

    
            Chapter One 





			Ana Mendez opened the email within seconds of its arrival. “Firm-Wide Announcement,” the subject line read. The sender, Frank Bauman, was the CEO of the law firm where she worked, so she knew it must be important.

			 

			Byron & Browning congratulates Simon Bellinger on becoming a new managing partner at the New York City office. Simon has been with the firm for the last ten years. During that time he has…

			 

			Ana stopped reading. She didn’t need to review the accolades of another white, male attorney who had just wined and dined his way to the top. Besides, everyone knew Simon was next in line to make partner, even though he was a subpar attorney at best. He played golf with two judges and was godfather to one of the other managing partners’ children. What she cared about was what the email didn’t say. If Simon was now a managing partner, that meant…

			She leaned out of her small, dark internal office and peeked at the row of offices that lined the windows to the unobstructed view of the Manhattan skyline.

			There’s an empty of counsel position.

			Ana had been working her ass off ever since she started as a junior associate at Byron & Browning over five years ago. She thought for sure she’d have this place whipped as quickly as she had Con Law back in law school. Alas, the good old boys’ club was alive and well at Byron & Browning, even in a city as progressive as New York. Year after year, Ana had watched her less experienced and less intelligent male colleagues get promoted around her.

			That’s why last year she had decided to become a mentor. Taking on a leadership role would certainly get her noticed, right? Wrong. All it did was get her more work, more responsibility, and absolutely no additional pay. Oh, and a little heartbreak for good measure, when she inadvertently developed a major crush on one of her mentees, a fresh out of law school junior associate, who proceeded to reject her advances and throw her over for one of the managing partners. But that was a story for another day.

			Ana wouldn’t be overlooked again. Not this time. This time she had the ace up her sleeve. There was an open of counsel position and Ana knew just how she was going to get it.

			This will make them proud.

			She thought of her family back home, or more specifically her mother. No matter how far Ana seemed to climb in her career, it was never enough to get a “well done” or a “good job” from that woman. She had graduated top of her class at Columbia Law School, a school which she had attended on a full academic ride, mind you, and still all she heard at graduation was a “ready for the real world now, mija?”

			Maybe it was her mother’s stubbornness still clinging to her Cuban roots. She came from the old “I walked uphill to school both ways with no shoes. You kids don’t know how lucky you have it here in America” way of living. Thank God her family lived all the way in Miami while Ana was safe here in Manhattan.

			She opened a new tab on her screen and clicked to the file that read, “Estate of Mark Solomon v. Mount Sinai Hospital, et al.”

			This was the one. This was the case that was going to get her that promotion at last.

			Byron & Browning was, for all intents and purposes, a civil defense firm. Situated on the top floors of a high rise in Midtown, it was one of the most elite, selective, and demanding firms in the country. Ana remembered her first time walking through the double glass doors, the embossed “B&B” parting as she had pushed her way inside. Back then, she thought this was the place where her dreams would come true. But that was five years ago. She was fresh out of law school at Columbia and the world was her oyster. Or so she had thought. Ana had since learned that Byron & Browning was where dreams went to die and hours turned to years in the blink of an eye. She typically spent her days, and often nights, reviewing construction contracts, sending letters filled with case law and legalese to opposing parties, or defending landowners and other professionals who had been accused of not keeping their property in a safe condition or not designing a building up to code.

			But when one of the insurance adjusters you work with tells you that a close family friend died on the operating room table during what should have been a routine cardiac procedure, you magically become a plaintiff’s medical malpractice attorney overnight. And so that is how Ana had come to find herself representing the estate of Mark Solomon.

			The case wasn’t overly complicated. Mark Solomon had been fifty-six years old when he went in for a cardiac ablation at Mount Sinai Hospital and ended up dead on the operating table. He left behind a wife, three children, a massive estate out in the Hamptons, and a summer home in Naples, Italy. What had gone wrong? Well, that was Ana’s job to find out. She had spent the last two years meeting with experts, deposing almost every person who had been involved in the surgery and doing research on the procedure, and the best she had been able to come up with was that the operating surgeon, Dr. Joseph Schumacher, had possibly been negligent in his actions. A vague and nondescript answer to account for a man’s death.

			Negligent was fine—it would technically meet her burden of proof—but negligent didn’t answer all of the questions Ana still had about the case. Negligent wouldn’t sway a jury to award millions of dollars to a grieving widow who was already richer than God. She needed a finite reason for this man’s death. How could a doctor make such a horrendous mistake? There was more to the story, she knew it. Her gut had been telling her so for years. But so far everyone had essentially testified the same way.

			“There was nothing unusual about the procedure. The vitals were good. The doctor followed the standard of care.” Blah, blah, blah. Ana knew coached testimony when she heard it.

