Thessaly squints her eyes and purses her lips. “Danny?” she asks.

 “Yeah, my older sister.” Levi matches Thessaly’s quizzical expression and then laughs. “Dandelion Jones?”

 “Oh, wow, you were serious?”

 “Yep,” he replies. “Long or short story?”

 “The entertaining one.”

 “Our mom was Amish – like rode in a horse and buggy and churned butter under the candlelight. When she was a teenager, she would sneak off with her friends through the Pennsylvania wheat fields to party with modern civilization.”

 “Like Leanne in season three of Orange is the New Black!”

 “Is she the drug-dealing lesbian?”

 “No, the meth addict that works in the laundry room,” Thessaly replies flatly. “Sorry for the tangent – finish the story.”

 “Fine,” Levi agrees with a sigh. “When she was sixteen, a group of Amish friends accidentally left her behind at a dive bar. That was also the night she met my dad, a drummer for an eighties psychedelic rock band. After crashing with my dad in a trailer for a month, she returned to her parent’s farm, pregnant and scared, and needing their help. A meeting was called with the elders, and without much consideration for the health of my mom, she was shunned. My grandparents gave her a few hundred bucks, a Bible, and then sent on her way.”

 “Amazing. I never realized the culture was so hard on teens.”

 “Right? Well, my dad was only eighteen at the time and completely broke, so he quit the band and got a crappy job in a small town outside of Lancaster. They rented a one-bedroom cottage on the property of a hundred acre farm.”

 “I can see where this is going,” Thessaly says with a smile.

 “Are you picturing me in suspenders and a big hat?”

 “Tossing the hay around with a pitchfork.”

 “You’d enjoy me tossin’ the hay, wouldn’t you?” Levi taps his forehead against Thessaly’s head and continues. “So the old couple on the farm didn’t have any kids, and they just loved my parents. Reba and Chester, I think were their names.”

 “Great names.”

 “Speaking of names . . . usually the first-born Amish child takes the name of an elder, but Mom still had that streak of rebellion running through her veins. So on a stormy spring night, Dandelion Moon Jones was born.”

 “But you got the name of the elder.”

 “Yep, Levi is my grandfather.”

 “So what made her use an Amish custom with you?”

 “A few months before I was born, my parents finally tied the knot. As a wedding gift, Reba and Chester gave the farm to the Jones family on the condition that it never be sold to Hershey.” Levi scratches his chin and stares at the dark clouds in the sky. “I think they moved to Arizona or something because I remember their Christmas cards with Santa and a cactus.” Shrugging his shoulders, Levi continues. “Believing it was a sign in the decency of humanity, Mom and Dad vowed to give that tired farm a new life while helping the people of the community. They even opened their doors to Amish runaways, teaching them how to incorporate the farm life in a modern world.”

 “Did you have a lot of runaways over the years?”

 “Dozens. Mostly young men with beards and very little personality – except Hannah.” Levi waggles his brows and smiles devilishly.

 “Naughty boy. So you lived on a farm just like me, and yet here we sit on a plastic couch on the tip of Manhattan.”

 “Not as long as you, though. We moved to Harrisburg when I was in high school. Dad got a job as an agriculture consultant for the state, and Mom finally fulfilled her dream of owning a small bakery. Looking at my parents now, you would never know that they led former lives as a drummer and an Amish girl.”

 “And what happened to the farm?”

 “Dani and her family live there now. They converted the main estate into a bed and breakfast.”

 “Nice,” Thessaly adds dreamily, staring into Levi’s dark blue eyes.

 “They did a great job – my old bedroom now has a fireplace where I once plastered Hilary Duff posters. We should go sometime.”

 As the thunder booms and a mist leaves the outdoor living room covered in condensation, several couples and groups of friends begin to leave the Seaport. But not Thessaly and Levi, they inch closer to one another, engrossed in their conversation.

 “I’d love to go.” Thessaly places her head on Levi’s shoulder and asks, “So how did you end up in Brooklyn?”

 Levi grins, his teeth blindingly white but his lips slightly tinted orange from the shaved ice. “You first. How did a tomboy from Asheville end up in New York – Downtown even?”

 Thessaly lifts her head from his shoulder, extends her arms and clasps her hands. Cracking her knuckles, she laughs nervously. This is that moment – the one where the truth becomes a part of the story arc. Turning into him, Thessaly admits, “I followed a boy.”

 Levi moves his mouth inches from Thessaly’s lips and whispers, “You don’t like to follow.”

 Caught up in the sexual tension, Thessaly grazes his lips and hushes, “And you?”

 “I nudge.”

 Interrupting their moment, Levi’s phone buzzes with a text message. Frowning, he reads aloud, “Game night canceled due to impending thunderstorm.” Levi looks up from his phone and scans the emptied outdoor space. “Shit, Tess, we should probably go soon.”

 Standing from the plastic couch, Levi offers his hand to Thessaly. One foot at a time, Thessaly squeezes back into her pumps, wincing in pain as she puts weight on her feet.

 “Um, take those off.”

 “What? No, I’m fine. Let’s go.”

 “Take them off, right now.”

 Thessaly’s eyes expand in horror as she screeches, “I’m not walking barefoot, Levi!”

 Another rumble of thunder and a flash of lightning approach the pier. And then the rain starts – buckets of warm water pouring from the heavens like a dunking booth gone awry. Thessaly quietly snickers as she watches the rain drip from Levi’s nose to his chin. His damp black T-shirt clings to his body, revealing a defined, muscular stomach. Thessaly snickers, realizing that her wet makeup must resemble a face of melting wax.

 Looking around the closed Seaport, and then surveying Thessaly’s drenched body, Levi shouts, “C’mon.” In a desperate yet sexy move, Levi swoops Thessaly in his arm and then throws her over his shoulder. She squeals and squirms, but Levi slaps her ass and begins to jog.

 “Where’s your apartment?” he asks.

 “Pearl and Beekman! Like five blocks!” Thessaly shouts against his back.

 After a few blocks, Levi stops under the large canopy of the Fulton Market. He sets Thessaly down and smirks. “You’re really wet, Tess.”

 Thessaly wobbles in her slippery heels and falls into Levi’s chest. He swipes away the wet curl sticking to her cheek, and then runs his thumb over her mouth. Thessaly parts her mouth to speak, but Levi pries her mouth apart so that he can kiss her.

 Bringing both hands to Thessaly’s face to cup her cheeks, Levi backs Thessaly up against the door of the closed market. Pressing their wet bodies against each other, they soak up every drop of rain lingering on their lips. Consumption and hunger, followed by lust and passion – it’s a kiss made for the movies.

 It’s a kiss in the rain.

 Taking a breath and staring into Thessaly’s mascara-smudged eyes, Levi moans, “Ready?” Without an answer, Levi peels her away from the door and lifts her over his shoulder. She doesn’t fight him this time, and she doesn’t even bother with the placement of her dress.

 Glancing at their reflection in the window of the market, Levi smirks as his eyes follow the outline of Thessaly’s lacy thong. He moves his hand to her ass to cover the exposed undergarments, and then takes a deep breath.

 Darting back into the rain, Thessaly’s head smacks against the muscles in Levi’s back. Without thinking, she blurts, “How did you get this body?”

 Levi replies, “Peace Corps.”

 “Impressive. I’m the building on the left – with the glass door.”

 Approaching Thessaly’s apartment building, Levi sets her down gently and takes her hand. “Well, that was fun.”

 “I guess I’ll have to beat you at shuffleboard some other time.”

 “Right,” Levi patronizes.

 “Would you like to come up? I could make some honey vodka lemonade.”

 Sighing, he replies, “Tempting, but I have a busy morning tomorrow. I should get home.”

 “Oh, yeah. Me too. Big, crazy day!”

 Levi leans in to kiss Thessaly, but feeling rejected and embarrassed, she turns her head so that he makes contact with her cheek.

 Taking a step back, Levi mutters, “Tess, I want you.”

 “Okay,” she whispers. “But I’m confused.”

 Levi bites the inside of his cheek while staring at the empty space above her head. After scratching his chin, he locks eyes with Thessaly and smiles. “You know that awesome feeling back on the farm when you’d snatch a peach from a low branch?” Stepping closer and gliding his finger along her damp cheek, Levi lowers his voice to hush. “The skin is like velvet, and the scent is sweetly intoxicating.”

 Thessaly’s mouth puckers like a fish as she follows the movement of Levi’s lips. She wants to be kissed – she wants to be the peach. “Saf-pea,” she mumbles.

 “Yes, Tess, a soft peach,” Levi teases. “Now, an impatient man would rip into the tender flesh and swallow up the golden fruit like a novice – missing all the sweet juice that trails down his hand as he selfishly reaches for another.” Levi kisses Thessaly’s forehead and whispers, “But I will wait,” moving his mouth to her ear, he adds, “until you’re ripe.”
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 “I’ve dug my hands into the earth more times than I can count, and each time, I think I’m saving the world. But there will always be a hunger – humans crave more.”
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 Chapter Seven

 Levi: You’re so sexy when you’re wet.

 Smiling, Levi rereads his text and powers on the treadmill. Removing his T-shirt, he jogs on a slight incline while gazing out the window of his Brooklyn loft. At nearly twelve-hundred square feet, and with ceilings twenty-feet high, Levi’s loft is considered an industrial mansion in the middle of Vinegar Hill.

 Early morning ships and the occasional yacht sail along the East River – it’s normally entertaining, but Levi can’t seem to focus on anything other than Thessaly standing in the rain. He quickly glances at his phone, waiting for her reply – because if he’s right about Thessaly Sinclair, she’ll have a snarky comeback . . .

 Tess: I’m so embarrassed! I never get that wet on a first date.

 Nailed it.

 Slowing the treadmill as he pecks at the screen, Levi thinks of something clever.

 Levi: Then I did something right.

 Tess: Maybe it was my position? Over the shoulder, ass in the air.

 Levi grins, remembering the shape of Thessaly’s cute butt bouncing in the rain.

 Levi: We could do this all day.

 Tess: We could, but I’m running late for a photo shoot @ The Hive.

 Levi: Please tell me you’ll be naked.

 Tess: Topless and covered in honey. The family will be so proud.

 His erection growing, Levi misses a step on the treadmill.

 Levi: Can I stop by?

 Tess: NO! You’ll make me laugh.

 Levi: I’ll bring cupcakes . . .

 Nearly tripping over his shoelace as he types the ellipses, Levi stops the treadmill and sits on the couch. He waits patiently, imagining her smiling at his offer.

 Tess: Deal. I like strawberry with cream cheese frosting.

 Levi: Delicious.

 Tess: And sprinkles. Or like those curls of white chocolate.

 Levi: I’ll see you this afternoon.

 Tess: I may regret this.

 Tossing his phone on the couch, Levi drops to the floor and completes two sets of twenty pushups. Flipping to his back, he folds his arms over his chest and brings his knees to his waist for a set of fifty crunches. He never played organized sports, and he rarely goes to a gym, but the three years he spent in the Peace Corps afforded him with a physical appreciation of general health, and a body with lean muscles that makes all the girls swoon.

 After graduating from Georgetown University with a Bachelor of Science in Business Development with an emphasis in agribusiness, Levi landed a prestigious job with an environmental law firm in Washington D.C. He worked fifteen-hour days as a consultant to lobbyists, pouring his agriculture knowledge into projects he didn’t believe in. So one night, after beers with a few of his buddies from college, they made a drunken pact to volunteer for the Peace Corps. Whether or not the other guys actually applied, Levi will never know, but he did – and within a year, he packed his bags and shipped off to Belize.

 Broken Spanish, weekly immunizations, and a bout with dehydration were mild setbacks to the rewarding experience of watching a community harvest a small crop. Along with three other American Peace Corps volunteers, Levi led a team of ten farmers in the agribusiness community project. His main objectives were to teach families financial literacy, like bookkeeping and report analyses, and to facilitate product development through marketing.

 In the midst of helping the world become a better place, Levi met a beautiful girl from California. Taylor Johnson was a former Miss California, a graduate from Berkeley in Women’s Studies, and the daughter of a Congressman. Levi and Taylor would have been the perfect couple – future leaders changing the global perspective of farming and business. But once they left the adventurous bubble of Belize and settled into the normalcy of Brooklyn, the relationship once fueled by wanderlust, soon became an awkward friendship.

 Taylor eventually moved back to California to work as a liaison to the Mexican government, and Levi started Brooklyn Soil with a silent business partner. Within twenty months of opening the doors, Levi has elevated the rooftop project into an actual business with satellite farms all over New York City. But it’s his humanitarian projects that bring him the most joy – well, that and the six-figure income for doing something he loves.

 Cooling down with three minutes of jogging, Levi powers off the treadmill and heads to the industrial bathroom. He removes his sneakers and his running shorts, and then steps into the lukewarm shower – another side effect of living modestly in Belize for twenty-seven months. Quickly washing his hair and scrubbing his body with an organic blue agave blend, he stands under the large ceiling-mounted shower head, closes his eyes, and strokes his hard shaft.

 Sex in the rain, he thinks. With Tess. Dripping wet. The smell of summer. Warm. Hot. Hot sex. Breasts. Take her from behind. Take her. Mmm. Pummeling her sweet ass. Oh, Tess.

 Levi stops and opens his eyes – another trick he learned in Belize from using an outdoor shower with horrible plumbing. No PCV wanted to be the one held responsible for clogging a drain. He quickly adjusts the water to a freezing temperature and rinses off his soapy body. Finishing his shower, he steps onto the slate floor and grabs a towel. Wrapping it loosely around his waist, Levi applies deodorant and a spritz of woodsy cologne. Moving through the loft, Levi grabs a coconut water from the refrigerator, and then shuffles to his closet.

