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Forging a Desire Line

Charley Owens is content with her life. She has her
super-organized job, her super-clean apartment, her long-time
friends, and her cats. That’s all she needs after the crumbling of
her twenty-five-year relationship, even if her friends keep trying
to set her up with someone new. But when she meets the handsome and
aloof Joanna, she’s forced to reevaluate what it is she wants, and
maybe what’s been missing...

 


Everything seems to be going well until Charley’s
ex-wife, Tricia, calls with devastating news and Charley’s hope for
a quiet life is overturned. While trying to take care of Tricia,
Charley is determined to get Joanna to take a chance on her. But is
she ready to take one herself?
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Desire lines

are the dirt trails

that hikers forge off the beaten path.

Desire lines can also be found in cities,

formed as a result of economic development

and evolving travel patterns.

 


And they can be created in the heart

as we find our way toward falling in love

with someone.


Chapter One

Morning sun streamed in the open windows, but the
warmth of the quilt pulled at Charley Owens to stay put on this
cool September Saturday morning. Bing and Bob had woken her early
for breakfast, curling up beside her on the bed afterward and
breathing Purina’s Ocean Whitefish on her, the sounds of a
relatively quiet New York City, like a faraway gentle tide, lulling
them all back to sleep. Now she gently ran a finger down the white
blaze in Bing’s black face and tapped his little nose. He squeaked
at her and buried his face in white-mittened paws, wrapping his
tail around his head until all she could see were two small
ears.

Finally giving in and leaving the coziness of her
bed, Charley went out to the living room to retrieve the notepad
and folder she’d left on her desk, then trotted back to nestle
under the comforter. Settling back in against the pillows, she went
over her to-do list. The fall cleaning was a top priority. She had
to finish it by the second weekend of November, when it would be
her turn to host the Sunday night NFL dinner for her coterie of
football friends. The folder held the manuscript pages she’d
agonized over last night. As she began reading, she reached for her
small, flat talisman stone on the end table, and idly ran her thumb
over the word balance etched into its smooth surface. Then,
she picked up the pencil on her nightstand, and began editing.

She’d finished this novel years ago when it was her
final project in graduate school. It was good. Her thesis mentor
had given her an A-plus and an introduction to an agent who never
saw it. Days after she hung her MFA degree on the wall, writer’s
block hit and closed everything down. Or maybe it was the dog that
she and Brooke had nearly killed on the road trip they’d taken to
Maine to celebrate Charley getting her degree. They’d found a vet
in the next town and the dog had lived, but the novel was stillborn
in the aftermath.

She hadn’t meant to retrieve the manuscript from the
back of the filing cabinet last January. After a week off from work
so she could have some much-needed downtime before moving from the
A&R department to Legal to assist a newly-arriving executive
vice president, she’d been on a cleaning binge and was going to
throw it out. What was the point of keeping it? It takes up room
and I’m not that person anymore. She read the first page, and
then the second, and the third page. The next morning, she sat down
again in front of page one, the fear that her gift and her voice,
silent for so long, were gone sitting down with her. But she
sharpened a pencil anyway. The person she’d become had a lot of
work to do. Six months later, a phoenix had begun to rise from the
ashes. At least, that’s what she hoped it was.

The phone rang, startling her. Her first thought went
to her boss, Emily, who had been in London for the last week, but
she rarely called when she was on a business trip because Charley
was a master at anticipating her needs whether she was in the
office or halfway around the world. She waited for the robotic
caller ID to tell her who was calling.

“Call from…Brooke West.”

Charley grabbed the receiver. “Good morning,
sunshine.”

“Hey, babe. What are you up to?”

“My fall cleaning.” She certainly couldn’t admit that
she was still in bed. And she would never confide that she was
writing again. What if she failed again?

“You’re the only person I know who still does
that.”

“You don’t? It’s cathartic. And maybe I should take a
closer look at your moldings and underneath your couch pillows if
you don’t. Maybe I’d find that remote you lost last month.”

“Hey, my cleaning lady takes care of that…I think she
does, anyway.”