			But she only had one deposition left, and it was a non-party doctor who was a surgical resident at the time of the operation. It was pretty unlikely he or she even remembered much about the case, let alone something that could help Ana win the big money she would be asking for from the jury. To make matters worse, her boss had decided to file the lawsuit out on Long Island, where Mr. Solomon had lived. That was bad for Ana. Long Island liked their doctors and hated people who sued them. She knew she would have a hard time making her case before a jury of Dr. Schumacher’s peers.

			If she could pull this off, if she could win this trial or even get a big settlement from it, she knew it would be her golden ticket to advancing her career.

			“Knock knock,” a low voice said at her door. Stella Torres, Ana’s self-declared work wife, stuck her head inside.

			Ana waved her in quickly. “Oh my God, did you hear about Simon making partner?”

			Stella came fully into the office and took a seat across from Ana’s desk, propping one foot up on the corner and leaning back. She wore a navy blue three-piece suit and tie. A tapered fade traced the top part of her ears where it ran into a controlled mess of wavy black curls, and her brown leather oxford shoes matched the exact brown shade of her belt. Ana always said that Stella was the most handsome person in the firm, bar none, and Stella always not-so-humbly agreed.

			“Um, duh, why do you think I came in here so fast?”

			“Who do you think is in line for the open of counsel spot?” Ana tapped her chin.

			Stella let out a hearty laugh. “Oh please, don’t you mean, who’s your competition?”

			Ana blushed. She had been friends with Stella since Stella had started working at Byron & Browning about two years ago. They took a stab at dating once, but like so many queer relationships, ended up mutually friend-zoning one another after a few dates. She was a senior associate, like Ana, but Stella had a much longer way to go before promotion since her experience before coming to the firm was in mergers and acquisitions, not civil litigation. Stella didn’t seem to mind. She had no ambition to become a partner like Ana. She was content to collect her paycheck and go home at a somewhat human hour every night. Life, according to Stella, didn’t revolve around work—a concept that remained foreign to Ana.

			“You know me too well,” Ana remarked with a smile.

			Stella shook her head, and her short hair tossed back and forth. “Oh, I know you way too well.” Stella flashed a quick wink across the table. “In the biblical sense.”

			“All right, all right, but seriously, who do you think they’re considering?”

			Stella leaned forward, pretending to contemplate the question. “Hmm…I think we should probably talk about it over drinks tonight.” She kept her face serious and pensive.

			Ana started to open her mouth but was immediately cut off.

			“Oh, come on, workaholic. It’s Pride month! At least come to Cubby with me? Tiana will be there. I’m just saying.” Stella wiggled her dark, thick eyebrows.

			Ana rolled her eyes. Stella’s favorite pastime, when she wasn’t trying to find herself a new beautiful woman to hook up with, was trying to find Ana new, beautiful women to hook up with.

			“I don’t need help hooking up, thank you very much,” Ana said, crossing her arms.

			“I know you don’t, that’s the craziest part. You’re like, so good at flirting when you put your mind to it. So why you choose to spend your nights wasting away in this dark little office is beyond me.”

			Ana tilted her head, considering the offer. “I am a pretty good flirt, aren’t I?”

			Stella nodded. “Hey, you got me into bed.”

			“Oh please, like that was a challenge.”

			Stella bellowed a laugh and feigned offense. “Excuse me, I’ll have you know I have a very refined palate when it comes to women.”

			“Oh sure, if by refined you mean you like women. Any women. Anywhere. Any time.”

			“I am offended that you think so little of me, Ms. Mendez.”

			Ana rolled her eyes and quickly clicked around on her calendar. She actually didn’t have any more meetings or calls for the rest of the day. Maybe a drink and some harmless flirting with strangers would do her good. It had been a while since she got laid, and it might be nice to loosen some of that tension before her final deposition in the Solomon case on Monday.

			“Fine, one drink. But I’m not traipsing all the way down to the Village for it. We can grab one here, at the Junction.”

			“The Junction?” Stella shrieked. “God, could you pick a more hetero bar? Gag. Okay fine, I will make this sacrifice for you. But it better be a very strong drink.” Stella removed her legs from the desk and stood up. “See you at six?”

			Ana nodded and returned her attention to her computer. She had received fourteen emails in the few minutes Stella had been in there, all of which required her immediate attention before she could leave for the day.

			“Better make it seven.” Ana grimaced.

			Stella gave her a quick salute and walked away.

			Ana really hoped that her medical malpractice case panned out well. She was sick of looking at white walls for twelve hours a day.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			“Dr. Cohen, Dr. Cohen, line one.” A voice over the intercom echoed loudly above Rachel’s head.

			Rachel shifted her focus from the mug of coffee she had been staring at all morning. The break room at Mount Sinai Hospital was large enough that she didn’t have to make small talk with other doctors she knew. But it also meant no one knew where to find her when she wasn’t on the floor. Luckily, she wasn’t hungover. They hadn’t stuck around at Cubby long enough for her to be hungover. After Ana had stormed out of the bar last night, Charlotte had tried to convince her to forget about her and have a drink.