 Selecting a white dress shirt and a pair of steely-blue dress pants, Levi dresses the part of a young businessman. He forgoes a tie, opting to keep his appearance less intimidating than the group of lawyers from the Afghani Alliance.

 He clasps his watch on his right wrist, weaves a brown belt through the loops of his slacks, and then sits on his bed to pull up his socks adorned with skateboarding chickens. Stepping into his brown leather wingtips, Levi guzzles the coconut water and recycles the cardboard container.

 Back in the bathroom, he brushes his teeth, applies a small amount of product to his thick, candied-pecan hair, and pops open the top button of his dress shirt. Making his way toward the galvanized steel door, he grabs his phone from the couch, and an apple from a handmade, South American bowl in the kitchen.

 The industrial loft sits on the fourth floor of a converted mechanical warehouse. When he bought the space last year, he wasn’t trying to be hip or in front of the trends, he simply wanted to be close to the farm. The building is geographically located in a neighborhood referred to as Vinegar Hill, a tiny section of DUMBO, situated under the Manhattan Bridge with views of Downtown and the Brooklyn Navy Yard. At one point, there were only two residents living in his entire building – now the complex is maxed at thirty occupied lofts, and a new building permit to install a rooftop pool.

 Stopping by the only deli in the neighborhood, Levi buys a newspaper, two egg whites on a whole wheat bagel, and a small bottle of Tropicana orange juice. “Hey, Mr. Bertucci. Any plans this weekend?” He places ten dollars on the counter and smiles at the man behind the register.

 “Nah, family is in Sicily,” Mr. Bertucci replies, returning his change.

 “That must be nice – TV all to yourself I bet.”

 Mr. Bertucci bags Levi’s breakfast, throwing in a pack of Trident, and says, “I’d be a bad guy if I said I didn’t miss them, but catching up on House of Cards while drinking regular beer is nice.”

 “I hear ya. Enjoy your weekend!” Levi grabs the bag and newspaper and heads out the door.

 Arriving at the main office with the only access to the rooftop, Levi shoves the last few bites of egg sandwich in his mouth. He pockets the gum, gulps the orange juice, wipes his mouth, and then tosses his trash.

 “Good morning, Mr. Jones. You have a group of middle school campers arriving for a tour in thirty minutes.”

 Patting the receptionist desk forged from an anchor, he says, “Thanks, Gayle. Page me when they get here?”

 Gayle smiles and replies, “No problem. And your meeting with the Alliance has been rescheduled for eleven-thirty. I’ll have Robert set up the south boardroom.”

 “Very good,” Levi replies, walking toward the elevator.

 Stepping out onto the roof, he stops by his adjacent office and tosses the newspaper on his desk.

 “Dude, you missed the best fucking lamb chops.” Travis, the chubby hipster from Williamsburg, pops his head in Levi’s office and chuckles.

 “Yeah, yeah.” Sorting his mail, Levi adds, “You doing anything around nine?”

 “Nothing on the schedule, although, Carlos is showing me how to ferment Chilean moonshine.”

 “White bucket in the kitchen?”

 “For sure, dude!”

 “Label it.” Levi hands Travis a lanyard with a keycard and adds, “And do the nine o’clock tour.”

 “But I hate kids,” Travis whines.

 “Be nice. These kids belong to an inner-city science club – give them a little rooftop joy. Cool?”

 “Fine, boss.”

 “And close the door,” Levi adds.

 Sitting at his desk, Levi pulls out his phone to send a text to Thessaly.

 Levi: What are you wearing for the photo shoot?

 Tess: A bee costume.

 Tess: What are you wearing?

 Levi: A smile.
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 “Anything else you want, on Twitter?” asks Meg.

 Thessaly follows the photographer’s assistant to the register and looks back over her shoulder to address Meg. “I like that. Simple. And upload that photo with Seth and the Jar Jenga to Instagram.”

 The art director for NY Foodie, Kate Morris, approaches Thessaly with an iPad and confirms, “So Sinclair Honey is your family brand, correct?”

 Trying to answer the question as the assistant applies red lipstick, Thessaly mumbles, “Honey’s from the family farm. Infused here with local fruits.”

 “And what about this new brand you mentioned over the phone? Wild Honey?”

 “It’s launching next week. I have a few samples ready if you want to take photos.”

 “Maybe, let me brainstorm,” Kate mutters as she shuffles to the kitchen, shouting at Seth to bring out the new honey.

 “Mia, hand me the Nikon DX – and you,” the photographer points to Meg, “lower the lights.” The photographer, a middle-aged man with white hair and chartreuse eyeglasses, stands on a small stool to the right of Thessaly. “Look out that large window – think about all the things that make you happy.”

 Placating, Thessaly nods. She stares out the window, watching as a trendy mom pushes a toddler in a stroller, and wondering where they’re going. If she was a mother, she’d take her children for ice cream on the pier. And then maybe a stroll through the market, feeding them strawberries and blueberries while shopping for fresh ingredients for dinner with daddy.

 Mason? she ponders.

 Levi, she imagines.

 And Levi appears.

 Thessaly giggles under her breath as the photographer shouts, “Less happy and more determined.”

 “Okay,” Thessaly apologizes.

 Clicking a few more shots as she lifts jams and honey out of a wire shopping basket, the photographer finally announces, “Done. Let’s shoot your new brand at the island.” He passes his camera to his assistant and then joins the art director in the kitchen. Poor Seth, thinks Thessaly.

 “Ice cream hottie is here,” Meg shouts under her breath.

 “I know,” Thessaly replies, walking to the front to greet Levi.

 Handing her a bouquet of wildflowers and a bakery box of cupcakes, Levi says, “You’re not naked. And you’re not wearing a bee costume.” He kisses Thessaly’s cheek and then whispers, “Why’s it so quiet in here?”

 Laughing, she replies, “It’s a food magazine, not very exciting.”

 “We should change that.”

 Smelling the flowers, Thessaly leads Levi to the center island. “The flowers are beautiful – thank you.”

 “Hey, there.” Meg looks up from her laptop with a mischievous grin.

 “Meg, this is Levi – Levi, Meg.”

 “Hi, Meg.” Sitting on a stool across from Meg, Levi places his hand on Thessaly’s hip and says, “Navy pants and a white shirt?”

 Placing her hand on top of Levi’s, she replies, “This outfit photographs well. And you’re wearing the same thing!”

 Interrupting the flirtatious banter, Meg asks, “Do you want me to stage a breakfast for Wild Honey?”

 “Yes, let’s do it before they do. I want a certain image, ya know?”

 Closing her laptop and standing from the stool, Meg asks, “Any preference?”

 “How about a basket of biscuits and some strawberries?”

 “How about a few hundred peaches?” Meg teases under her breath as she walks toward the kitchen.

 Laughing, Levi says, “Meg is a cool chick. So what’s Wild Honey?”

 “Oh, it’s just a branding move. The saturation in the artisan market forced me to expand my vocabulary.”

 “I like the name – sexy.”

 Arranging the flowers in a yellow vase, Thessaly places it in the center of the island and smiles. “Oh, I don’t know how sexy The Hive can make honey, but there’s definitely a market for sexualized foods.”

 Propping his arm on the counter, Levi asks, “Will the article include some wild recipes?”

 “How’d you guess?” she replies, stroking the sleeve of his shirt.

 “Okay, Thessaly, let’s set up on the island – love the jars by the way. I’m thinking we’ll try breakfast in bed for this segment.” Kate squeezes between Levi and Thessaly and snatches the bouquet of flowers. “Over here, Seth,” she barks.

 “Coming,” Seth replies in a high-pitched voice. Carrying a tray of assorted muffins, cornbread, jars of Wild Honey, and a magenta pitcher, Seth sneaks in a tiny wink as Meg joins him with a basket of biscuits covered with a paisley dish towel.

 “Toss these cheap flowers. Where are the peonies I saw earlier?” Thrusting the vase at Meg, Kate summons the photographer. “Walter! We’re losing the natural lighting.”

 Barreling through the kitchen door with a blueberry scone in hand, Walter blurts, “Then what are we waiting for?” He places the scone on a plate near the register and grabs a Canon with a short lens. “Everyone, move away from the food.”

 Kate grabs Thessaly and Levi’s arms and pulls them to the side. “We’ll get some shots with you two before we end. You’ll be blurred, of course.” Tilting her head as she glances from Levi to Thessaly, she adds, “Seduce me.” And then she storms off to yell at Seth. “Bring in that plate of peppered bacon.”

 With wide eyes and a huge grin, Levi declares, “I’m going to be famous!”

 “Yeah, right,” Thessaly replies, turning around to watch the photo shoot.

 Placing his hands on Thessaly’s shoulders, Levi pulls her back into his chest with a deep sigh. He rests his chin on the top of her head, closing his eyes briefly while he inhales her fragrant shampoo. It’s an innocent gesture, full of sweetness and compassion.

 But just like the honey, sweet things trapped in a glass jar tend to crave a visceral escape.

 Kate snaps her head, looking past Seth and Meg and chirps, “Tess and friend.”

 “Levi!” Seth interjects.

 “Right. Come stand over here and pretend like you’re messing around in the kitchen.” Kate cracks open a cold biscuit and opens a jar of honey.

 Cupping a hand over his mouth, Seth nudges Meg and mutters, “This could get awkward.”

 As Thessaly and Levi crowd the island and pretend to prepare breakfast with pre-cooked food, Kate curses under her breath.

 “You’re practically wearing the same thing! I hate it!” Kate shrieks.

 Approaching them with his camera and a calm face, Walter suggests, “Let me take a few shots first, Kate.” He peers through two different cameras with varying lenses and frowns. “Nope! Too much white. One of you needs to change your shirt.”

 Turning to the assistant, Kate asks, “Do we have wardrobe?”

 “No,” Mia mouths sarcastically.

 “Not a problem.” Without hesitating, Levi unbuttons the sleeves of his dress shirt, yanks it from the waistband of his slacks, pops open the remaining buttons, and then drops it to the floor. Revealing sculpted biceps and a tan chest, Levi shrugs his shoulders and smirks. “Most mornings, this is how I make breakfast.”

 “God damn,” Kate whispers.

 “Lucky bitch.” And because it’s part of her job description, Meg begins snapping photos for Instagram. “For Lois,” she says to a discerning Seth.

 “Good morning, Tess. How about some stale biscuits and waxy strawberries.” Levi grabs Thessaly’s waist and presses her against the cold marble counter of the island. He pins her between his legs, leaving just enough room for Thessaly’s eyes to follow the thin trail of auburn hair along his impeccable stomach.

 Placing a hand behind Thessaly’s head, Levi angles her face to look into her eyes. “Relax,” he says before wetting his lips.

 Thessaly braces herself against the island as Levi kisses the tender skin of her neck. Dragging his mouth along her jaw, he then lands powerfully on her lips. Thessaly flinches, knocking over a jar of Wild Honey and flipping the plate of bacon.

 As they kiss, Walter moves in closer, mindful to capture the essence of the new brand – the messy counter, the spilled honey, and the sexual explosion of two people seamlessly acting on their impulses.

 Slapping her hand on the counter, Thessaly accidentally claws her fingers against the pool of honey. Parting from their kiss, she slowly glides her finger over Levi’s lips, coating them with the golden nectar. He scrapes his lips with his teeth as Thessaly continues to trail her sticky finger down his chest.

 Pressing against Thessaly and smearing honey all over her white shirt, Levi wildly nips at the stretch of skin beneath her ear. In an erratic hush, he pants, “I want to taste you.”

 “Then taste me,” she breathes into his hair.

 “And that’s a wrap!” Kate barks.

 Meg tugs on the waist of Seth’s shirt to get his attention. Breathless, she begs, “My apartment. Now.”
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 Chapter Eight

 “I used to think those phones called Russia,” Thessaly slurs.

 “Because they’re red?” asks Levi.

 Melting against Levi like a wet noodle, she grabs his shoulders and props herself against the wall of the elevator. “I feel sick.”

 “You’ll be fine,” he assures. Wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her closer, Levi asks, “What floor, Tess?”

 “Floorth four,” she mutters incoherently.

 Pressing the button, he says, “When I was a kid, I thought department stores were labeling jeans just for me – until my sister bought a pair.”

 Laughing hysterically as the doors to the elevator open, Thessaly sputters, “I live right there!”

 Levi positions her under his arm, walks her down the hall, and then digs in her clutch for a key. He pulls out a single brass key with a blue ribbon and wiggles it in the knob. Praying that she’s sober enough to know where she lives, he finally unlocks the door.

 Spilling into her apartment, Levi flips on the ceiling fan and a kitchen light, and then carefully moves her toward the couch.

 Falling back on the yellow, velvet sofa and grabbing Levi’s belt, Thessaly quotes, “Take me to bed or lose me forever.”

 Considering the idea, Levi waggles his eyebrows and smiles. But realizing that she’ll be asleep in less than ten minutes, he politely removes her hand from his waist and steps away. Studying her elevated bed and the steep incline of the stairs, Levi makes the decision to carry her to bed.

 Placing one arm under her thighs, and the other behind her back, Levi scoops Thessaly like a baby and totters toward the stairs. She giggles and shakes her clutch in the air, as Levi climbs the steps. He lowers her to the bed and then sits next to her, carefully untucking her shirt as she falls asleep.

 “Don’t be a creep,” he whispers to himself. Rationalizing several scenarios, he decides that her shirt is dirty, and her pants must be uncomfortable, so there’s really only one solution. Unzipping a side zipper and then lifting her back, he slides the frilly white shirt over her head and then tosses it on the floor. The pants are trickier. Unsnapping the waist of her pants, he writhes and twists the stiff fabric, careful not to wake her.