“You never check?” Bob, looking like an errant fluffy
gray dust bunny that had wafted up onto the pillow next to her,
rose and stretched, pushing all her papers aside. She delicately
knocked him over and he glared at her.

“Who looks underneath their couch pillows, for
Christ’s sake? And don’t you do that tonight. You are still coming,
aren’t you?”

“Of course. Why? Who have you invited as the Miss
September temptress?”

There was a moment’s hesitation on Brooke’s part. “I
don’t know what you mean.”

“Liar. You guys are like Harry & David’s
Fruit-of-the-Month Club with the single women at our dinners. Did
you think I didn’t know?”

“Crap. Listen, it was Jamie’s idea from the get-go.
And we all agreed you should be back in the dating pool.”

Charley cringed. It wasn’t a pool she’d wanted to
wade into for a while now. “Maybe I don’t want that.”

“How much longer are you going to hide? You’re
cheating some woman out of a really good wife.”

“I think I’m still bitter, darling. Have you
all been in on it, even Lindsay?”

Charley heard Brooke’s sigh of defeat. “She said you
didn’t want anything to do with dating again.”

“Good. I’m glad I have one friend who
understands.”

“Yeah, not really. Tonight’s bachelorette is courtesy
of her tennis club. I actually met the woman last week. She’s very
nice. And pretty hot, I might add.”

“You met her?” Somehow, that seemed a step too far.
Or maybe it was good they were vetting the women they were parading
in front of her. Although they were batting zero.

“Lindsay wasn’t sure about introducing you to Karen,
so she wanted Jamie and me to pass muster first.”

“Why? What’s wrong with her?” The last one had a
voice reminiscent of Minnie Mouse, and the one before that spent
the evening talking about all her exes. Charley had wanted to run
before the bread was passed.

“Absolutely nothing. She’s smart, and funny, and
gorgeous, and built. And she’s thirty-seven. Perfect age for a
trophy wife.”

“I can’t go out with anyone that young. We won’t have
anything to talk about. Plus, if she’s built, she won’t be
interested in me. I’m a long way off from getting rid of this ‘I
quit smoking twenty years ago’ weight gain.” She didn’t like
admitting that truth, but she trusted Brooke with almost all her
vulnerabilities.

“You’re getting there. Slowly.”

“Ho! Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“What? I said you’re looking good. And Jamie and I
certainly didn’t have any trouble talking with Karen.”

“Then maybe you should date her.”

“Not thinkin’ Annie would appreciate that.”

“Fine. I’ll take Annie off your hands, you take Karen
out.”

“Oh, no you don’t. You had a shot at her but you
chose Tricia.”

Charley laughed, even as she winced at the mention of
Tricia. She was always grateful Brooke understood that her fling
with Annie had been just that, a short-lived affair right before
Annie moved to San Francisco. When she came back to New York a few
years later, Charley and Brooke ran into her in a movie theater,
she’d introduced them and that was that. She was never sure who
swung the first lasso, but within weeks, they were a couple.

“Why is this woman single if she’s such a catch?”

“Recently ended a relationship. You know, we’ve gone
out of our way to find some of the nicest women for you.”

“Maybe I don’t want nice.”

“Oh, now there’s a challenge. Why didn’t you say
so?”

She sighed. “Brooke, I don’t want anything.”

“Karen’s a redhead. Your kryptonite.”

A wisp of annoyance rose up. “Fine. I’ll meet her,
we’ll see what happens.”

“What happens is that you always leave without giving
the woman your phone number.”

“I’m not ready.” There was more to it than that, but
she didn’t want to examine things that would only open old
wounds.

“You are still hiding.”

In the silence that followed, Charley knew Brooke was
waiting for her defense, but she didn’t have one. At least, not one
Brooke would be willing to accept. “I don’t want another
relationship. Not so soon, anyway.”

“Soon? Three years is not soon! And who said anything
about a relationship? Ain’t nobody else gonna be Tricia, honey,”
Brooke said. “You need to change your expectations. Or maybe see
what else you want. There’s lots of candy in the store, Charley,
and you can try more than one kind. You used to be good at
that.”