			“Look around you. You’re a doctor surrounded by beautiful women. Live a little!” Charlotte had said.

			But Rachel just wanted to go home. It was so busy she could barely breathe, and crowds like that just triggered her anxiety. She hated feeling people breathing down her neck, touching her without her permission, rubbing their sweaty bodies against her. It made her claustrophobic to just think about it.

			Much to her chagrin, they had stayed for another half hour, mostly to ensure that there was no risk of running into Ana and her friend out in the street somewhere, but then, finally, Rachel had gone home to the loving, needy arms of her cat, Elijah.

			A ridiculous name for a cat, most would say, especially considering the fact that the cat was a girl, but the name made sense if you knew her origin story. A few years ago, Rachel had been celebrating Passover at her parents’ house. In Rachel’s family, part of their tradition included the children ending the Seder by opening the door for the prophet Elijah. Usually, the children left the Seder disappointed, because of course an undead prophet from thousands of years ago does not walk through the open door. This particular year, however, when little Estie had swung open the door, she was met with something even greater than a prophet. She was met with a small calico kitten staring up at her, meowing as loud as its tiny lungs would let it.

			“Can we keep him?” she had squealed in the direction of her parents.

			The look on Noa’s face had been enough to make the real Elijah come back to earth. She was still pregnant with Benjamin at the time, and the idea of having a kitten, a two-year-old, and a newborn all under one two-bedroom roof in Brooklyn was clearly too much for her. Rachel had seen Jacob also try to form words that would let Estie down easy.

			“What if I keep her and you can come visit?” Rachel had said instantly without even thinking.

			She still didn’t know how the damn thing had gotten inside the building, let alone up to the fifth floor where her parents lived. But just like that, Dr. Rachel Cohen, esteemed cardiac surgeon at Mount Sinai Hospital, had become a total cat mom.

			And so, last night, after leaving the overcrowded bar, she had been more than happy to get home at a semi-decent hour, pop a cup of instant noodles into her microwave, and cuddle up with Elijah on the couch, while an episode of Friends played in the background.

			She had fallen asleep on the couch to the sound of Ross Gellar yelling about being on a break. But she had been thinking about the stunning woman with long, wavy black hair who smelled like some kind of sweet candy. Then she had woken up at five a.m. to the sound of Elijah purring loudly in her face.

			“Dr. Cohen, Dr. Cohen, line one.”

			Rachel snapped her attention back to the break room as the announcement played a second time. She picked up her phone and dialed the line.

			“This is Dr. Cohen.”

			“Hi, Dr. Cohen, your patient in 402 is asking for you. I tried to tell her you were with other patients and to talk to the PA, but she refused.”

			Rachel signed. “Mrs. Moriarty? Yeah, she can be a bit testy. I’ll swing by on my way to see Mr. Weston in 410 in a few.”

			“Thanks, Dr. Cohen, you’re the best,” the nurse said.

			“No problem,” Rachel responded and hung up.

			She knew she could have told her just to send the PA anyway, or a hospitalist for that matter, to check on the patient. That’s what her colleagues would do. She was really under no obligation to race around answering questions any RN could answer, but Rachel didn’t operate that way. If a patient needed her, she was there. She was constantly giving out her personal cell phone number to the family members of her patients, telling them to call her day or night with concerns or questions. And they did. Rachel’s mother said it was the reason for her complete lack of any serious relationships.

			“You’ve made that hospital your spouse,” she would say, but Rachel couldn’t help it. She had seen good surgeons and bad surgeons over the years, and she refused to be one of the bad ones. In fact, she wanted to be one of the great ones. It was why she had decided to pursue this career in the first place. To make an actual difference in people’s lives.

			She took another sip of her coffee, dumped the rest down the sink, and headed to the elevator bank. Rachel pushed the up button and waited for the world’s slowest elevators to arrive. She pulled the phone from her pocket after feeling a low buzz vibrate against her thigh.

			Charlotte: where r u?

			Charlotte was in her thirties and a nurse, for heaven’s sake. The fact that she still texted like a teenager instead of spelling out words annoyed Rachel more than anything, but she ignored it on account of Charlotte also being the most outspokenly loyal friend she had ever known.

			Rachel: Elevator, heading up to 4th floor. Why?

			Charlotte: omw

			After what felt like ages, the elevator door dinged open and Rachel stepped inside, pushing the button for the fourth floor. She was only on it for a single floor before the silver doors opened again.

			“Hi!” Charlotte blurted, stepping into the elevator.

			“Jesus, what the—”

			“Language, Doctor.” Charlotte smiled as the doors slid closed.

			“How the hell did you find me that fast?”