 Dropping the pants to the floor, Levi glances at her bra, pleasantly surprised that her breasts are larger than he originally thought. Looking away, and then quickly looking back, he checks out her underwear and smiles – lace is his favorite.

 Dresses are so much easier, he thinks.

 Before he leaves, Levi removes Thessaly’s phone from her clutch and connects it to the charger on her side table – unable to ignore the text thread from Mason.
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 Waking up with a pounding headache and a churning stomach, Thessaly rolls toward the sound of her vibrating phone and opens her eyes.

 Her mouth parched and her throat sore, she presses the symbol for the speakerphone and croaks, “Hello?”

 “Hey, sis!”

 Recognizing Shelby’s mellow drawl, she places the phone on the pillow next to her mouth. “What’s up, Shelby?”

 “You sound sick – you okay?”

 Thessaly rubs her eyes and pinches her temples. “I’m, you know, I’m sleeping under a fan.”

 “Someone had too much to drink,” Shelby chants loudly.

 Wincing at the volume of the phone, Thessaly moans. “What do you want – I need to get dressed for work.”

 “Would you like a house guest? Or rather, a couch guest?”

 “Who’s coming?”

 “Your favorite brother.”

 “Kip is welcome here anytime.”

 “Lame joke, Tess. My flight arrives around six.”

 “Tonight? Should I pick you up?” Thessaly rolls her shoulders back and yawns.

 “You got a car?”

 “No. It’s just what people say, I guess.”

 “I’ll take a cab. Hey, I wanted you to get your new stuff before next week, so FedEx is scheduled for tomorrow.”

 “How thoughtful. And since you’re the best bro ever, I know you’ll help me unpack the shipment.”

 “Throw in beer and some of those edamame dumplings we had last time, and you got a deal.”

 Writhing at the thought of beer and dumplings, Thessaly swallows back a shallow gasp. “Text me when you get here.”

 “Will do. Take some aspirin, sis.”

 Rolling on her back and peeling her eyelids apart, Thessaly counts the rotations of the ceiling fan to fifty before blinking. “Holy shit,” she croaks.

 Sitting up slowly, Thessaly grabs her phone from the pillow and scrolls through her missed texts.

 Seth: Please tell me you got laid.

 Mason: Did you like the flowers?

 Meg: Do we have a dating policy @ work?

 Seth: Meg and I are secretly dating.

 Shelby: I’m trying to call you. Wake up, TayTay.

 Meg: Meeting with Pete moved to 3 p.m. Seth and I are NOT dating.

 But it’s the incoming text that puts a smile on her face.

 Levi: Good morning, wildflower.

 Wildflower?

 Lying back down and curling up in her duvet, Thessaly decides to call Levi.

 “Hi,” he answers on the first ring.

 “Hi. Thank you for bringing me home last night.” She smiles.

 “Oh, so you do remember me carrying you home? This is becoming quite the routine, Tess.”

 “Was I really that bad?” Thessaly cringes, praying she didn’t barf or say anything stupid.

 “Your face was green, and you kept trying to rap a Coolio song, but you didn’t do anything embarrassing.” Levi huffs rhythmically as a beeping noise echoes through the speaker.

 Twirling a greasy lock of hair, Thessaly grins. “Whatcha doin’?”

 “Just finished my run and heading to the shower. I’m meeting with a new group of Afghani refugees starting the immigrant program today. And then I have a business seminar about composting. Oh, and tonight the farm is hosting a dinner party. You should come, Tess.”

 Without pausing, she replies, “I’d love to come – and I promise not to rap.”

 “That’s a shame. You can really throw down the gangsta beats.”

 “My East coast rap is even better. I’ll see you later, Levi.”

 “Eight o’clock, wildflower.”

 Blissful, she ends the call and then immediately phones Meg.

 But Seth answers the phone. “Good morning, Pony Boy.”

 “Oh my God!” Thessaly slaps the bed and wheezes.

 “Calm down. I thought you knew?” Seth claims.

 Thessaly controls her laughter and says, “I had an idea, but seriously? Does Meg know?”

 “Tess, it’s not a thing. It’s just a thing-thing.” Meg’s raspy voice erupts through the speaker while the sound of her smacking Seth echoes in the background.

 “I think it’s a great thing-thing, Meg!”

 “Don’t get your hopes up, it could end in murder by the weekend.”

 “Ha! So, hey, I’m not feeling great and I’ll be working all day in the shop tomorrow,” Thessaly starts.

 “Did Levi spend the night?” asks Meg, shushing Seth’s Arsenio Hall impression in the background.

 “Not yet. But he has carried me home. Twice.”

 “Wait, you two haven’t—”

 Lifting the duvet and seeing her underwear, Thessaly replies, “Nope. But Meg, I feel incredible when I’m with him.”

 “Yes, and think how incredible it will feel when he’s in you.”

 “Meg!” Thessaly screeches. “But I know, right?” she adds.

 “Sleep in, go to that meeting in TriBeCa, and then relax. I’ll put Seth to work – he responds very well to the favor system.”

 “Thanks – I’ll check in with you two lovebirds later.”

 “Gross.”

 Ending the call, Thessaly turns back on her side and powers on her portable Bose speaker. Choosing a soothing playlist from Spotify, she scrolls through the photo album on her phone, hoping to find clues from her night with Levi.

 A pitcher of sangria.

 A littered sidewalk.

 A black blob.

 A blurry cab.

 She deletes the four random pictures and then pauses on a great photo of them together. Opening the candid shot in Instagram, she’s unable to find a filter better than the natural tincture – the true mark of a great picture. Zooming in on the background, she suddenly remembers the conversation she started about never being on a yacht.

 “Oh, crap,” she groans.

 It’s all coming back to her now . . . She had bitched about Mason and his new girlfriends, and she had whined about wanting to be the exotic beauty on a boat. Thessaly had revealed too much, and she had unpacked her relationship baggage.

 But instead of freaking out, Levi suggested, “Let’s find ourselves a yacht.”

 They skipped to the pier with ice cream cones, and then Levi paid a security guard fifty bucks to board an expensive yacht and take their picture. But what she doesn’t remember, or rather, what Thessaly doesn’t realize, is that Levi posted the photo on Instagram seconds after it was taken.

 Hot chicks of Instagram.

 #wildflower #realmenharvestcrops
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 Feeling refreshed and rested after a long shower followed by a few hours of baking, Thessaly heads out of her apartment with a Thermos and a collapsible picnic basket of food. Waving to the lazy doorman, she spills out into the humid, urban bubble, and then makes a sharp left.

 Approaching the man with the jar of peacock feathers, she announces, “Hello.”

 Looking up from his journal, he smiles.

 Placing the basket and the Thermos of iced tea on the ground next to him, Thessaly clears her throat and explains. “I made cranberry scones and blueberry muffins. There’s also some utensils and napkins, oh, and a sample jar of my artisan honey. Um, I like my tea super sweet with a hint of lemon, which most New Yorkers think is disgusting, so I threw in some bottles of water.” She pauses, watching as he bites the inside of his cheek. “Look, I won’t be offended if you toss it all in the trash after I leave.”

 “I won’t toss it in the trash,” he promises.

 Completely shocked, Thessaly exclaims, “You spoke to me!”

 “Yeah, you had me at cranberry scones.”

 Shielding her eyes from the sun, Thessaly moves closer and leans against the brick wall. “Can I ask you a few questions?”

 “Am I crazy? No. Am I a veteran? No. Am I a rapist? No. Am I homeless? No.” He removes a bottle of water from the basket and smiles. “Anything else?”

 Studying his expensive Nike’s and the tan line formed from a watch, Thessaly blurts, “What’s your name?”

 “Lucas.”

 “What’s with the journal? Are you stalking someone?”

 “I write stories.”

 Peering down at him, she asks, “Are you one of those Post reporters pretending to be homeless?”

 “Do I look like an asshole?” chuckles Lucas.

 “So you write fiction?”

 “Everything is fiction once it’s written.”

 “Deep.” Thessaly nods to the jar of peacock feathers. “What’s with the feathers?”

 Shaking his head slowly, Lucas sighs. “Just feathers. What’s your name?”

 “Tess.” Realizing she made the mistake of giving her real name, she quickly adds, “Er, Tesshalaperria Santiago.”

 “Cuban?”

 “Dominican.”

 “I like Tess – can I call you Tess?”

 “That’s my name, don’t wear it out.”

 “Pee Wee Herman?” asks Lucas.

 “A favorite.” She smiles.

 “Agreed.” He smiles.

 Studying his tan face and minimal lines, Thessaly asks, “So how old are you, Lucas?”

 “Thirty-nine. What about you, Tess?”

 “Twenty-seven.”

 Placing her hands on her hips, Thessaly asks, “What’s with your cardboard sign?”

 “Just a project.”

 “About love?”

 “Love is all you need.” Lucas smirks.

 “So, where do you go when you’re not here?”

 “Battery Park.”

 “Like the actual park?”

 “No. Like an actual apartment building.”

 Thessaly asks, “And when will you leave?”

 “As soon as the story is complete.”

 Nodding in sarcasm, Thessaly says, “Gotcha.” She glances at her watch and then announces, “Lucas, it’s been real.”

 “Thanks for the snacks, Tess Santiago.” Tilting his head in the direction of the cardboard sign, Lucas adds, “Thoughts?”

 “Oh, no! I mean, I have to get to a meeting like five minutes ago. Have a nice day, Lucas.”

 In a gravelly voice, Lucas demands, “Be sure and tell ‘em Large Marge sent ya.”

 “Good one!” she yells back over her shoulder.

 Walking north with a huge grin, she hails a cab to TriBeCa. It’s a rare occasion for her not to walk, but running late for a meeting with one of her favorite clients demands a taxi escort. Seated in the backset with no air, Thessaly fans herself with an Arby’s flyer left on the seat while answering a call from Mason.

 “Hi, Mason,” she says.

 “Tess! Come to the Hamptons with me this weekend. It’ll be like our first summer in New York.”

 “I can’t, Shelby’s in town.”

 “How’s that kid doing? Is he a doctor yet?”

 “Nope, a few more years.” Moving the phone away from her mouth, Thessaly snaps at the cabbie, “Houston.”

 “Then how about dinner? I need to ask you something very important.”

 “I have dinner plans tonight – can we meet for drinks?”

 “If that’s all I can get, I’ll gladly accept.”

 Enjoying the humbler side of Mason, Thessaly smiles. “Okay, how about Divinity? Seven o’clock?”

 “Perfect. And Tess?”

 “Yeah?”

 “I can’t wait to see you.”

 “You saw me two nights ago!”

 “I want to see you every day.”

 “Are you high?”

 “You’re so sexy.”

 “Are you drunk?”

 “God, I need to fuck you.”

 Thessaly glances out the backseat window and spots a coffee house with the word BOLD painted on a chalkboard display. “And I told you I want to start dating,” she responds.

 “Then date me,” Mason pleads.

 “I’ll see you later, Mason.”

 Ending the call and laughing to herself, Thessaly pulls six dollars from her bag. As the taxi stops, she thrusts the cash through the partition and jumps out the door. Houston is a wide street, and her idiot driver took the easy route by dropping her off on the northwest corner. Sandwiched between fifty other sweating New Yorkers, she shuffles across the street with a deep scowl. Today is one of those days that’s humid, hot, and stale – the trifecta of Manhattan misery.

 Pushing past a few tourists unfolding maps, Thessaly arrives at the glossy blue door of Les Étoiles. She’s known the owners since her days as a vendor for King’s Market, and often provided food services for their show on The Food Network. Pete and Marta Fuchs are one of those power couples – gorgeous, smart, and incredibly talented. And last summer, when they launched their fine-dining restaurant, Thessaly was the first to offer a list of connections.

 Opening the door, she’s immediately greeted by Pete, wearing a yellow apron and a Penn State baseball cap. “Hey, Tess.” Pete wipes his hands on his apron before giving her a side hug. “Sorry for the time change, but Marta is on bedrest and she demanded I come in and do the dinner prep.”

 “It’s fine, really. When is she due?”

 “Six more weeks,” he answers.

 “That’s so exciting!”

 “Um, it will be. But right now she has me prepping for dinners, washing clean laundry, and then running around TriBeCa buying random things for the nursery – here, have a seat. Would you like a drink?”

 “Water would be great.” Sitting down at a table for two, Thessaly removes her iPad and scrolls through her product list.

 Arriving at the table with a pitcher of blackberry-cucumber-infused water and two tall glasses, Pete sits across from Thessaly and sighs. “God, I’m tired.”

 “I can only imagine.” She pours water into each glass and then says, “Hey, I read a great review about your summer brunch in New York Foodie.”

 “Yeah, that was quite a surprise. That critic despises me – like vowed to destroy me three years ago when I fired him from our show.”

 “That’s funny.”

 “Ironic, too. That review went live online the same day we decided to eliminate brunch . . . which is why I called this meeting.”

 “Oh?”

 “Tess, Marta and I think of you as our friend – and I’d be lying if I said we didn’t consider the effects on your business when we made the decision to decrease table service. But with the baby coming, and my associate that handles the PR living in San Francisco, we have to take a few steps back.”

 “Yikes, this is one of those firing meetings.”

 “I feel awful – I should’ve bought you a steak dinner first.”

 “I get it, Pete.” Thessaly takes a sip of water and clears her throat. “May I ask if you’re eliminating honey and jam from your entire menu?”