“Thank you, Dr. Ruth.” I don’t want to try anyone
else. Tricia was enough for one lifetime. “I don’t think I like
candy anymore.”

“I’m serious. Take Karen out once. You might be
pleasantly surprised.”

“And I’m serious. I like my independence, I
like having my time to myself, and I really like not having
to worry about anyone else’s needs but my own.”

“What about the intimacy of someone caring about you,
about where you are and what you’re doing and when you’re coming
home to her?” Brooke asked.

“Sometimes I really hate you,” Charley said without
any conviction.

Brooke laughed. “As always, the pleasure is all mine.
See you at six thirty?”

Charley welcomed the hot water in the shower after
hanging up with Brooke. She bent her knee up into the stinging
heat. It still gave her trouble three years after the surgery for
the ACL tear, despite all the physical therapy exercises she’d
continued doing to combat the pain and immobility that had never
really gone away. A knee replacement really wasn’t on her list of
“things to do later in life.” She didn’t want to contemplate it
now, either, not while she was busy being irritated by the call
with Brooke. She tried to let the water calm her while she thought
about how to ask her friends to stop setting her up. They’d been
doing it for nearly two years now because they loved her and wanted
to see her happy again. So maybe I’ll tell them I met
someone. The white lie would serve a dual purpose. It would get
them off her back and force her to talk to the woman in the locker
room whose privacy she’d unintentionally invaded last night when
she’d sought refuge from the after-work crowds in the back section
she rarely used. The woman was changing into a swimsuit, her lean
body and muscled shoulders those of a swimmer. She was striking, a
tomboy-next-door-handsome type hitting middle age with grace and
beauty.

The woman had turned briefly at the intrusion, mildly
annoyed. Charley was struck by the brilliance and color of her
green eyes, like a forest after a thunderstorm, all the leaves
glittering with raindrops. She wasn’t sure why those eyes
simultaneously scared and delighted her, but she wanted to find
out. She’d seen something unusual in that flash of emerald, and it
jarred a feeling long dormant within her. Charley’s gaydar had also
pinged when the woman glanced at her a moment later, a hint of
curiosity playing across her features. I need to see her
again. Reflexively, she reached between her legs and stroked
her fingers back and forth, the hot water acting as a lubricant.
She leaned against the tile wall, let the water cascade over her,
and eased two fingers inside, beginning a slow rhythmic pump, her
thumb riding the spot where her soft clit hardened. Anticipation
spread in the pit of her stomach, its heat flooding her body. A
moment later, her hips moved faster in answer to the demand for
release. But she didn’t want faster. She wanted slow and sensual,
imagining the woman beneath her in bed, those rich green eyes
locked on hers while Charley moved in and out of her, warm and wet,
teasing her with her thumb. She fantasized slowly skimming the
woman’s breasts, taking in one nipple and then the other, provoking
them with her tongue, gently sucking and rolling them between her
lips until they stood at attention, and then softly pulling at the
hard peaks as the woman begged her for more. She wanted to know how
the woman’s body would tense against hers, where she would touch
Charley, if her thighs would squeeze her hips as she climaxed, as
she bucked up against her and grabbed her shoulders, letting
Charley ride her until they both collapsed against the pillows,
completely spent. She wanted to know.

Charley’s orgasm erupted and she grabbed the
showerhead, hanging on until the spasms slowed. When she could
stand again, she turned up the hot water. Most mornings, she needed
the ten minutes of steam room conditions to get everything in her
body moving in sync again. The family arthritis gene had finally
manifested itself and she could sympathize with her older brothers
and the aggravating pain they’d been complaining about for nearly a
decade. Now, however, she simply wanted to come down from her
reverie in a blast of hot spray. Obviously, everything was working
just fine if she could handle herself standing up against the
shower wall for ten minutes. But the phone rang, so she shut off
the water and opened the bathroom door farther so she could hear
the caller ID.

“Call from…Vivian Owens.”