			Charlotte waved her off. “Oh please, you’re the most predictable person I know. Let me guess, you were hiding in the break room downstairs, sulking over a cup of black coffee?”

			Rachel averted her eyes. “No.”

			Charlotte stared, unblinking.

			“I was not sulking.”

			“Sure, Rach. Whatever you say,” Charlotte retorted.

			The elevator opened onto the fourth floor, and Rachel stepped out.

			“Wait!” Charlotte said, grabbing her by the arm and dragging her into the nurses’ station.

			Rachel looked around, embarrassed at the scene her best friend was causing at work.

			“What on earth is so important it can’t wait until I see a patient?” Rachel said through gritted teeth.

			It didn’t faze Charlotte. Nothing did. That was probably why they had stayed best friends for so long. Rachel would get into one of her introverted, brooding moods and Charlotte would always be there to pull her out of bed and force her back out into society. No matter what the reason, whether it was from the inevitable failure of her latest romantic fling or from news that one of her patients had passed away, Rachel was the “let’s stay home and watch Little House on the Prairie reruns” one, and Charlotte was the “let’s fly to Florida so we can learn how to scuba dive” one.

			Charlotte continued, “Gee, I don’t know, maybe it’s about an extremely sexy attorney we bumped into last night before you clammed up and made me leave the bar?”

			Rachel rolled her eyes. “We are so not talking about this right now.”

			Charlotte stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Oh, come on, you totally flaked on me and haven’t said two words about it since. I gave you time to digest everything last night, but now it’s time to spill.”

			Rachel checked her watch. She had arrived faster than expected to the floor, even with Charlotte’s little detour. She could spare a few minutes, but God, she really did not want to talk about this right now, especially in the nurses’ station a few feet away from her patients.

			“What do you want me to say, Char? It was freaky seeing her after our hook-up the first time. It was even freakier seeing her a second time. Seriously, if I bump into her a third time, I may call the cops for stalking or something.”

			Charlotte chuckled. “Okay, well, we both know how tiny the lesbian community is here. I mean, you and I have fucked each other by two degrees of separation on several counts.”

			Rachel looked around to confirm no one was listening to their conversation.

			“Yet another reason why I don’t like going to bars.”

			Charlotte pressed on. “I don’t know. If you think about it, the last two times you’ve been to a bar, you’ve met a really hot woman. Granted, it was the same woman both times, but still, those are good odds.”

			Rachel pinched the bridge of her nose. “Is this really all you wanted to talk about? Or can I please go check on my patient now?”

			Charlotte waved her hands. “Go, go, but don’t think this conversation is over.”

			Rachel shook her head and started in the direction of Room 402.

			“Oh, Rach, just tell me one thing.”

			Rachel turned around and crossed her arms, knowing that Charlotte wouldn’t wait for her consent before continuing to talk.

			“What did you think of her friend, Stella? Pretty hot, right?”

			Rachel shook her head. “You’re incorrigible.”

			“What? I’m just saying!” Charlotte shouted after her as she walked down the hall.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			“What up, sis?” Ana’s brother said. He held the phone too close to his face and blew on the screen like he was cleaning his sunglasses.

			“Hi, Antonio, I don’t have too long, I just wanted to say hi.”

			Antonio made a face that looked like he was in pain. “Bro, don’t tell me you’re still at the office right now. It’s like, dark, outside.” He squinted into the screen, clearly trying to see her background.

			Ana looked around her office. There wasn’t much to see. Just a small desk, where she currently sat, with two massive computer screens on it and a bookshelf filled with folders and Redweld files for active cases she was working on. On her desk was a single photo of her family all standing on the beach back home. Her brother had his arm draped around her in the same way he had since he was finally taller than her, which had happened when he was about twelve years old. Their father was wearing a wide-brimmed straw fedora, his smile gleaming in the sunlight as he held up a tiny fish he had caught off the pier. Their mother had both arms wrapped around Antonio, of course, and her face welled with pride just to be standing with them.

			Ana missed her family, even if they did drive her absolutely bonkers at times. And yes, on nights like this, when she was here alone in a dark, cold office and knew all she had to go home to was a cup of soup from a can and the blinding city lights, she missed being back home.

			She missed palm trees and sunshine and good Cuban food. She missed live music in Hialeah and going to see a movie with her friends from high school. She missed driving around downtown Miami in her dad’s old Camaro that he had fixed up when he was Antonio’s age. She missed chasing the ice cream truck with her brother when they heard it in their neighborhood.

			But those days, that life, it was all behind her now. This was her life. This was her chance to really make something of herself. To really make her family feel like all their hard work and sacrifice was worth it. To prove that you could be raised in a poor, immigrant family in some no-name town on the outskirts of Miami and still become a successful bigwig attorney in Manhattan.

			“Yes, I’m at work, but it’s fine. There are a bunch of people still here.” Ana tried to soothe her misery at still being at the office past eight on a Tuesday. “How’s the car coming along?” she asked, trying to shift the topic back to Antonio’s favorite topic—himself.