 “Not completely, but comparing costs and negotiating with our produce vendor, we were able to get locally-harvested honey added to every order starting in a few weeks – practically for free.”

 “Oh, well I can’t compete with free. Are you still buying your produce from New Jersey Nick?”

 “Nah, we’ve been using Brooklyn Soil. Do you know it?”
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 Looking up from his laptop, Seth asks, “Tess, what’s wrong?”

 “Nothing. Where’s Meg?”

 He points to the kitchen door and replies, “In there prepping the jars.”

 Thessaly drops her bag on the island and heads to the kitchen. Distressed, she sighs and whines, “Meg.”

 “Hey – I thought you were taking a personal day.” Meg aligns a row of sterilized lids on a dishtowel and then crosses her arms.

 “Pete’s dropping us in September.”

 “What? Why?”

 “They’re eliminating weekend brunch.”

 “Well, that sucks. I’ve been trying to get reservations for weeks – the French toast is to die for!” Noticing Thessaly’s body language, she adds, “But they should still need honey.”

 Thessaly scrunches her nose and groans. “Pete negotiated a free supply through his produce vendor.”

 “I’m sorry, Tess. I can line up a list for new proposals this weekend,” Meg offers.

 “Meg, the honey is coming from Levi’s farm.”

 “Since when?”

 “Since, now.”

 “That sexy, sneaky bastard. Do you think he’s a mole?” Meg asks, shaking her head.

 “I don’t know what to think, honestly. He’s asked me a few questions, but I just assumed it was an interest in me and not the honey business.” Slumping over and turning ashen, Thessaly adds, “Oh, shit. I’m going to be sick.”

 “Tess, don’t think the worst, please. I’m just a horrible person that believes people generally suck.”

 Removing her phone from her pocket, Thessaly pecks at the screen and says, “I’m going to text him. I have to know.”

 Tess: Does your farm have honey?

 Thessaly shows the text to Meg before hitting send. Swallowing back the lump in her throat, she waits for his reply.

 Levi: Not yet. But I’ll show you the apiary tonight.

 “Is he lying?”

 “Why would he lie?” Meg counters.

 Rubbing her temples, Thessaly mutters, “I’m so confused. And dehydrated.”

 Meg grabs a bottle of water from the refrigerator and opens it. “Drink up. And then go home. Are you seeing him tonight?”

 Gulping back half of the water, she shakes her head. “I was invited to the rooftop’s dinner party – I’ll see how I feel.”

 “You should definitely go. Corner him. Rip his clothes off and interrogate him. Interrogate him real good.”

 “Are you insane?” Thessaly shudders.

 “I’m sane. Tess, relax.” Pointing to the crates of peaches stacked in the corner, Meg adds, “And I think everything with Levi is peachy.”

 “Your puns really suck.”

 “But you’re smiling?” Meg teases.

 Of course the peaches make her smile – any time she thinks of Levi she smiles. But the constant spontaneity of emotions and actions scare her. At least with Mason, things are simple.

 Grabbing the bottle of water, Thessaly says, “Shit, I need to meet Shelby at my apartment. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

 “I’ll stop by the store tomorrow afternoon. I’d love to see Dr. Shelby and ask him about this weird bump on my leg.” Meg lifts her leg and points to a red blemish.

 “He wants to be a neurosurgeon, but I’m sure Shelby would love to look at your legs.”

 “Tess, will you talk to Levi sooner than later?”

 “Promise,” Thessaly agrees, patting Meg’s shoulder as she leaves the kitchen.

 Helping a customer at the register, Seth nods to Thessaly as she walks out the door.

 Focused on her thoughts, Thessaly makes her way up Fulton in a daze. If she were to make a pro/con list for Levi, and one for Mason, the results would be the same, yet entirely opposite. Both men put their heart into their careers, although one makes work his primary focus. Both men appear to like sex, although one has yet to make the move and the other has no new moves. Both men send flowers, although one sends delicate, pink peonies, and the other brings a bouquet of wildflowers.

 Before she enters her building, Thessaly checks to see if Lucas is still in the alcove. Maybe she seeks his advice, or maybe she needs to know the answer to love. But to her surprise, he’s not there. The sleeping bag and the cardboard sign rest against the wall, but his other belongings, as well as her Thermos and basket, are not to be seen.

 Maybe he’s on a bathroom break, she thinks.

 “Tess!”

 Thessaly turns toward the familiar voice to find her baby brother, Shelby. Crossing the street with a black duffel bag and a Papaya Dog hot dog, he embraces his sister in an open hug and smiles.

 “I see you found a healthy snack,” Thessaly jokes.

 Taking a bite, Shelby mutters, “I had to wait in line for twenty minutes, but yeah, this shit is good.”

 The two siblings take the elevator up to Thessaly’s apartment while Thessaly apologizes. “I’m meeting Mason for drinks – you’re welcome to come, but I think he’d prefer if you didn’t.”

 “No thanks, I’ll find something to do.”

 Unlocking the apartment door and giving Shelby the key, Thessaly suggests, “There’s usually an outdoor concert on Friday nights, or I could have Meg and Seth meet up with you for dinner.”

 “Yeah, I don’t know them. Do they live in your building?”

 Thessaly slaps his arm and yells, “Meg and Seth. From the shop!”

 “Whoa, I completely forgot about them.” Tossing his bag on the floor next to the couch and combing the refrigerator for a beer, Shelby whines, “Cider all you got?”

 “Vodka’s in the cabinet.”

 Shutting the refrigerator door and crossing his arms, Shelby laughs. “Do I look like Aunt Jenny watching soap operas?”

 Thessaly snorts and shrugs her shoulders. “Plenty of men enjoy vodka. And I love vodka.”

 Kicking off his sneakers, Shelby shakes his head and says, “I’m taking a shower.”

 “Hurry up!” she demands.

 Shelby closes the bathroom door behind him while Thessaly rummages through her closet. She removes a sleeveless navy dress that barely hits her knees, but Mason will enjoy the classic color with a flash of skin.

 As she places her phone in the charger, it vibrates with a text from Levi.

 Levi: Lobster. Corn. Blueberry pie.

 Tess: I might be late. Don’t wait for me.

 Levi: Pie, Tess. We have pie.
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 Chapter Nine

 The dinner scene on a Friday night in the Financial District is similar to a college reunion. Even in a city with eight-million people, it’s easy to run into a dozen familiar faces before the night is over. Thessaly waves to a few ladies she knows from her former tennis club, and then joins Mason and two men nursing whiskey sours.

 This is the second time this week a date has been foiled by other guests.

 “Tess,” Mason says, standing from his chair to greet her. Mason places his hands on the waist of her little blue dress and kisses her quickly on the mouth. Taking her hand and turning back around to the table of men, he adds, “Gentlemen, we’ll need our table now.”

 Gathering their drinks, the men stand from the table and stare at Thessaly with approval. “Good choice, Andrews,” says the man with the plaid bowtie. “See you out east tomorrow?”

 “I’m not sure, Clyde,” Mason replies, pulling out a seat for Thessaly. “Have a splendid weekend, gentlemen,” he adds, joining Thessaly’s side.

 As the two men finally stagger away, Mason turns to Thessaly and apologizes. “I had to invite them over for a few minutes – the tall guy gave me a promotion.”

 “It’s fine, really. I don’t expect you to ever be some place and not know at least ten people. You’re the homecoming king of Wall Street,” she teases.

 “All I care about is my queen – you look absolutely stunning, Tess.” Mason strokes Thessaly’s wrist with his index finger and smiles. “Can I order you a drink?”

 “Please, and I’d love something to eat.”

 “I thought you said you had dinner plans?”

 “I’m not sure now – do you have time for dinner?”

 “Absolutely.” Snapping at the waitress, Mason says, “But we’ll need champagne.”

 Placing a napkin in her lap, Thessaly asks, “What’s the occasion?”

 “Let’s just say, I have a very tempting proposal in mind.”

 Arriving at the table, the waitress fills a water glass for Thessaly and turns to Mason. “Can I get you something else to drink?”

 “We would like a bottle of Moët, please,” he orders.

 “Of course,” she replies.

 Waiting for the waitress to leave, Thessaly teases, “You’re being uncharacteristically sappy, Mason. What’s going on?”

 Taking her hand and shifting his body to look directly in her eyes, Mason reveals, “I’m moving to London. And I want you to go with me.”

 “What?”

 “It’s only a temporary move, but we could live in a flat and drink tea and go to Chelsea games.”

 “But I live here now, Mason.”

 Dismissing her comment, he says, “You’re only renting, Tess.”

 “But my business!” she bursts.

 “Tess, you’ll love London – it’s like New York but cleaner.”

 “Mason, I’m shocked. You know I love you, but I can’t just pack up my shop and move to London.”

 Thessaly’s phone buzzes with a text, followed by a phone call.

 “Tess, please don’t answer the phone,” Mason pleads.

 When her phone buzzes with a series of texts, Thessaly drops her head to read the screen. “Hang on,” she apologizes.

 Meg: Urgent!!

 Meg: Christina overdosed!!

 Levi: Do I need to carry you to Brooklyn?

 Meg: Meet us at Presbyterian

 Meg: 14th Street

 Meg: Hurry!

 “Mason, I’m sorry, but I have to go. It’s an emergency.” Thessaly places her napkin on the table and stands.

 Huffing, Mason rises and tosses his napkin on the table. “I’ll come with you,” he offers.

 “No, please. Can I call you tomorrow?” Thessaly asks, grabbing her clutch and heading toward the front of the restaurant.

 “But I need an answer,” Mason insists as he walks behind her.

 “I need time to think, Mason,” she says over her shoulder.

 “Tess, this should be easy.”

 Thessaly stops, turns to face Mason, and smirks. She places her hand on the sleeve of his expensive shirt and laughs. “It’s actually too easy, Mason.”

 “Then you’ll come to London?” He smiles hopefully.

 “We’ll talk tomorrow – I have to go.” Thessaly whips back around as Mason grabs her arm. She shakes him off and darts out the door to the restaurant.

 Hailing a cab, Thessaly crawls into the backseat, calms her shaking hands, and then returns a text to Meg.

 Tess: I’m on my way. Any updates?

 Meg: The doctor mentioned a coma. Lois is freaking the fuck out.

 Tess: Shit. Keep her calm.

 “Fourteenth, please. New York Presbyterian Emergency Room,” Thessaly instructs the cab driver. “And hurry,” she adds.

 Thessaly rereads the last text from Levi. She wants to reply, but the distractions and current stressful situation are preventing her from forming an appropriate reply. So instead, she opens the photo of them taken on the yacht and begins to sob.
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 “Being a mother is the greatest joy in a woman’s life. I have a few friends that can’t have children, and I pity them. Almost as much as they pity me.”
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 Chapter Ten

 As a courteous reminder, New York Presbyterian Hospital forbids use of all cellular devices.

 Hearing the announcement for the fiftieth time, Lois DeMarco glances at the screen of her iPhone and then shoves it in her pocket. She’s always been the type of person to follow the rules, even when the rules tend to screw her over. When she delivered Christina Marie in this same hospital over sixteen years ago, Lois declined an epidural and opted for a natural delivery. Richie, her husband at the time, claimed that drugs used during childbirth would eventually make the kid a substance abuser, even though he himself was a raging alcoholic with no authority on the matter.

 So for the health of her baby girl, and to refrain from fighting with Richie, Lois endured twenty hours of excruciating labor pains. And as she sits in the dimly lit waiting area to the ICU, a jabbing pain terrorizes her uterus.

 Removing another piece of gum from her handbag, Lois chomps to the rhythm of the ticking clock above the water fountain. She glances at the elderly man dozing in the corner, and then at the middle-aged man reading a paperback with tiny reading glasses, wondering if they could ever share the same pain as a mother losing her only child.

 Lois closes her eyes and smiles – watching as fading memories dance across her eyelids. She sees Christina, dressed in a white gown and white gloves. Christina’s toothless grin beams while she poses with a Bible and an antique rosary. It’s Christina’s First Communion – a day of spiritual celebration followed by a family dinner in Whitestone. Even Richie, handsome in a blue suit, dances soberly through the memories with Christina twirling from his arm.

 The Communion party shifts to a summer vacation in Fort Lauderdale. They’re having the best time at the beach, building a sandcastle in the shape of Midtown and swimming in the warm salt water. As night falls, Lois surprises Christina with a tiny pair of diamond studs. Christina flails her arms and hugs her mother, realizing that at eleven years old, she can finally get her ears pierced.

 An older Christina, with aqua-blue hair and a nose ring to match her diamond studs, lumbers across the fading memories. She takes Lois in her scrawny arms as they watch Richie walk out the door to never return. Christina cuddles next to Lois in the king-size bed, stroking her hair and listening to her mother cry.

 “Ms. DeMarco?” a quiet voice announces.

 Opening her eyes, Lois leaps from her seat and searches for the voice. “I’m here,” she replies frantically.

 A doctor wearing green scrubs and a white lab coat approaches Lois. “Let’s talk over here,” he suggests calmly.

 Biting the tip of her tongue and clenching her jaw, Lois prepares for the worst as she follows the doctor to the opposite corner.

 Placing a gentle hand on her shoulder, the doctor says, “I’m Dr. Fletcher. Christina suffered from an overdose because her body’s metabolism couldn’t detoxify the chemicals fast enough. We flushed her stomach and gave her an intravenous of fluids. Honestly, she was very lucky – most kids don’t make it with that many drugs in their system.”

 Wiping away her tears, Lois asks, “So she’s okay?”

 “Christina will recover, but I need to be straight with you, Ms. DeMarco. If there’s a next time, her heart won’t be able to handle the stress.”