The audible voice mail from her fifteen-year-old
phone kicked in. “Good morning, darling. You’re probably on your
way to Long Beach. Or are you on the ferry? It’s a beautiful day
for a hike; did you decide to go out to the Greenbelt? Either way,
I want to invite you.”

Charley grabbed the receiver. “No, I’m here. I was in
the bathroom.” Dripping on the rug, she toweled off with her free
hand. Bing jumped down from the bed to help her by licking her
ankles dry. “What’s up?”

“Well, some of the girls are having tea tomorrow at
Sally Simmons’s apartment, and I’d really like to go. Can I count
on you? Four o’clock tomorrow?”

“Of course.” Well, there goes the Broncos-Giants
game… “Can I bring anything?”

“I’ll ask Sally, but chances are no. And yes, you can
sneak away and check the scores on the football games. Jim will
have them on, I’m sure.”

They discussed a few other odds and ends, and when
Charley hung up, she was smiling. Conversations with her mother had
changed over the last year. Or maybe I have. Until recently,
her mother would never have asked her to spend an afternoon this
way. She would’ve called Robert, the oldest sibling, leaving
Charley relieved, yet feeling derelict in the Daughter Department.
But turning fifty last December had changed her outlook on so many
fronts. It had also shifted her relationship with her mother onto
another plane, since she no longer worried as much about how her
mother saw her, either. And that seemed to have brought a new
rapprochement to them, her mother reaching out more often, and
Charley reciprocating each time.

After pulling on a pair of shorts and a polo shirt,
Charley opened the cupboard beneath her kitchen sink and began
pulling out cleaning supplies. Down a quart on the Murphy’s Oil.
Figures. She cut an apple into her yogurt and made a shopping
list. This would require a trip to the hardware store. Still, it
couldn’t be helped. Who am I kidding? I love the hardware
store. Bob stalked by, climbed into the cupboard, and wedged
himself between the Tide and the box of garbage bags. She rubbed
between his ears and he pulled back, rumbling loudly. Settling on
the couch with her bowl of yogurt, she looked around the small
living room, assessing the job at hand. Seasonal cleaning always
made her feel good, in command and in control of her life. It had
been the one thing she and her mother had done together when she
was a child. Everything else had been shared with her dad, from
tinkering with car engines to learning about home repairs with her
brothers.

Back in the kitchen, she shooed the cat out of the
cupboard. After cleaning, she’d spend time writing. The chapters
she worked on once the apartment was clean always felt so much
sharper. She picked up the book she’d started reading a few nights
ago, tossed it into her canvas marketing bag, and headed out to
find a spot in the morning sun on one of the benches in the little
park across the street. Sometimes she felt guilty about stealing
this kind of time, but reading was like breathing air. They were
never going to carve diligent assistant, dutiful daughter, and
loving wife on her headstone. So, as Dorothy Parker advised,
she might as well live.

Halfway down the hall, she turned back for the pages
she’d been editing, and her pencil box. It wouldn’t hurt to read
them over again.


Chapter Two

By four thirty, Charley was stretched out on the
couch, exhausted. I shouldn’t be so tired…God, I’m getting old
if I can’t maintain this level of activity. She checked the
college football games on TV. What am I going to do in ten
years? Will I have to hire someone to clean? Bing jumped up and
planted himself on her chest, facing the TV and flicking her ear
with his tail. Propping the to-do list against his haunch, she
dismissed the worry and crossed out each task that had been
completed, pleased that she had emptied all the bookcases on the
wall, washed them down, moved them away from the wall to vacuum
behind them, dusted the books, cleaned the corner of the room where
her stereo and CDs lived, and put everything back. It had taken her
five hours. She closed her eyes and drifted off. The clock on the
mantelpiece above the fireplace chiming five woke her. She sat up,
took a moment to shake off the fog, and headed to the shower.