			“It’s looking so sick, let me show you.” He jumped up from his bed and left his bedroom, then walked down the steps of their childhood home.

			It was weird to think of Antonio still sleeping in the same bed he had once peed in as a kid. At first, she thought it was temporary, but over time it became apparent that he had no intention of going to college or trade school, or moving out at all. They couldn’t be more opposite if they tried. Where Antonio had no drive in his life, Ana had enough for the both of them. The day she graduated from the University of Miami, she had informed her parents that she was moving to New York for law school at Columbia. She could still hear her mother sobbing at the realization that Ana would no longer be a twenty-minute drive away.

			Antonio opened the garage door and flipped the camera around to display a candy apple red 1967 Mustang. The wheels were a shiny black and there were two black racing stripes along the hood. The last time Ana had seen the car, it had been black and covered with rust stains. She was impressed by the changes in such a short amount of time.

			“Bonita, wow, Antonio. It looks amazing. Papi been doing most of the heavy lifting, I assume?”

			Antonio wrinkled his eyebrows. “No way, he basically sits in his chair over there and supervises me these days. I’ve done all the engine work myself, plus I designed the details of the interior and the paint job.”

			Ana smiled. “The colors remind me of papi’s old Camaro. Remember when we were in middle school and he would drive us around in that thing? We thought we were so fancy.”

			Antonio laughed. “Speak for yourself. I was fancy.”

			Ana smiled. She hadn’t heard her brother this excited about something in a really long time. When they were little, Antonio was always the one who preferred to play with his Hot Wheels or stay inside and play FIFA on whatever gaming console he had at the time. She had been the outgoing, social one between the two of them. It was a natural fit now, thinking of him hiding under the hood of an old car, her father pointing his finger from across the room, giving instructions.

			“What are you gonna do with it when it’s finished?”

			“She is going on the market. Well, after I show her off at a few car shows, that is.” Antonio gave her a wide grin.

			An email notification came up on her computer screen, but she ignored it. She had maybe exaggerated the number of people in the office with her at the moment. There were a few junior associates huddled together in the conference room organizing exhibits for an upcoming trial, and the custodial team had started to vacuum down the hall. Truth be told, it was creepy as hell being there when it was so empty, but Ana knew once she logged off for the day, she would only be met with more work the next day.

			“What’s her name?” Ana asked, choosing to focus on her brother’s passion rather than her lack thereof.

			“Sally Ride.”

			Ana raised an eyebrow. “Like the first American woman in space?”

			Antonio shook his head. “No, you know, like the song…ride, Sally, ride.” He started laughing.

			Ana laughed back and felt a weight begin to lift as she enjoyed the moment with her brother.

			“Maybe you should take it for a road trip up to see me,” Ana joked.

			Antonio shook his head. “No way, man, you’re not getting me in that cold-ass place.”

			“It’s July, estúpido, it’s like a hundred degrees here right now.”

			He shrugged. “Whatever, man, not gonna happen.”

			Ana gave up. Her brother would never leave Miami, she knew that. She just hoped eventually her mother would be satisfied having one child—her favorite child—literally under her roof so she would stop trying to pressure Ana to move back home.

			“So, how’s life up there? Got ladies lined up around the block, I bet,” he said playfully.

			Ana let out a loud sigh. “Yeah, right. Oh, actually, that reminds me, I’ve got a line waiting outside my office right now.” Ana leaned over and looked at her door.

			“Well, you could! If you weren’t all huddled up in that dark-ass office of yours.”

			Ana feigned offense. “Excuse me, I worked my butt off for this office. And you’re one to talk, hiding in that dark-ass room over there.”

			Antonio nodded. “You right, you right. But hey, I got something in the works.”

			Ana raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really, got a lady I need to know about? Oh, God, it’s not Camilla from down the street, is it? Tell me you’re not dating Camilla.”

			“Not saying a word,” Antonio said, holding back laughter. “But no, I’m not dating Camilla.”

			Ana exhaled dramatically and wiped fake sweat off her brow. Another notification came in her emails, and she checked the time. If she had any hope of leaving before nine, she had to get back to work.

			“I gotta go, but text me later?”

			“Yeah, yeah, just do yourself a favor and see some sunlight soon. You’re starting to look like a gringa tourist. You know, the ones who wear socks with their sandals.”

			“How dare you.”

			“Peace out!” Antonio yelled before abruptly hanging up.

			He was right, she really should get out and enjoy the good weather soon. She’d been cooped up so long she had almost forgotten it was summer until she had mentioned it to Antonio just now. She made a mental note to take a day off the next time it was warm and sunny on a weekend. For now, she just wanted to finish responding to these emails and get the hell out of the office.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve 





			Rachel finished blending a kale and celery smoothie and wiped her forehead. She had just finished a ten-mile run around Central Park, and there was nothing better than a fresh, healthy snack during her cool-down time. She poured the green liquid into a glass and watched as it reached almost exactly to the top.