 “I can’t lose her, doctor. She’s my entire life.”

 Squeezing her shoulder, Dr. Fletcher adds, “I understand. You will need to seek treatment for Christina – would you like to meet with a social worker to discuss options?”

 Shaking her head and wiping away dry tears, Lois states, “I found a place in Florida near my parent’s house that offers a payment plan. When will she be released?”

 “It’s too early to say, but as long as everything remains clear the next few days, she could go home as early as Monday.”

 Exhaling in relief and dropping her shoulders in exhaustion, Lois says, “Thank you, Dr. Fletcher.”

 “There’s no need for you to be here until she’s moved to a room. Why don’t you go home and get some rest, Ms. DeMarco.”

 “I don’t want to leave her, but I do need to make a few phone calls and arrangements. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

 “I’ll keep you informed,” the doctor adds with a comforting smile before heading back through the ICU doors.

 Lois drops into the nearest chair – weak and completely weightless. She closes her eyes once again and smiles . . .

 Only this time, it’s the future dancing across her eyelids.
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 “Do you normally close on Saturdays?” Shelby asks while running a box cutter over the FedEx tape of a box.

 “We’re not really closed, but I don’t post the hours outside the shop. Our schedule is so screwy around here that we decided to just let things flow.”

 “Ah, so what happens if someone comes in while we’re unpacking all this shit? And why is the bubble wrap yellow?”

 “Why so many questions, baby brother?”

 “I’m cranky, I guess. What do you have to eat back there?” Shelby motions to the kitchen as Thessaly’s phone rings.

 Grabbing it from the island and recognizing Lois’ number, she quickly mumbles, “Lots of healthy stuff. I need to take this call.”

 Shelby closes the blade and nods to Thessaly. He stretches his arms and twists his torso in opposing directions before announcing, “I’ll grab some breakfast.”

 “Iced latte,” Thessaly shouts at Shelby as he leaves the store. Swiping her phone to answer the call, Thessaly says, “Lois?”

 “Tess, I have great news! Christina will be discharged in a few days.”

 Sighing and praying to the heavens, Thessaly expresses, “Thank God, Lois. What can I do to help?”

 “Tess, I’m afraid I have bad news as well.”

 “Okay.” Thessaly bites her lip as she sits at the island.

 “Christina will start a rehab program in two weeks.”

 Glancing at the vase of flowers from Levi, Thessaly replies, “That’s a good thing, Lois.”

 “The rehabilitation facility is in Florida,” Lois whispers.

 “Oh.” Slouching over the counter, Thessaly props head on her arm.

 “And I’m moving in with my parents so I can be close to Christina and eliminate my living expenses. The rehab is going to cost me nearly fifty-thousand dollars.”

 “Holy crap, Lois. Maybe we can host a fundraiser or something?” Thessaly suggests.

 “That would embarrass Christina, and she has to trust me.”

 Thessaly’s phone vibrates with an incoming text, but she ignores it to finish her conversation with Lois. “Last night, Seth and Meg agreed to give you their remaining vacation days to help out with some of the medical bills. It’s not a lot, but it would give you another week’s salary on top of your early holiday bonus I can offer. I wish I could do more, Lois.”

 Lois sobs, “You three are like family to me.”

 “I feel the same way,” Thessaly replies.

 “Tess, thank you for stealing me away from King’s last year and offering me an exciting adventure. I wish you all the success and happiness.”

 “Don’t make me cry, Lois! Promise me, when Christina’s feeling better, you’ll pop in and let us give you two a proper New York sendoff?”

 “Deal. I have to meet with my landlord now – I’ll call you in a few days.”

 “Take care, Lois.”

 “Bye, Tess.”

 Ending the call, Thessaly walks to the kitchen while reading a text.

 Mason: Let’s finish our conversation.

 Thessaly: Give me the weekend to think about it.

 Tucking her phone in the pocket of her shorts, Thessaly opens the small wall safe behind the mixing bowls. She removes the company’s book of checks and places it on the work station. Grabbing a pen from the canister near the refrigerator, Thessaly makes out a check to Lois DeMarco for two-thousand dollars. She then accounts for the check in the register and returns the book to the safe.

 “Tess?” Shelby shouts outside the kitchen door.

 “In here,” Thessaly responds while addressing an envelope.

 Shelby pushes open the door carrying a caddy of Dunkin Donuts coffee and a box of donuts. “Strawberry frosted with sprinkles,” he ploys.

 “Ugh, their iced coffee is watery.”

 Removing a large iced vanilla latte from the cardboard caddy, Shelby suggests, “Chase it with a glazed donut.”

 Thessaly leans against the work station and sighs. She gouges the plastic cup with an orange straw and groans.

 Talking with his mouth full, he asks, “What’s up, sis?”

 “Mason asked me to marry him. And move to London.” Taking a sip from her coffee, Thessaly adds, “Or maybe it was move to London and hypothetically get married.”

 “Weren’t you engaged once before?”

 “He’s never really proposed, or maybe I never really answered – God, I’m so confused.”

 “So he asked you to move to New York with him, and now he wants you to move to London, but you’re not together?” Shoving the rest of his donut in his mouth, Shelby adds, “Seems like he just wants a moving buddy.”

 Thessaly stomps her foot and laughs. “Holy shit! Mason’s such a pussy!”

 “I could’ve told you that,” Shelby drawls.

 “He needs me, but once he’s settled, he doesn’t want me. I’m like his, his . . .”

 “His blankie,” interjects Shelby.

 Thessaly nods while her eyes expand in horror. “Oh, my God – Mason had this torn flannel blanket at Duke. He’d sleep with it every night, and I mean every night. He’d also wear it like a cape when he was sick. One time, I tossed it in the hamper to take to the laundry room, and he went ballistic!” Tilting her head and frowning, she mumbles, “I’m his flannel blanket.”

 “Nah, you’re just really sweet.”

 Reaching for a strawberry donut, Thessaly exhales and lowers her head. “I don’t want to move to London. I want Levi.”

 “Then buy some,” Shelby replies as he leaves the kitchen. “These boxes won’t unpack themselves, TayTay.”

 Laughing, Thessaly grabs her coffee and follows him into the shop. “I really like the square jars, don’t you?”

 “Amazing. Sometimes, when I’m sitting in my neurology clerkship discussing brain anomalies, I’m actually daydreaming about square jars.” Shelby positions the containers of raw honey on the island and whistles along to the music blasting through the speakers.

 “Shelby?”

 Crouching down near the stack of boxes and removing his box cutter, Shelby says, “Yeah?”

 “I love you,” Thessaly proclaims.

 “You should.”

 While Shelby and Thessaly organize the inventory and argue over the best television spinoffs, Seth and Meg waltz into the store holding hands.

 “Did you hear from Lois?” Meg asks, ripping her hand away from Seth.

 Smiling at her friends, she replies, “I did. Christina is going to be fine. Although, they’re moving to Florida.”

 Seth picks up a large container of honey and scowls. “That sucks.”

 “It’s for the best,” Thessaly says with conviction. “And by the way, are you two official?”

 “Officially not dating, if that’s what you’re asking!” Meg leans against the island and grins. “Hey, Doogie. How’s New York treatin’ ya?”

 Sitting on the floor and retying the laces to his sneakers, Shelby answers, “Not bad. I managed to get tickets for Jimmy Fallon tonight – wanna come?”

 “Hell yeah!” Meg exclaims.

 Standing from the floor and slapping Seth’s arm, Shelby apologizes, “Sorry, man, I only scored two tickets.”

 “It’s cool. I’ll just watch Silicon Valley with my roommate. Maybe grill some cheese sandwiches and share a six pack . . .” mutters Seth.

 “Awesome,” Shelby agrees. “Donuts?”

 Meg follows Shelby to the kitchen while Seth helps Thessaly unwrap the remaining jars. “Jimmy Fallon and a doctor? I can’t even compete,” Seth drones.

 “I wouldn’t worry. Meg is totally into you.”

 Spilling from the kitchen with a napkin and two glazed donuts, Meg frowns. “Did I hear my name?” She places a napkin on the island and then shoves the shiny golden pastry into Seth’s face.

 Seth rips off a piece with his teeth and smiles at Meg. She moves closer to him, their bodies touching, and whispers, “Good boy.” Spinning back around to face Thessaly, Meg says, “I was thinking we could suspend online orders for the remainder of the month. Without Lois, and with the new launch coming, it will be impossible to keep our high standards of delivery.”

 “How many pending orders do we have?” asks Thessaly.

 “I’ll look again, but I think less than ten. We can fill those tomorrow and ship them out on Monday.”

 “All I have to do on my end is deactivate the online store – which is really easy.”

 “Then let’s do it.”

 “Did you talk to ice cream guy?”

 “Mr. Softee!”

 “Levi,” Thessaly corrects.

 “Like the jeans?” Shelby teases.

 Clarifying the confusion, Meg recites, “Levi Jones is the owner of Brooklyn Soil. He has a crush on your sister and got a boner during a photo shoot . . .”

 “Stop right there,” begs Shelby.

 “Levi and I had a few dates this week, but it’s not going to work.”

 “Because of Mason?” asks Seth.

 Crossing his arms, Shelby scorns, “I thought you ended things with Mason.”

 “I tried, but then he asked me to move to London,” answers Thessaly.

 “You’re moving to London?” squeals Meg.

 “No, I mean, I said no.”

 “Good. So what’s up with Levi?” asks Seth.

 Ashamed, Thessaly whispers, “Levi took some of my clients.”

 “He has honey,” Meg clarifies.

 “Brooklyn Soil?” Shelby asks.

 “Yes!” Meg and Seth shout in unison.

 “Keep up, brother,” teases Thessaly.

 “I do actually.” Swiping the iPad from the island, Shelby types in Brooklyn Soil and Immigrants into the Google search bar. Tapping the first title of a dozen articles, Shelby enlarges the screen and passes it to Thessaly. “Mama wanted me to find a youth program in Asheville that would allow troubled kids to spend a week on our farm. Brooklyn Soil kept popping up in my searches when I was researching youth farm programs – it’s pretty impressive.”

 As Thessaly skims the article, Seth peers over her shoulder and asks, “So Levi is a good guy?”

 “He’s amazing,” Thessaly mumbles.

 “And you never googled him?” Meg quips, scrolling through her phone with a smile. “Do you follow his Instagram account?”

 “No,” she answers quietly.

 “I just did! Damn, he was in the Peace Corps. Look at this photo, Tess.” Meg flips her phone around to reveal a photo of Levi with a group of kids in an open kitchen in Belize. They’re all holding an ear of corn and a sign that reads: We’re so corny!

 Thessaly smiles and then continues to read the online article. “What’s the refugee alliance,” she asks the group.

 Shelby moves to Thessaly’s side and reads over her shoulder. “It’s a program that offers jobs to refugees seeking asylum. They work in agriculture or the arts while assimilating into New York.” Shelby taps a photo of a young couple on the iPad and addresses his sister. “And take a look at their newest project.”

 “Beekeeping,” Thessaly whispers.

 “Yeah, but I wouldn’t be concerned, Tess. They have one Afghani beekeeper, one apiary, and ten colonies.”

 “Tess, he posted a pic with you!” Meg exclaims as she squeezes between Shelby and Thessaly. “You look drunk, but beautiful.”

 “Obviously you haven’t seen Tess drunk,” Shelby teases.

 Placing the iPad on the counter with a screen shot of a black and white photo of Levi planting cabbage, Thessaly calmly says, “Let’s get back to work, Shelby.” Glancing at Seth, she adds, “You two don’t have to stay. Go enjoy your day off!”

 Nodding in agreement and pulling Meg away from Shelby, Seth replies, “Let’s go, weirdo.”

 Looking at her phone while Seth tugs at her waist, Meg sighs. “Gah, he’s so nice, Tess. I bet Levi has a naughty little secret – the nice guys always get freaky in bed!”

 “Bye, Meg.”

 “Hey, Meg?” Shelby interrupts. “Meet me at the pub on the corner for drinks around five.” Breaking down a box into a flat rectangle, Shelby adds, “You can come, too, Seth.”

 “See you guys later,” Seth grunts, stepping over bubble wrap. “You should lock the door – it’s a mess in here.”

 Thessaly waves them off as she glances at the iPad screen with Levi’s picture. “Lock it behind you then,” she mutters.

 “What’s next?” Shelby asks.

 “Do you want to help me make honey sticks? We’ll use your flame method to seal the straws.”

 “Fine, as long as I can pick the music. This crap you have playing right now is awful – Lilith Fair called and they want their lesbians back.”

 Tossing Shelby the iPod, Thessaly says, “Go for it.” Heading toward the kitchen, she looks over her shoulder and adds, “Grab my coffee, will ya?”

 Inside the kitchen, Thessaly pours raspberry honey into a plastic bottle normally used for mustard. She bought it at a restaurant supply store because the tip is narrow enough to fill a straw. She then removes a box of clear plastic straws from a nearby shelf and two sets of disposable gloves.

 “Ah, nature’s Pixie Sticks.” Leaning against the work station and throwing back the last of his coffee, Shelby asks, “Do you remember that Halloween when Mama gave out honey sticks instead of candy?”

 “Yes! Didn’t the house get egged?”

 “Oh shit, you’re right.”

 Handing Shelby a pair of gloves, Thessaly advises, “Trust me, you’ll want to wear them.”

 Shelby tosses his coffee in the trashcan and slides on the gloves. “So what’s up with your friends? Are they together?”

 “They’re together as far as you’re concerned,” Thessaly warns.

 “All right!” Shelby throws his hands up in defense and adds, “I was just asking.”