Standing in front of her open closet door didn’t make
the choices grow exponentially. For once, she didn’t want to be her
casual khaki self. But she did want to know if she still had the
power to attract another woman, especially a younger one. Even if
she no longer wanted the chase, she still liked that thrill. The
closet was small, so Charley pushed her office clothes to one side
and stepped partway in to pull a pair of black dress slacks and a
nearly sheer white tank top from the back. She reached farther in
and found her silk Mandarin-collar jacket. Braced against the wall,
she lifted the clear dry cleaner bag to appraise the delicately
embroidered black, spring green, and white bird designs on the sky
blue background. It was quite a daring piece with a deeply cut
décolletage that revealed more than Charley was usually comfortable
showing. One strategically placed frog button held it together at
the tapered waist. She’d bought it to entice Tricia, and whenever
she’d worn it, that jacket had turned heads, delighting Tricia, and
guaranteeing a night of play in bed when they got home. That was
the kind of control she wanted to exert tonight.

Back in the bathroom, Charley retrieved the eye
makeup she rarely wore anymore and set to work, achieving the look
she wanted in record time. She popped in her contact lenses and
stepped back to check herself in the bathroom mirror. Her hair
needed cutting, but she’d hide that by putting it up in a loose
chignon with a couple of the strands escaping on either side, an
effect that always had women reaching to capture those strands and
tuck them back behind her ear.

The color of the silk jacket intensified her eyes,
and the mascara and eyeliner echoed the black outlines of the
birds, creating an enticing effect, exactly what she’d intended.
Wanting to add the advantage of height to her five-and-a-half-foot
frame, she slipped on the three-inch black heels, wrapped the white
pashmina shawl around her shoulders, slid the balance
talisman into a pocket, and headed out.

The doorman in Brooke’s building didn’t recognize
Charley at first, which pleased her. And when Brooke opened her
door, she did a double take.

“Holy shit.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Charley leaned
against the doorframe.

“Way to go, blond bombshell. I don’t think I can let
Annie see you. She might have second thoughts.”

“Annie’s yours. I’m after something else tonight.”
Charley pushed Brooke aside in mock-diva fashion and walked into
the apartment. Across the room, a woman sitting with Lindsay turned
to look at her, and her dark chocolate eyes took Charley in and
stayed trained on her. It had to be Karen.

“Seriously? You’re going to step up to our
challenge?”

Charley was momentarily distracted. Brooke had been
right. Karen was quite attractive. Her face, with its sprinkling of
freckles, was classic Katherine Hepburn. High, sharp cheekbones
accented an aquiline nose, and ginger brows arched perfectly over
intelligent eyes. Red curls cascaded over her shoulders. And she
was built. Charley dropped her gaze to the full breasts the
unbuttoned black Henley didn’t hide, the snug blue jeans hugging
slim hips, and the hand-tooled black cowboy boots that completed
the outfit. When she looked back up, Karen met her with the hint of
a smile. She put her hand on Brooke’s arm, all bluster gone. “I
don’t know…I thought I’d at least make the effort,” she stammered,
brushing a piece on nonexistent lint off her jacket. “You know,
just because I haven’t taken the bait here all these months doesn’t
mean that I’m not meeting and considering women.”

“You are not.”

“Actually, yes, I am. I’ve met someone at the Y…”

“Really? And you’ve been holding out on us?”

“No, I only met her recently. I don’t know enough yet
to make a judgment.” Lying had never come naturally. She should
have had a better cover story at the ready.

“You haven’t worked up the courage to speak to
her.”

“I didn’t say that. I’m assuming that’s Karen?”

“Yes, let’s go meet her. We’ll get back to Gym Woman
later.” Brooke rolled her eyes. “As if.”

“No, wait. I don’t want to start the evening so
awkwardly. Is Annie in the kitchen?” Charley took her
balance stone out of her pocket and played it through her
fingers.

“We’ve established that she’s mine, Owens. You’re
stalling.”

“I want to say hi.” Charley turned the stone over and
over in her hand.

“Oh, my God, you still have the stone I gave
you?”

“Of course I do,” Charley said, looking at it in her
palm. “You made a promise with it that the world would right itself
again after Tricia, and it did. Now this keeps me centered whenever
I feel off.”