			“Perfection,” Rachel said to Elijah, who sat at her feet, clearly confusing the sound of a blender full of vegetables with a can of tuna.

			“You don’t like kale, silly girl,” Rachel said, patting Elijah on her head and walking into her living room.

			She sat down on the simple navy blue sofa and propped her feet up on her coffee table. Aside from a short, wide mid-century modern style bookshelf that doubled as her TV stand, that was the entirety of her furniture for the largest room in the place, which wasn’t saying much. The apartment also had a bedroom, a bathroom, and a washer and dryer that were next to the dishwasher in the kitchen. The landlord had told her she was welcome to paint the walls if she liked, but Rachel had never taken the time to do it. There was no point really. She wasn’t home much, and when she was, she was reading, or watching TV to decompress, or playing with Elijah, who luckily was as introverted as she was.

			Rachel had school photos of her niece and nephew on her TV stand/bookshelf combo and a photo of her family at the Passover Seder last year. Then there was a photo of her and Charlotte on their mutual graduation day, Rachel in her baby blue Columbia robes, hunter green hood, and rounded hat, and Charlotte with her royal purple NYU robes and black squared hat. She loved that fate had intervened and allowed her to graduate a second time with her best friend from high school, even if it had been from different schools.

			The apartment was small, but it was more than enough space for one woman who was rarely there and a cat whose favorite hobbies included eating and bird watching from a hammock hanging in the window.

			Growing up in New York, Rachel was used to living in small spaces. She couldn’t imagine growing up somewhere without the sounds of ambulances or car horns playing in the background. Too much silence in her surroundings terrified Rachel, and nothing caused her more anxiety than the idea of being off in the woods in a cabin somewhere with just the sounds of crickets and tree frogs to lull her to sleep. She needed the chaos and noise of the city. It made her feel safe.

			When she had moved into the apartment a few years ago, it was the first time in her entire life Rachel had lived alone. When she was little, there had been Noa and of course her parents. Then throughout college she had a new roommate every year. Immediately after medical school, she and Charlotte had shared a place until Rachel finally earned enough to afford her own place and Charlotte moved in with some friends from nursing school in Harlem.

			Now, after a few years of calling the small apartment on the Upper East Side home, Rachel realized that she liked living alone. It suited her. Plus, her apartment was a perfect location for work. At the corner of 82nd and York, her commute consisted of a quick walk to the 6 train for a single stop, or a nice long walk of about twenty blocks. All in all, it usually took her half an hour to get to the hospital most days. If she wanted to see her parents, she just went for a run through the park and up a few blocks and she was on the Upper West Side. If she wanted to see Noa and the kids, she hopped on the M train out to Williamsburg and she was there in 45 minutes max. It was a great setup.

			But even with the perfect combination of logistics and introversion in place, Rachel still felt lonely sometimes. She had considered buying a plant or maybe even a goldfish to make it homier, but the plant would die with lack of water and Elijah would probably eat the fish. This was all she needed, she reminded herself in the moments of emptiness. This was sufficient.

			Sometimes Rachel felt guilty, sitting there in her nice, clean apartment when there were so many who lived with nothing in this city. Rachel pacified her imposter syndrome/superhero complex by doing as much volunteer work as possible, but still, it never felt like enough. She had become a surgeon because she wanted to impact people’s lives, to leave the world a better place than the world she was born into, but some days she felt like Sisyphus, pushing a boulder up an endless hill.

			After she finished her smoothie and stretched, Rachel took a hot shower and returned to the living room wrapped in her towel, only to find Elijah curled up in the exact spot she had been sitting on the couch.

			Of course.

			“Excuse me, that is my seat,” she said, lifting the animal and moving her to her lap.

			She picked up her phone and checked the time. This was absolutely one of those rare days when Rachel would love to veg out on the couch and binge an entire season of a TV show, but she had committed to doing volunteer work downtown, and if Rachel was anything, it was committed.

			After a few more moments of relaxing with Elijah purring on her lap, Rachel let out a big sigh and stood up, willing herself to get dressed.

			She picked up her phone to check the time again and was met with a text from Charlotte.

			Charlotte: Can’t wait for tomorrow night! You’re my hero.

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen 





			“Coming!” Ana said in response to the knock at her door as she scuffled her bare feet across the hardwood floor.

			She was in the process of putting in an earring, and her dress was so tight at the knees she couldn’t move faster than a shuffle at the moment. Thank God for Spanx.

			Stella was on the other side of the door when she opened it. She let out a wolf whistle and followed it up with a catcall.

			“Not too shabby yourself.” Ana eyed Stella up and down quickly before putting in her next earring.