 “Pass me the pliers,” Thessaly says as her phone buzzes. Glancing at Meg’s name, Thessaly removes her gloves and answers the call. “Hey, Meg.”

 “Tess – I got a really interesting email.”

 “Oh yeah?”

 “Yeah. It’s from a lady that runs the Pennsylvania chapter of historic inns and bed and breakfasts.”

 “Okay?” Thessaly sips her coffee and watches as Shelby spills the straws onto the workstation.

 “They want you to submit a vendor proposal. Tess, this is huge!”

 “That’s incredible, Meg!”

 “I’m forwarding the email to you now.”

 “Thanks, Meg.” Thessaly smiles at her brother as he ties a floral apron around his waist. Ending the call and opening the email, Thessaly mutters, “No way.”

 Silently reading the closing salutation from Dani Jones-Rockford a third time, Thessaly finally connects the dots. Laughing as she opens the text thread with Levi, Thessaly types as quickly as her fingers will allow.

 Tess: Rooftop @ 7?
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 “My parents died in a bus crash when I was a young boy. I was raised by my Polish grandparents in Brooklyn. They tried to give me a normal life, but they also thought McDonald’s was an Irish pub.”
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 Chapter Eleven

 “Regular coffee and a knish, Tommy.” Frank Kazlow tucks his oxford shirt into his polyester dress pants and then swipes two packets of mustard from the counter. “You see that Yankees game today?”

 “Nah, man. I work all day on Saturdays,” Tommy replies. “Extra napkins?”

 “Toss a few in the bag.” Taking his brown paper sack and the small cup of coffee, Frank slaps three dollars, a quarter, and four pennies on the counter. “Same time tomorrow,” he chimes.

 “Take care, man,” Tommy replies.

 Frank Kazlow isn’t lazy, he’s just not particularly interested in a job opening doors and signing for packages. And his new evening shift that started this month is cutting into his real passion – polka music.

 In fact, Frank Kazlow and his band, the Polka Dots, have revitalized the genre by shredding the instruments to an Eastern-style Polka. The band consists of a drummer and a bass guitarist, a female lead singer, a trumpeter with a mohawk, and two trained boxmen. Consistently booking shows and birthday parties all over New Jersey, the Polka Dots are on their way to the big time – the Fortieth Annual Chicago Box Festival. And Frank Kazlow, middle-aged doorman with a beer gut and wispy orange hair, is determined to get laid by a buxom boxwoman.

 Sneaking in the delivery entrance and grabbing his gray sport coat, Frank meanders through the supply closet and approaches the lobby desk. He unfolds the wrapper to his knish and slathers on a packet of yellow mustard. Tucking a napkin in the collar of his shirt and sipping his coffee, Frank powers on a small radio beneath the podium. He takes a huge bite of the gushy potato just as Thessaly exits the elevator.

 He nods politely, always intrigued by her fashion choices. Not bad, he thinks, running his eyes up her long legs. She’s not his type though, too thin and tall for his taste, but he can’t deny that her sweet disposition is a complete turn on.

 “You look nice, Ms. Sinclair,” Frank compliments.

 “Thank you, Frank. Can you find me a cab to Brooklyn?” Thessaly asks while checking for a text from Levi.

 “No problem, Ms. Sinclair.” He slides his snack to the side and removes the napkin from his shirt. “I just remembered – a dapper-looking fella dropped something off for you earlier.”

 “Oh?”

 Stepping behind the marble podium, Frank removes a picnic basket. “Yeah, I was confused at first. He insisted it was for Tess Santiago, but there’s no one in the building with that last name.”

 Smiling, she takes the basket from Frank and nods. “It’s sorta a joke, but thank you for accepting it for me.”

 “That’s my job. Oh, let me get you that cab,” Frank says, plodding in his patent loafers toward the street.

 Thessaly reaches in her basket to find her thermos, and an envelope addressed to Tess. She flips it over and traces the wax stamp with the initials, L.P. Opening the letter, a peacock feather floats to the ground. Surprised, she bends down to retrieve the feather, and then unfolds the linen stationery and begins to read.

 Dear Tess Santiago,

 Thank you for reminding me that love is compassion.

 All the best,

 Lucas

 P.S.

 Don’t try to find me. I’m a loner, Tess. A rebel.

 Folding the letter and tucking it back into the envelope, Thessaly returns it to the picnic basket. Snickering at the Pee-Wee reference, she opens her gold clutch and drops the delicate feather inside.

 “Ms. Sinclair, I got you a borough cab waiting outside,” Frank pants, clearly exhausted from working harder than most days.

 “Great, Frank. Can I leave the basket here until I get back?” asks Thessaly.

 “Sure, sure. I’ll put it under the desk.”

 Walking toward the exit, she looks back over her shoulder and says, “Night, Frank.”

 Idling on the corner, the driver of a guacamole green outer-borough cab honks the horn. She gives the cabbie a small wave while shouting, “Give me a second?”

 He nods in understanding as she moves toward the alcove once occupied by Lucas. Thessaly bends to read the only indication that he even exists beyond her own interactions. She studies the cardboard sign, wondering if Lucas was conducting an odd social experiment.

 Love is fuckin’ yo mama.

 Love is 4G on the F train.

 Love is an illusion.

 Love is free Wi-Fi.

 Grabbing the marker and removing the cap, Thessaly thinks, Love is pure. Love is organic. Love is raw. Love is sweet. Love is non-perishable?

 Laughing at her own revelation, Thessaly scribbles:

 Love is wild honey.

 Placing the cap back on the marker and dropping it to swing against the sign, Thessaly walks back to the cab and crawls into the backseat.

 “Brooklyn Navy Yard, please,” she instructs, rolling up her window.

 Watching as the Saturday crowd congregates on the streets of lower Manhattan, Thessaly’s face suddenly burns and prickles. Fearing that Levi doesn’t want to see her, she nervously taps on the seat of the driver and says, “I, um, forgot something. Can we go back?”

 “Breege. No turn back now,” he sputters.

 Looking out the window and watching the Seaport disappear into a fuzzy periphery, Thessaly swallows back the cab’s stale air and groans. “Shit,” she mumbles. Out of options, she decides to take the cab to Brooklyn and then return by subway . . . but then her phone buzzes.

 At seven o’clock precisely, Levi sends a text.

 Levi: I’m waiting, wildflower.

 Followed immediately by another text.

 Levi: Do I need to carry you up to the roof?

 She smiles.

 Levi: Are you wearing a dress?

 Tess: Maybe.

 Levi: That could be a problem.

 Tess: ?

 Levi: Clothes tend to get in the way.

 “I turn back?” the cab driver shouts through the partition.

 “No! Brooklyn Navy Yard, please.”

 As the cab putters and jerks toward Downtown Brooklyn, Thessaly sends a text to Shelby.

 Tess: Do you have the spare key I gave you?

 Shelby: Is someone getting laid tonight?

 Thessaly doesn’t respond to her brother. Instead, she finds the photo of her and Levi saved on her phone, and then traces a heart on the screen with her finger. She’s never been a hopeless romantic, she’s more of a practical optimist that wants to be loved. And it’s ironic that the man who loved her, the one that offered her a pre-destined future, unknowingly led her to New York and into the arms of Levi Jones.

 Destiny is a matter of choice.

 “Fourteen dollas,” the cab driver announces as he pulls up to the Navy Yard.

 Removing her Visa from her clutch, Thessaly waits while the cab driver swipes the card. “You can charge seventeen,” she says. Taking the receipt and her credit card, she hops out of the cab and wanders around the corner. The entrance to the farm is not clearly marked, so she peers through several tinted windows until she sees a lady at a reception desk.

 Opening the door, Thessaly says, “Hi, I’m looking for Brooklyn Soil?”

 The receptionist stands from the desk, grabs her large handbag and coffee tumbler, and replies, “Mr. Jones is waiting for you on the roof. Take this passkey and use the elevator over there.” She hands Thessaly a laminated card on a lanyard and adds, “I have to run to my barre class in TriBeCa – sorry to be so abrupt.”

 Smiling politely, she says, “Oh, please go! I think I got it. Passkey, elevator, Mr. Jones.”

 “That’s it! Have a nice evening,” the receptionist adds before darting out the door.

 Thessaly breathes heavily as she walks toward the elevator. Looking at her reflection in the shiny doors, she turns to examine her side profile, sucking in her stomach and straightening her shoulders. The billowy, low-cut V of her violet dress parts slightly, revealing the contour of her alabaster breasts. She tugs at the hem of her dress, increasing the length to just shy of her knees. Opening her clutch, Thessaly removes a tube of red lip gloss, and then dabs it on her lips. Tucking the gloss under the peacock feather, she presses the up button.

 Stepping inside, she inserts the passkey into the slot next to the button labeled R. As the elevator zooms upward, she makes herself believe that no matter what happens, she’s found a new friend – a friend she’d like to fuck her into oblivion, but a friend nonetheless.

 The elevator chimes as the doors slide apart. Stepping out onto a stoned path that leads to rows of vegetable crops, Thessaly walks toward a large rustic dining table topped with flowers and two place settings.

 “Hey, wildflower.”

 Turning her head toward the familiar, smoky voice, she finds Levi, casually standing next to an apple-green wheelbarrow. Smiling, Thessaly runs her eyes over his lean body, appreciating a man that can wear gray as if it were an actual color. Levi’s charcoal chinos fit perfectly – sitting low on his waist and tapering along his muscular calves. His ash-gray T-shirt molds to his firm chest, exposing a tiny stretch of tan skin along his waist when he crosses his arms.

 Dropping her eyes to his feet, Thessaly rasps, “You’re not wearing shoes.”

 “And you’re not wearing a bra.”

 Completely caught off-guard yet undoubtedly turned on, Thessaly fidgets to hide her peaking nipples. “I, um,” she swallows.

 Smirking, Levi says, “Hey, it’s cool – I like the way you think.” Grabbing the handles of the wheelbarrow and steering it toward Thessaly, he announces, “Your chariot awaits, fair maiden.”

 “You’re joking?”

 “Nope.”

 “I’m in a dress – I can’t sit in a wheelbarrow!”

 “Get in or we can’t eat. And damn, Tess, I really want to eat.” Levi guides the wheelbarrow behind Thessaly, taps it against the back of her knees, and clears his throat. “Nice and easy. Brace your arms, and enjoy the ride.”

 Giving in, Thessaly drops her clutch in the wheelbarrow and then eases her ass into the belly of the cart. “This is ridiculous, Levi Jones!” she exclaims over her shoulder.

 Watching as Thessaly’s long legs dangle over the side, Levi slowly pushes the cart toward the dining table. “Are you ready for the tour?” he asks.

 “Sure,” she replies.

 Angling to the left, Levi announces, “Over here we have chard, spinach, and yellow carrots.” Inching forward he adds, “Got some heirloom and green tomatoes up against the greenhouse.” Levi tilts the handles of the cart to the right and swerves gently. He makes an abrupt stop, causing Thessaly to grasp the sides of the wheelbarrow and squeal. Laughing, he yaps, “Yellow squash and cucumbers, and hopefully a few pumpkins.” Steering straight but jerking the wheel, Levi slows the wheelbarrow. “Which brings us to the highlight of the tour, lettuce – ten different types.” Heaving the wheelbarrow forward and stabilizing it with his leg, Levi offers Thessaly a hand. “Watch your step.”

 “Is that a pocket hose?” Thessaly points to a coil of soft green nylon and laughs.

 “As I’m sure you’ve seen on TV, it’s my hose that grows.”

 “Up to fifty feet,” they recite in unison.

 Standing clumsily and lunging forward, Thessaly catches her balance on the edge of the dining table. She runs her hand along the rustic pine, stopping at a cutting board loaded with strawberries and blueberries. Chilling in a large galvanized bucket in the center of the table is a liter of Grey Goose vodka, four bottles of raspberry hard cider, and a half-gallon of fresh lemonade.

 Placing his hand on Thessaly’s back, he asks, “Are you hungry?”

 “I am. Should I sit here?”

 “Sit here,” Levi suggests, sliding out a wooden crate topped with a tufted pillow. “I need to grab a few things from the kitchen.” He reaches over Thessaly and takes a jar of Sinclair honey and two mason jars. “Make us some of your honey vodka lemonade.”

 Smiling as she looks up at Levi, she asks, “Strong or sweet?”

 Levi kisses the crown of her head and whispers, “As sweet as you.”

 While Levi gathers a platter from the kitchen enclosed in a white modular building, Thessaly prepares the cocktails. The lemonade is extremely tart, so she swipes a few strawberries from the cutting board and drops them in the glasses. Thessaly spoons the honey and drops a golden dollop into each glass, stirring all the ingredients with a silver rod.

 Standing behind her with a pleased grin, Levi announces, “Lobster and a roasted tomato-corn medley.” Levi places a large platter on the table and then adds, “And some straws for our lemonade.” Whipping out a package of Sour Punch Straws and tearing it open with his teeth, Levi removes a handful of stringy red candy and plops them in the mason jars. “Shall we?”

 “This looks amazing!”

 “Actually,” Levi starts.

 “Leftovers?” Thessaly interrupts with a smirk.

 Sliding into a rusty wire chair next to Thessaly, Levi reaches for his drink while nudging her leg. “I was going to say, that you look amazing.”

 “Nice save, Jones.”

 Raising his jar of vodka lemonade, Levi says, “Let’s toast.”

 “Okay,” she replies. “To a nice meal and even better company.”

 “That’s sweet,” Levi teases. “To a decent meal and sex on a farm.”