“C’mon.” Brooke put her arm around Charley’s
shoulder, squeezed it reassuringly, and walked toward the living
room. “I don’t think Karen has any idea we invited her to meet
you.”

The new pain that resonated with that squeeze
reminded Charley of the day’s efforts. And her age, as she
considered Karen’s youth and beauty. “She’s the only other single
woman in the room, you idiot. I’m sure she can do the math. Did
Lindsay meet her during a tournament?”

“No, she’s giving her tennis lessons.”

“Oh, my God!” Jamie stood to hug Charley. “Look at
you!”

Charley was always amazed that the skinny little baby
dyke who’d roomed with Brooke their freshman year of college had
grown into such a handsome rough-and-tumble butch and was now
crushing her in a bear hug. Out of the corner of her eye, Charley
saw Karen lean over to say something to Lindsay, taking her hand.
Lindsay hesitated a moment, then she replied in earnest and at
length. She knew in that moment that coming tonight had been a
mistake.

“Hey, I know we were supposed to go out for dinner
right after Labor Day,” Jamie said, “but you know Lindsay, the
social bee who has to pollinate every flower. I don’t even remember
the last night we were home for dinner.” She grimaced. “I hate
goin’ out. How did I end up with her? Anyway, I owe you. And you…”
Jamie held Charley at arm’s length. “Wow.”

Charley turned to Lindsay, a tiny dynamo who’d
reminded her of Sally Field’s Gidget the day they’d met in freshman
English class so long ago. She still had that rosy air about her as
she touched her elbow and enfolded her in a hug.

“Oh, how are you? You look spectacular!” Lindsay
reached for Karen, who’d been studying Charley. “I want you to meet
Karen Hughes, one of my students. Karen, this is Charley
Owens.”

“A pleasure.” Karen shook Charley’s hand. “I’ve been
looking forward to meeting you tonight. Can I get you a drink?”
Karen indicated the sideboard where Brooke had set up a bar.

“Already got it.” Brooke handed Charley a highball
glass with an orange slice on the side and three cherry stems
riding the froth. “Jim Beam sour. For future reference.” She winked
at Karen, who stepped closer to Charley.

“They’re trying to fix us up, you know that, I’m
sure,” Karen said quietly.

Charley bent her head conspiratorially close to
Karen’s. “Yes, I know. I should tell you they’ve been trying to
match-make me for two years.” She heard Karen’s intake of
breath.

“Really? Lindsay tells me you’re quite a catch.
That’s why I came tonight. But, still single despite their
efforts?”

“And what do you do for a living?”

Karen smiled. “Right. Not the smoothest opening on my
part, was it? I’m an attorney.”

“Oh? A firm I’d recognize?” Charley frowned at Jamie
and Brooke eavesdropping, and they returned to their
conversation.

“No. Small outfit representing Broadway producers.
Which means I get tickets to everything on or Off Broadway. I’d
love to take you to see whatever your heart desires.”

Charley heard the teasing edge in Karen’s voice. “Oh.
Well, I might take you up on that some time.” They’d been talking
for all of two minutes and Karen was already dangling future dates
in front of her.

“I also get to attend the Tonys. With a
plus-one.”

“Okay, now you’re just showing off.”

“I have to flag your attention somehow. Who doesn’t
love a Broadway show?”

“I’ve already seen a lot of them.”

“Fair enough, but two years and your friends can’t
find a match for you? Now I’m beyond intrigued.”

“Don’t be, and don’t get your hopes up. I’m not
interested in dating.” It was blunt, but Charley wasn’t a game
player.

“Ouch. That’s the fastest rejection I’ve ever
gotten.”

“I’m sorry. It’s not you. I was in a relationship for
a long time and I don’t want…” Charley hesitated. Karen was
attractive. “I don’t think I want that again.” She didn’t want to
entertain the idea of that kind of emotional investment again, not
if there was another chance she’d be left on the other side with
nothing.

“I see… Can I be direct and ask what happened, or
should we save that discussion for dinner next week?”

Charley cocked her head. “That is direct. Now you’re
intriguing me.” She allowed herself a reappraisal. At least they
both had their cards on the table.