			Stella adjusted her cufflinks and ran a hand through her gelled-back hair. “Oh, this old thing?” She pointed to her crisp black tuxedo. “I only wear it when I don’t care who I see.”

			“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure we all have tuxedos just hanging in our closets.”

			“Well, you’re one to talk. I mean that dress is…wow.” Stella clutched her chest and looked her up and down.

			Ana slipped on her heels and studied herself in the full-length mirror that took up a good portion of her small living room. Her dress was black and floor length, appropriate for the black-tie affair they were heading to, with a slit that started at mid-thigh and ran all the way down her left leg. Her pointy-toed black stilettos only served to accentuate the length of her legs in a way that made her feel tall for once. Ana tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before applying a little more hair spray to ensure one half was tucked back while the other half fell down her chest in thick curls and waves. The top of the dress was a halter top, which made her already C cup boobs look like they could fill out a solid D. Ana had to admit, she looked sexy AF. Maybe she’d luck out and meet someone who could fuck her brains out and help her forget the annoying redhead who had consumed her thoughts and dreams since their frustrating encounter at Cubby a few nights ago.

			It was like every chance life got, the universe was there to put Rachel Cohen in her brain. While she was sitting on the subway that morning, there was a sign for Mount Sinai Hospital over her head. While she was waiting in line at Gregory’s yesterday, someone named Rachel ordered coffee right in front of her. Every redhead she passed on the street made her do a double take. It was maddening.

			“Think I’ll get any action in this thing?” Ana asked, pulling her boobs up higher in the dress and putting on ruby red lipstick.

			“I’d basically guarantee it. But don’t forget, you agreed to let me crash here tonight. Don’t be a dick and make me take a hundred-dollar taxi all the way up to Washington Heights at two a.m.,” Stella added.

			“Don’t be ridiculous.” Ana smacked her lips together and looked at Stella in the reflection. “The subway still runs at two a.m.”

			“Very funny, Mendez.” Stella gave a fake laugh and stood up from the couch. “Ready to rock this thing?”

			Ana slid her phone and wallet into the tiny purse she was carrying. “Let’s do it.”

			The Center Dinner was hosted every year during Pride by the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender Community Center, more commonly known as the Center. The event was held as a way to honor trailblazers and people of impact in the LGBTQ+ New York City community. It was a major deal to be nominated for an award and an even bigger deal to win one. But Ana and Stella weren’t going for that. They were going because Byron & Browning was a premier sponsor at the event, meaning they paid a shit ton of money to put their name on flyers and banners and promotions, all in the name of diversity, equity, and inclusion.

			Usually the firm sent Darcy Hammond, but since her abrupt departure from the firm, there was a serious shortage of queer representation—an opportunity Ana saw and took advantage of immediately.

			Not only was it her subtle way of telling the managing partners that yes, she—the high heel and lipstick wearing senior associate—was bisexual, but also to take yet another one of those leadership roles she so desperately craved.

			The firm was more than happy to send her with her date, Stella, and Stella was more than happy to scoop up as many free drinks, hors d’oeuvres, and hopefully attention from beautiful women as possible in one evening. It was really a win for everyone involved.

			“Okay, don’t forget we have to get photos on the red carpet for the firm newsletter. I want the diversity points and I want the Los Angeles office people to know my name,” Ana said as they pulled up to Cipriani on Wall Street, where the event was being held. A line had already started forming out front, and Ana felt herself getting nervous.

			“You got it, boss,” Stella said. She gave Ana a calm, reassuring smile.

			Stella was always cool and collected in situations like this. She might as well be a lion walking into a den of lambs for all she was concerned. She had no concept of intimidation or social anxiety. Ana did, she just hid it exceptionally well under a veil of extroversion and relatability. She inwardly decided they would snag a drink as soon as they got inside and get a little liquid courage flowing before mingling and networking.

			They waited their turn for photos as couple after couple lined the carpet outside the venue. When it was their turn, they meshed so well into their designated positions that most probably assumed they were actually a couple. Ana rested her hand on her hip, shifting her leg forward to reveal itself from beneath the high slit. Stella kept one hand in her pocket and the other on the lowest part of Ana’s fully exposed back. To an onlooker, she was making a pass, but Ana knew it was just her way of reassuring Ana in the moment. Letting her know she was there beside her, holding her up.

			When they were finally inside, Ana stopped to collect herself. “I bet I blinked through every shot,” she said fixing her hair again.

			“No way. Your eyes are beautiful, your dress is beautiful, you’re beautiful, I’m beautiful, now let’s go get a drink.” Stella grabbed Ana gently by the elbow and ushered her toward the bar.

			Cipriani Wall Street, the venue for the dinner, was steeped in classic New York City opulence and history. It was once the location for the New York Stock Exchange and the United States Customs House, and it had served as the headquarters of the National City Bank. Okay, she might have done some googling before the event.