 Masking the sexual tension with humor, Thessaly sputters, “Sex on a farm is nothing like the movies.”

 Smiling, he asks, “What movies are you watching?”

 “You know what I mean.” She blushes.

 Using a pair of serving tongs, Levi places a lobster tail on each of their plates. “I get you, Tess.” He then serves each of them a heaping spoonful of the tomato-corn salad and casually reveals, “I lost my virginity in a barn – it was nothing like I had practiced.”

 With her eyes sparkling and her smile expanding, Thessaly demands, “Do tell.”

 “Not much to tell. Priscilla Dobson and I had Amish-sex after a school dance.”

 Scrunching her nose, she asks, “Amish sex?”

 “Yep. Missionary position with the lights off.” Cracking the shell of the lobster tail with his bare hands, Levi carefully slides out the tender meat and feeds it to Thessaly. “And then we went to Waffle House,” he mumbles.

 She takes a bite and nibbles on the tip of Levi’s finger. Bringing her cocktail to her mouth, she drinks half, and then dabs her mouth with a napkin. “So, I want to talk to you about a few things,” she says.

 Levi waggles his brows and asks, “Like, favorite positions?”

 Smiling, she replies, “Like, your honey.”

 Looking at the Manhattan skyline, Levi brings the vodka lemonade to his mouth and finishes it off. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and licking his lips, he says, “Tess, the bee project is something we started months before I met you. Colonies of displaced bees gave us an opportunity to create a partnership with a refugee program, as well as an apprenticeship program for women interested in beekeeping. Most of the women that enrolled in the program come from domestic abuse shelters or unemployed single mothers in the city works initiative.”

 “I had to ask,” she says, placing her hand on his arm.

 “Brooklyn Soil doesn’t plan to sell honey. But as you know, honey is a direct result from keeping honeybees. And the only way for us to sustain the program is to get rid of it.”

 “So you’re including it with your wholesale distribution?”

 “Yep, that’s the plan. And the weekly market in Long Island City will set up an instructional tent focused on honeybees and urban farming. They’ll give cases of the stuff away.”

 “And what about the email from your sister and the bed and breakfast proposal – do you have anything to do with that?”

 “Does it really matter?”

 “No.” She laughs.

 “Tess, there’s something I need to clear up as well.”

 “Really, what?”

 “Are you still in love with that guy? The one with the yacht fetish.”

 “Mason? No! He’s just, he’s like, totally in the past. Why would you even think that?”

 “I saw some texts.”

 Fearing that she will always have a connection with Mason that could pose a problem, Thessaly gasps for the right words. “Um,” she whispers.

 “Look, it doesn’t bother me that you have a history or whatever, but I need to be certain that I’m the only one that fucks you.”

 “You are! I mean, you can,” Thessaly mutters. “Mason and I are friends. I promise.” She grabs her glass of lemonade vodka and chugs the remaining cocktail, avoiding eye contact with Levi as she fidgets on her crate. She places the empty glass on the table and closes her eyes – roiling from the sudden rush of tart lemons.

 “Good?” Levi refills their glasses with vodka and laughs.

 “Very good,” she agrees, opening her eyes and smiling.

 “Let’s see . . .” Levi counts off conversational topics with his fingers as he speaks. “Tour of the farm, lobster, honey, refugees, prick with the yacht . . . what else can we talk about before I rip off your dress with my teeth and bend you over that wheelbarrow?”

 Breathing heavily, Thessaly throws back the vodka like a quenching oasis of water in a dry desert. Slamming the glass back on the table, she then shoves two whole strawberries in her mouth to avoid the question.

 “Um, Tess?” Levi teases.

 Wiping her forehead and chewing quickly, Thessaly snickers nervously. “Talk about stuff,” she rambles, staring into Levi’s eyes.

 “Do you like the Foo Fighters?” he asks.

 “I love them.”

 “Good. You can be my date on Thursday,” he says, feeding her another bite of lobster.

 “You got tickets?” she asks, covering her mouth.

 “Hey, a straight dude can crush on David Grohl, too.” He winks.

 Leaning into Levi and feeling the sudden warmth from the vodka, Thessaly purrs, “I really want to feed you.”

 “Oh really?”

 Moving Levi’s hand to his own thigh, Thessaly teases, “So no hands.”

 She stands from the table and carries their plates to the opposite end. Levi watches as her ass bounces with each step, smiling approvingly when she bends over to pick up a fallen napkin. He touches his growing bulge, pressing against the restricting cut of his pants, and emits a small moan.

 Returning to Levi with a feline smile, Thessaly glides her hand along his shoulder as she moves behind him. Curling her fingers in his hair, and reaching her mouth to his ear, she rasps, “You’ll need to be restrained, Mr. Jones.” Taking a deep breath and silently repeating her new mantra, bold, bold, bold, Thessaly leans down to grab the pocket hose.

 Levi shifts in his chair and lowers his head to hide a chuckle. “Sweet Tess, can I change chairs first? My ass will go numb if I sit in this wiry piece of shit any longer.”

 “Oh, yeah. Totally,” she quietly obliges. “Which one do you want?”

 “Not sure,” Levi answers as he stands from his chair. Noticing the garden hose in Thessaly’s hand, he knocks the wire chair to the side and grabs Thessaly by her waist. Dragging her to his arms like a paper doll, he whispers, “Drop the hose, Tess.”

 Thessaly complies.

 Levi lifts her chin and parts her red lips with his thumb. Moving Thessaly toward the table, Levi lifts her onto the rustic pine with the strength of one arm. And then using both hands, he spreads her legs and positions himself between her thighs.

 Levi kisses her neck as his hands roam her body. Easing Thessaly on her back and grabbing the tufted pillow from the crate, Levi tucks it under her head while sucking on her bottom lip. Thessaly’s chest rises and stalls as she holds her breath and digs into Levi’s shoulders.

 “Relax,” Levi whispers against her mouth.

 Grabbing a piece of ice from the galvanized bucket, Levi pops it between his teeth and slowly drags his mouth over Thessaly’s neck. In response, she arches her back and moans in pleasure while Levi continues to trail the ice down her chest. Thessaly flinches slightly, aroused and tickled all in the same sensation, so Levi pins her down and continues.

 When the ice cube finally melts, Levi concentrates on exposing Thessaly’s breasts. Biting the silk fabric covering her chest, Levi makes contact with an erect nipple. He gently sucks and tugs, and then moves the fabric with a swift pinch of his mouth. Kissing her small breast and delicately flicking her nipple with his tongue, Levi releases her arms and reaches for a strawberry. As Thessaly closes her eyes and trembles, Levi secretly dips the strawberry in the opened jar of honey.

 Standing upright between Thessaly’s legs, and watching as her face reddens with color, Levi smirks and then falls to his knees. He places his hands under her ass and carefully scoots her to the edge of the table. Resting her legs on his shoulders, Levi kisses inside her thighs as Thessaly shudders in delight.

 “Mmm,” she moans.

 Continuing with his improvised seduction, Levi positions the honeyed strawberry between his teeth so that the tip protrudes from his lips. He trails the strawberry along the inside of Thessaly’s thigh, occasionally swirling in different directions as she quivers. Lifting the skirt of her dress, Levi traces the lacey pattern of her black thong with the point of the ripe strawberry. Approaching the sensitive spot of sexual pleasure, Levi chews the strawberry and then slides the triangle of lace to the side with his teeth. With the black lace finding a place between her lips, Levi sucks off every remaining drop of glistening honey.

 He nibbles. She moans.

 She shudders. He groans.

 Needing to feel more, Levi lowers Thessaly’s skirt, takes her hand, and slowly helps her to her feet.

 Wobbling in his arms, Thessaly says, “I’m dizzy.”

 “I know what you mean – all the blood rushed to my dick.” He smirks. “Maybe we should go.”

 Holding Thessaly’s hand, Levi pops a few blueberries in his mouth and finishes off his vodka. He retrieves Thessaly’s small purse from the wheelbarrow and then leads them to his office. “Hang on. I need my shoes.”

 Levi sits on his desk and puts on his burgundy Adidas Sambas while staring at Thessaly, leaning against the door with the face of a satisfied angel.

 “Are you still dizzy?” he asks.

 “I feel weightless,” she replies.

 Standing from the desk and shutting off the lights, Levi wraps his arm around Thessaly’s waist and guides her into the elevator. As the elevator starts its descent, Levi declares, “I’ve never tasted a riper peach.”

 When the doors open to the ground floor, Levi walks Thessaly to the main entrance of Brooklyn Soil. As Levi pushes on the handle to the revolving door, he clears his throat to wake the security guard napping in the corner. “Good night, Felicia,” he jokes.

 “Now what?” Thessaly asks as they spill onto an empty sidewalk.

 Pressing his mouth against her ear and sliding his hand to her ass, Levi whispers, “Now we fuck.”
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 Squinting his eyes and tightening his lips, Levi asks, “F-seven?”

 Arching an eyebrow and peering over the top of her Milton Bradley naval plans, Thessaly replies, “Miss. G-two?”

 “Miss. F-six?”

 Thessaly sighs. “Hit. Do you ever get tired of people always assuming you’re the really good guy?”

 “Not really, why?” Levi scrapes the remaining ice cream from his bowl and shrugs his shoulders.

 “It bothers me when people describe me as sweet or super nice. B-four?”

 “Miss. H-two? Why is that a bad thing? The alternative to being nice is a bad thing.”

 “Hit. And, you sunk my battleship.” Licking her spoon, Thessaly adds, “But sometimes being likeable is boring.”

 “You’re not boring, Tess. And trust me, life on the opposite end of the human spectrum is a miserable way to live.”

 “A-seven? How would you know?” Thessaly ladles a spoonful of melting cookie dough ice cream and slurps through her lips.

 Looking down at his plastic ships, Levi says, “Hit. Because there was a time when I was a complete asshole.”

 Shocked, Thessaly drops her spoon. “No way!”

 Scratching his chin and watching Thessaly’s face sadden, Levi takes a deep breath and explains. “I was a bully in high school. I spent two years mercilessly torturing a kid in the grade above me.”

 “Why would you do that?”

 “I could lie and say it was because of my douchebag friends. Or maybe I just wanted attention. But the truth is, picking on that kid was a twisted rush of excitement.”

 “Levi,” whispers Thessaly. “What did you do?”

 “Nothing physical, but my parents found out I was a cruel bastard and we moved to Harrisburg. They enrolled me in a private school and cut off my contact with almost everyone.”

 “Oh.” Thessaly sighs.

 “But then a few years later, I spent the summer with Dani on the farm, and I saw the kid working as a cashier in the supermarket.” He leans forward and exhales. “Marshall Lewis dropped out of high school to take care of his mother going through chemo.” Levi’s eyes, the color of the deep water, begin to tear. “A week later, after I asked around about Marshall, I returned to the store and quietly approached him. He recognized me immediately – what victim doesn’t memorize the haunting face of their tormenter?”

 “What happened?”

 “I apologized. Like six times. And at first he refused to accept my apology, accusing me of wanting to clear my own conscience, but then he reached out to me.” Levi takes a sip of water and then continues. “I was sitting on the porch of our farmhouse watching the fireflies when Marshall rode his bike down our main road with a six-pack of beer.”

 “So he forgave you?” Thessaly shifts in her chair and bites the inside of her cheek.

 “Not exactly, but he did pity me. And then he asked something of me that required my trust more than my remorse.”

 “What did he want?”

 Leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms over his bare torso, Levi replies, “Marshall asked for my help. So I spent the final two weeks of my summer vacation designing a small garden in the back of his house. Tomatoes, herbs, and . . .”

 “And?” Thessaly asks, fighting a smile.

 “You know, a little something for medicinal purposes.” He winks.

 Laughing, Thessaly quizzes, “So the moral to your story is to be kind.”

 “I don’t preach morality, Tess. But the moral of my story is to always use hydroponics and cannabis seedlings at the start of germination.”

 Nodding as she licks the stubborn hot fudge from her spoon, Thessaly mutters, “I actually did know that – whose turn is it?”

 Knocking his Battleship board off the table and laughing, Levi quips, “You win.”

 As Levi stands and clears the bowls from the table with a devilish grin, Thessaly glances at the trail of auburn hair disappearing into the waistband of his shorts.

 “I normally do,” Thessaly gloats.

 Running water over the sticky bowls in the kitchen sink, Levi mumbles, “As per our agreement, winner has to get naked.”

 Feeling a surge of excitement engulf her body, Thessaly rises and makes her way toward the king-size bed next to a large window. With her back to the kitchen, she removes the T-shirt she borrowed from Levi and tosses it on the floor.

 When Thessaly looks over her shoulder and smiles, Levi shuts off the running water and raises his eyebrows. Casually strolling to her backside, Levi admires Thessaly’s milky-white skin and perky ass before making his move.

 Ripping off his shorts and pressing his hard shaft against the small of Thessaly’s back, Levi bites her ear and pushes her against the cool, tempered glass of the window. He runs his tongue along the curve of her neck while cupping her breasts. “I need to taste you again” he growls.

 But wanting to feel all of him, Thessaly arches her back and reaches behind her. Panting and clawing at his hips, she emits a wild moan.

 Sliding his hand to her hip and pinning her arm beneath his, Levi asks, “Remember how we met?”

 “Yes,” Thessaly whispers, closing her eyes.

 “You totally wanted me,” Levi teases, trailing his long fingers across her pelvis.

 Opening her eyes to watch their reflection in the window, she purrs, “Yes.”

 Stroking her clit and biting her neck, Levi hums, “And I really wanted you.”

 “Yes.” Thessaly gasps.

 “But I was outside.” Gliding two fingers along her lips, Levi adds, “And I wanted inside.”