“Good. Set point, Karen Hughes.”

Charley laughed. “I’m sure Lindsay told you why I’m
divorced.”

“I got a little bit of the background, but I’d much
rather hear the story from you over dinner and a good bottle of
wine. We can trade barbs about cheating wives because that’s also
what happened to me.”

“That’s tough,” Charley said, softening. “I’m
sorry.”

“So that’s a yes to dinner?”

“Oh, I didn’t say that.”

“You know, I only came tonight to mollify Lindsay.
She’s been after me for months. Probably because our situations are
so parallel. But when you walked through the door, well, everything
changed.”

Indignation mixed with surprise hit Charley.
“Lindsay’s been after you for months? Really?”

“Six at least.” Karen sighed. “I told her my friends
don’t want to talk about my breakup anymore. They think I need to
get over it. But it’s still painful, which I’m sure you understand.
Have dinner with me. I’d like the chance to get to know you.”

Charley hesitated. Is she where I was two years
ago? Does she need a friend or is she looking for more?

Before her resolve disappeared, Annie’s squeal
interrupted the moment, the wine glasses clinking in her hand as
she juggled a bottle in the crook of her arm. “Why didn’t anyone
tell me you were here!”

“Your wife didn’t trust that you wouldn’t run off
with me tonight,” Charley said, hugging the lissome blonde who
could’ve passed for her younger sister.

“She knows whereof she speaks,” Annie said, stepping
back to take Charley’s measure. “Does Anna Wintour know you
escaped?”

“Flattery will get you everywhere. Does Mario Batali
know you’re on the loose? What’s for dinner?”

“Ha. Nothing exciting tonight, I’m afraid. Lasagna
and a salad. Here.” She handed the glasses and bottle to Charley.
“I need to co-opt Brooke to help me in the kitchen. Isn’t it odd,
though,” Annie asked, pointing between Brooke and Karen, “to have
two redheads under the same roof? This never happens.”

“We’re a rare breed,” Karen admitted.

“Brooke is really more strawberry blond,” Jamie said,
angling her chair to sit down.

“She’s still trouble,” Charley said, “always has
been.”

“Well, you know what they say about redheads.” Karen
looked at Charley. “The deeper the shade, the more trouble they
are. But very worth it.”

Charley blushed under Karen’s deliberate gaze.

“C’mon, Trouble.” Annie pulled Brooke into the
kitchen, and moments later, they emerged with platters of lasagna,
a large bowl of salad, and a basket of garlic bread.

“Who’s sommeliering tonight?” Annie asked, pulling a
corkscrew from her pocket and tossing it next to the bottle of
wine.

“Not a verb yet, Annie,” Brooke ribbed her.

“It will be by the end of the decade,” Charley said,
picking up the corkscrew and plunging it dead center into the
cork.

Discussions flowed around the table for several
hours, touching on everything from politics to the Times
best seller list, the new fall TV shows, bitching about work, and
finally settling on the age-old topic of who among their friends
was sleeping with someone they shouldn’t.

“Are you enjoying this back-fence talk or can we
clear the table so we can escape to the kitchen?” Karen asked
Charley, sotto voce.

Brooke and Jamie rose to help when they began
collecting plates and silverware, but Charley asked them to stay
put, shooting Brooke an admonitory look.

“We’ll talk about you,” Jamie warned her.

“Of course you will. Knock yourselves out.” Charley
stuck her tongue out at them as she left the room with a pile of
dishes.

“Boy,” Karen said, once they were in the kitchen,
“you all can be a little harsh with each other. I’d hate to see how
you treat the people you don’t like!”

“You must have friends you’ve known forever that you
can throw down with.”

“How long have you all known each other?”

“Over thirty years now. We went to college together.”
Charley set her armload of dishes in the sink and took Karen’s out
of her hands.

“Hmm. I don’t think I still know anyone I knew when I
was seven…”

“Oh…that’s right. I almost forgot how much younger
than us you are.” Charley let the arrow fly on purpose.