			It had a high domed ceiling and a balcony overlooking the main room where hundreds of circular tables were placed. Each table had a tall centerpiece bursting with various types of white flowers. The room was illuminated with dimmed, rainbow-colored lights and there were three large bars. Circular tables filled the center of the room, and a balcony overlooked the space where a DJ stood playing posh loft music. Ana had never seen so many people all dressed to the nines in one place. She felt like she had stepped into a modern Gilded Age event and she was waiting for a valet to come and offer her some cigars and brandy. Instead, she opted to get her own drink and headed toward the first available bar to the left of the massive room.

			“Mint mojito,” Ana said to the bartender, dropping a twenty in the tip jar.

			Tip them early and get heavy pours all night, a lesson she had learned early on in her going out days.

			A few moments later the bartender, a cute person with a fauxhawk and a nose ring, slid her the drink and added a flirtatious smile for good measure. Ana raised her glass to them and smiled wide.

			“Gracias,” she said, using the ultimate tool in her arsenal—her fluency in Spanish—to gain a slight blush from the bartender.

			“Oh, damn, already pulling out the Spanish. You are working for it tonight, girl.” Stella took a sip of her beer and chuckled.

			“Well, whatever works, right?”

			Whatever it takes to get Rachel freaking Cohen off my mind, that is.

			





    
            Chapter Fourteen 





			Rachel adjusted her bespoke baby blue tuxedo jacket and wiped her hands on her matching pants. Charlotte had convinced her to order a custom tux for the event, even though it was ridiculously overpriced.

			“It brings out your eyes, and you look so damn sexy in it,” she had said at her final fitting at the tailor’s shop two weeks ago.

			The jacket was double-breasted with large gold buttons and a peak lapel. The pants were slim cut, and she wore nude high heels, which made her already long legs look even longer. The boxy cut of the jacket was a perfect fit for her slender frame. Her hair was slicked back into a low, tight bun and her dark eye shadow, also courtesy of Charlotte, gave her eyes a smoky, sultry appeal that made their natural blue color shine out from the darkness.

			Rachel felt slightly underdressed, looking at the white dinner jacket and black tuxedos and evening gowns that filled the room, but soon she started to see a steady flow of cocktail dresses and suits, and her nerves relaxed a bit. The room was packed—there must have been over five hundred people present—which was doing nothing for her nerves.

			“Stop doing that,” Charlotte said, coming up beside her and handing her a glass of champagne.

			“Doing what?”

			“Comparing yourself to everyone in this room. You’re here to accept an amazing award. They should be comparing themselves to you.”

			Rachel sighed. Charlotte was right. Rachel had won a few academic accolades before, but nothing this significant had ever happened to her. When she got the email telling her she had been nominated for the Hometown Hero award from the Center this year, she had been too shocked to speak. When she got the second email telling her she had won the thing, she quite literally almost passed out. Noa physically had to hold her upright in her seat as she read the email out loud to her and Jake.

			Rachel knew she had chosen a special career when she elected to be a cardiac surgeon, but she didn’t realize that she could also have such an impact on the LGBTQ+ community in addition to that special profession. After all, what do triple bypasses and gender rights have to do with one another? Well apparently, not that much, but when you’re a cardiac surgeon who volunteers at places like the Bowery Mission and Trinity Place on your few days off, the community takes notice. When you single-handedly convince the hospital you work at to donate over a hundred thousand dollars to those places, the community takes notice and gives you an award for it at a fancy dinner. On top of that, Mount Sinai Hospital had been a sponsor of the dinner for over ten years now, so while it was surprising to Rachel that she had been given the award, she suspected it also had something to do with who was donating the big chunk of change to the event. Noa had told her that was just her inner saboteur trying to convince her that she wasn’t worthy of the thing, but Rachel had ignored her.

			“Come on, let’s go snag our seats, the ceremony’s about to start,” Charlotte said as they walked to the front of the room where other award recipients and VIPs were seated.

			After about an hour of listening to other individuals receive various awards for their impact in the community, Rachel was feeling less worthy than ever. The little voice in her head that was constantly whispering that she wasn’t good enough was no longer whispering, it was screaming.

			Rachel felt her hands getting cold and clammy. “I’m gonna go grab some water.”

			“No way, your award is up next!” Charlotte whispered.

			Rachel swallowed hard and her throat suddenly felt drier than the Gobi Desert. “Just go accept it for me, will you?” Rachel made a move to stand up and Charlotte jerked her back down into her seat.

			“No way. You are going to get up on that stage and you are going to accept that award because, Rachel Cohen, you fucking deserve it. Now, turn off your brain, hold your shoulders back, and take another sip of this.” She slid a glass of champagne to Rachel, who gratefully drained the rest of the glass.

			“Our next award is the Hometown Hero award,” the host announced from the stage.

			“Oh, God
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