 “Mmm, yes.” Collapsing into Levi’s chest and dropping her head back in pleasure, Thessaly shudders and slows her breathing.

 “And now?” Levi asks, penetrating her rhythmically with his fingers. “We’re on the same side of the window.”
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 “I’ve been a guest at sixty-seven weddings and seventeen engagement parties. It was my own wedding that made me feel unwelcome.”
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 Chapter Twelve

 Waking to the smell of fresh coffee and the heat of the eastern sunlight, Thessaly opens her swollen eyes and moans. Recognizing her phone charging on the side table, and the glorious feeling of soreness between her thighs, Thessaly sits up and searches for Levi. Shielding her sensitive eyes from the blinding sunshine peeking in the window, she tucks the sheet under her arms and scans the loft.

 “Morning,” Levi says.

 Following the sound of Levi’s voice, Thessaly finds him, slouching in a leather chair, wearing only dark denim jeans and a brilliant smile. He reaches for his coffee mug on a nearby tray table and slowly takes a sip.

 “Were you watching me sleep, Levi?” Thessaly scrunches her nose and then grins.

 Returning the mug to the table and rising from his chair, Levi replies, “Nah, I was watching you wake up.”

 “Come here,” demands Thessaly.

 Strutting toward the bed, Levi stops abruptly and crosses his arms.

 “What?” Thessaly asks.

 “Just thinkin’,” he quips.

 “About?”

 Sitting on the edge of the bed and leaning back on his arms, Levi says, “I was just thinking how beautiful you look with the golden rays of sunshine pouring through the window, casting an apricot glow upon your heavenly, flexible body.”

 Waiting for the punchline, Thessaly rasps, “Oh, please.”

 “I’m serious! I was admiring your beauty.”

 Relentless, she presses, “And?”

 “And . . . thinking about how sweet your pussy tasted last night.” Levi laughs, causing the muscles in his stomach to contract and relax as he adds, “And also the thing about the sunlight.”

 While grabbing a pillow to pounce on top of Levi, Thessaly’s phone buzzes on the side table. She tucks the sheet back under her arms and reaches for her phone. Realizing she has a full battery but didn’t bring her own charger, she asks, “Did you charge my phone?”

 “Yep.”

 “Levi, that’s the most romantic thing ever!”

 “Your standards are really low, Tess.”

 Glancing at the time on the screen and biting her lip, she answers the call from Seth. “Hey.”

 “Tess, you’re not going to believe this,” Seth blabbers in a feminine shrill.

 “What happened to your voice?”

 “Oh, I didn’t get much sleep . . . know what I’m sayin’?”

 In the background, Meg can be heard shouting, “Lies, Tess. All lies.”

 “Where are you two?”

 “At the shop. Shelby misplaced his wallet in the kitchen so we met him here.”

 “Oh shit, is he still there?” Thessaly panics.

 “He left for the airport half an hour ago. I thought you knew?”

 “Crap! I suck.”

 “A little bit. But listen to my incredible news,” Seth demands.

 “Tell me.”

 “The art director emailed the proofs from the photo shoot and told me to keep as many as we want for our personal use. Tess, I found the perfect image for Wild Honey.”

 “That’s good. We can print some things before the launch.”

 “Um, you need to understand something.”

 “Okay?”

 “The image I want to use is not your typical promotional photo – in fact, let me hang up and send it to you.”

 “Fine, send it to my email.”

 “Bye,” Seth says.

 Ending the call, Thessaly quickly texts Shelby.

 Tess: I overslept. Do you hate me?

 Shelby: Nah, I’m good. And please don’t hate me when you find the stain on your couch from my plate of hot wings. Your laundry detergent has bleach, btw.

 Tess: Shelby!

 Shelby: Tess!

 Tess: That couch is upholstered in velvet. It’s ruined!

 Shelby: Flip the cushion. Problem solved.

 Tess: Have a safe flight, butthead.

 Shelby: Good luck with your launch, sis.

 “Everything okay?” asks Levi.

 “Yeah, typical sibling drama. Can I use your laptop to check my emails?”

 “I don’t have one here, but you can access Gmail on my TV.”

 Standing from the bed and grabbing the remote from the dresser, Levi powers on his television and then tosses the remote in her lap.

 Palming the remote and laughing, Thessaly asks, “How big is that thing?”

 “Nine inches of rock hard steel.”

 Thessaly tilts her head and chews the inside of her cheek.

 “Oh, you mean the TV? Sixty-inches of ultra HD and a SmartTV.” Levi removes a T-shirt from the dresser drawer and instructs, “This screen displays all the apps.” Pointing to the top row, he adds, “Use the keyboard on the back of the remote to sign in.”

 “Amazing! It’s like the Jetsons.”

 Levi pulls a heather-blue T-shirt over his head and then takes out his expensive watch from a glass box. “Will you be okay here?” he asks over his shoulder.

 Typing the information into the television screen, Thessaly mumbles, “Are you leaving?”

 “I have to go to the farm for a meeting.”

 Picking up a shirt from the floor, Thessaly dresses and walks toward Levi. “You trust me in your apartment?”

 Levi sits on the leather chair and ties his sneakers. “You have my permission to snoop, if that’s what you’re asking.” Standing, he rests his hands on Thessaly’s shoulders and smiles. “Let me think . . . the antibiotic in the bathroom cabinet is from an ear infection, and I keep extra toothbrushes in the drawer for travel – pick your favorite color and give it a home next to mine. I hide my bong in the bottom drawer of my dresser and my passport in the top. You won’t find any embarrassing pictures, but if you come across a photo of a redhead with a fake smile, that’s my ex-girlfriend, Taylor.”

 “I think you covered everything.”

 Levi kisses Thessaly’s forehead and then says, “There are bagels and coffee in the kitchen. And caramel creamer in the fridge.”

 “Can I jump on your bed?” she asks.

 “Please,” Levi teases while moving his hands to her ass. “Shit, I have to go. I’ll call you later,” he adds, walking toward the door.

 “Bye, Levi,” Thessaly says, plopping on the bed and opening the email from Seth.

 When the image attachment opens, Thessaly gasps. “Holy shit!” She grabs her phone and calls Seth.

 “You’re on speaker, Tess,” answers Seth.

 “Seth, I can’t have my face plastered all over the brand! And Levi? He’s shirtless for God’s sake.”

 “I’m a graphic designer, Tess. That image is provocative and sweet – just like the brand.”

 “I trust you, but you have to crop it or something.”

 Sighing, Seth drones, “I’ll work my magic.”

 “Tess, you look smokin’ hot,” Meg interrupts.

 Glancing at the number of an incoming call, Thessaly blurts, “Guys, I have to take this call. I’ll stop by later and we’ll work it out.”

 She swipes the incoming call and asks, “Hi – everything okay?”

 In unison, Bruce and Rosalyn chime, “Congratulations on your engagement!”
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 Sitting in a cab as she makes her way Downtown, Thessaly combs her wet hair with her fingers and fastens it with a rubber band. No woman likes to walk the crooked line of shame, and Thessaly is no different. So, she took a long, hot shower at Levi’s loft, brushed her teeth, and borrowed one of his black blazers. Fashioning it over her dress and rolling up the sleeves, she hailed a cab a few blocks from his building and headed home.

 Arriving at her building, she pays the cab driver and then proceeds inside. To her surprise, she finds Mason sitting on the bench inside her lobby.

 “Mason?”

 Standing and walking toward her with a confident gait, he says, “Tess.”

 “What are you doing here? Let’s go upstairs.”

 Dropping to one knee and reaching for her hand, Mason takes a deep breath and pulls her closer. “Thessaly Sinclair, would you do me the honor of being my wife?”

 Thessaly shifts her weight and furrows her brows. “What?”

 Mason removes a small, turquoise box from his pocket and pries it open. He pinches the large diamond between his fingers and lifts the ring from the box. “Tess, will you marry me?” Without an answer, Mason attempts to slide the ring on her finger.

 Pulling her hand away and frowning, Thessaly replies, “Mason, I can’t marry you.”

 Surprised and slightly annoyed, Mason stands from the floor and glares at Thessaly. “Why not? It’s what you’ve wanted for years,” he accuses.

 Shrinking in embarrassment, Thessaly whispers, “I did. I wanted to marry you.”

 “Then what changed?”

 “I changed.”

 Running his discerning eyes over her clothing and wet hair, Mason sighs disapprovingly. “I guess you did.” He returns the ring to the box and snaps it shut. Placing the box back in his pocket and gently thumbing her cheek, Mason adds, “Take care, Tess.”

 As he walks away, Thessaly calls after him. “Mason?”

 Hopeful, he answers, “Yes?”

 “Thank you.”

 “For what?”

 Passively, she replies, “New York.”

 With a tiny smile, Mason exhales in defeat before turning to leave the building. Once outside, he puffs his chest and lifts his chin, unaffected by Thessaly’s refusal and determined to find a proper replacement.

 Standing on the other side of the glass door, Thessaly watches as Mason turns his head to the left, and then to the right. But before he chooses a direction, Mason ducks his head and shudders his shoulders. Slapping his neck and swatting the air with his elbow, he bends his knees and growls.

 Perplexed, Thessaly moves closer to the door to investigate. As she runs her eyes over the back of Mason’s head, a honeybee hovers in front of her face and then flies away. “A bee,” she warns through the door.

 Unable to hear her through the thick glass, Mason shoves his hands in his pockets, and strolls toward the northeast corner.

 “That was weird,” Thessaly whispers under her breath.

 Waiting until Mason is out of sight, she opens the door and starts walking in the direction of the menacing bee. Mason never really liked bees – always complaining that they were aggressive insects that ruined the summer. But Thessaly loves bees, so she follows the invisible trail along Pearl Street in effort to prove her hunch.

 Merging onto Water Street, she’s met with a crowd of pedestrians congregating outside a restaurant. Several people whip out their phones and selfie sticks to take pictures, but no one is speaking. In fact, the atmosphere is hauntingly quiet – allowing the low buzz to penetrate through the thick, July humidity.

 Excited that she gets to watch the drama unfold, Thessaly squeezes between two men and removes her phone. Taking a picture of nature’s purest form of assimilation, she then sends a text to Levi.

 Tess: A swarm descended on a mailbox!

 Levi: Where?

 Tess: A restaurant on Water

 Thessaly glances at the canopy of the restaurant in search of an address and says, “Holy shit!” Her loud exclamation gets the crowd talking as she cackles to herself. She’s walked along Water Street thousands of times, but she’s never noticed the tangerine lettering printed on the gray canopy.

 Levi: Which restaurant?

 Tess: Wildflower

 She sends the text and then backs away from the crowd.

 Levi: I’ll be right there.

 As Thessaly sends a photo to Meg, a beautiful woman, elegant and poised, taps her arm and smiles.

 “What’s with the crowd?” she asks, her voice fluid and soft.

 “Oh, there’s a bee swarm covering that mailbox.” Thessaly points with her elbow.

 Elevating herself on her tiptoes, the woman peers over the shoulders of the crowd to catch a glimpse of the imprisoned mailbox. Her eyes expand and her mouth parts as she stretches her neck from left to right. “Wow, that’s frightening!” she exclaims.

 “It’s fascinating,” Thessaly replies.

 “It looks like the mailbox is moving – how many bees are there?”

 Glancing at the basketball-size swarm, Thessaly guesses, “Maybe twenty thousand?”

 The woman lowers her heels and says, “Just when I thought Downtown couldn’t get more crowded.” Adjusting the belt of her linen jumper, she adds, “Have a nice day.”

 Uploading the photo to Instagram, Thessaly replies, “You, too.”

 Nodding, the woman squeezes between the cluster of onlookers and continues along the crowded sidewalk. A few blocks away, she approaches a sidewalk patio, framed with galvanized steel flower boxes, and sprinkled with hot-pink patio umbrellas. She removes her Chanel sunglasses and checks her phone, quickly confirming the time and location of her date. Taking a deep breath and ignoring the bridal shower party gushing over presents at the corner table, she strides toward the hostess podium with a defiant smile – because for this former jilted bride, the romantic idea of love is only as real as the story she creates.

 “Hello,” the hostess greets.

 “Hi. I’m meeting someone for lunch.”

 “Your name?”

 Clearing her throat and wetting her lips, she replies, “Julia Pierce.”

 “Yes, right this way, please.” The hostess leads Julia to a small table inside the empty, air-conditioned restaurant. Standing behind a seated gentleman wearing a pastel dress shirt with the scent of plum blossom aftershave, she taps his shoulder and says, “Sir, your date is here.”

 Standing from the table and smiling cockily, he pulls out a chair for Julia and waits for her to sit. “Julia, you’re absolutely stunning.”

 Scooting into the table and placing a napkin in her lap, she replies, “That’s really sweet, Paul.”

 “Should we order drinks first?” he asks.

 Shivering under the air vents and the industrial ceiling fan, Julia hints, “The patio is really nice – maybe we can move outside?”

 “Unfortunately, I’m allergic to bees,” Paul snaps.
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 Playlist: Tess


  
    	New Amsterdam
    	Travis
  

  
    	Another Story
    	The Head and the Heart
  

  
    	Tompkins Square Park
    	Mumford & Sons
  

  
    	Love 3X
    	ZZ Ward
  

  
    	Let’s be Still
    	The Head and the Heart
  

  
    	Barracuda
    	Heart
  

  
    	Wild Honey
    	U2
  

  
    	Love is Easy
    	The Mowgli’s
  

  
    	Everlong
    	Foo Fighters
  

  
    	Wilder Mind
    	Mumford & Sons
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