“Wait,” Karen said, flustered. “You’re not going to
let the age difference between us interfere with what we’ve spent
all evening building, are you?” Karen reached for an errant lock of
Charley’s hair and tucked it behind her ear.

Charley smiled to herself. Game point, Charley
Owens. “Have we built something?”

Annie came into the kitchen, more dishes piled
halfway up her arm.

“That age difference thing is a myth once you hit
your late twenties, don’t you think?” Karen asked a little too
eagerly. “And if you’re going to turn on the water, you’d better
take that jacket off. It’s silk, isn’t it?”

“She’s right. You’ll ruin it otherwise. And lucky for
us you wore something under it so you can take it off,”
Annie noted. Charley unbuttoned the jacket and hung it over a
chair.

Karen glanced from Annie to Charley. “You wear that
jacket without that top?”

“Usually,” Charley said.

Karen stared at Charley for a moment as she began
washing dishes. “Well, then, when we go out next week, you can wear
it that way for me.”

Charley smirked at her teasingly. “You haven’t earned
that right yet.”

“Fine. The sixth date.”

Charley turned to Annie. “Go on with you. Make your
report back to the table. I know that’s why they sent you in.”

Annie chuckled as she left the kitchen.

“Why the sixth date?” Charley asked.

Karen pulled a dishtowel from a rack hanging next to
the sink. “Because that’s the night you’ll sleep with me.”

Charley caught her breath. “You’re awfully
confident.”

“All right, the seventh date, then. You can’t deny
we’ve had a good time tonight.”

“That doesn’t mean we’ll end up in bed.” For an
instant, though, Charley pictured Karen in her bed before shutting
the image out, and for the first time in a long time, it occurred
to her that she might be lonely…physically and intimately
lonely.

Karen had leaned around her at the sink. “You think I
can’t win you over?”

“Can you?” Charley felt Karen’s hand on the small of
her back and shivered.

“Let me try?”

Charley dried her hands on the towel in Karen’s other
hand, picked up the forks and dessert plates sitting on the
counter, and handed them to her. “Take these out to Annie.” The
moment the door swung shut behind her, Charley put on her jacket
and let herself out the door that led from the kitchen to the
service elevator. She knew if she didn’t leave now, she’d be sorry.
She’d never done anything this blatantly rude in her life, and
everyone would be angry with her when they realized she’d simply
left, but there was no other way to handle it. Putting everything
on the line again wasn’t an option now that she was emotionally
where she wanted to be, and she was even annoyed in this moment
that her friends hadn’t been able to see that while they busily
tried to fix her up. The elevator door opened, and Charley stepped
in, pulling her phone from her pocket to text an apology to
Brooke.


Chapter Three

Charley awoke early on Sunday morning. The first
thing that hit her was her rather insolent exit strategy from
Brooke’s dinner party. She rolled onto her side and punched the
pillow, then reached for Bing, curled up inches from her, and
hugged him close. He snuggled against her and she wondered if it
shouldn’t have been Karen snuggling into her instead. She heard the
loud thump of the thick New York Times hitting the doormat
in the Sunday silence. A lifetime ago, Tricia would’ve brought it
to her from the hallway where the delivery boy dropped it each
morning. I miss Tricia. No, I don’t miss her. I miss being
treated with love. I miss a woman who can do that.

The cat stretched, yawned, and turned, regarding her
dubiously, as only a cat can, and she knew she’d made the right
decision, despite Brooke’s response to her apology as she’d stepped
into the cab outside her building. It had been in all caps, which
was never good.

Her phone emitted the buoy clangs that signaled an
incoming text. That sound had been part of her life since childhood
vacations on Cape Cod’s shores, so when she’d stumbled upon it
online, she’d immediately downloaded the comforting sound.
Imagining it was Brooke with one of her “Furthermore!” soapbox
follow-ups, she plucked the offending phone from the
nightstand.

Brooke: Annie says I need to apologize, that we
were wrong.

Charley lay back on the pillows. She and Brooke had
their share of face-offs in the BFF department, but Charley found
it painful when they did. You don’t. I was rude.

Brooke: No doubt. But I got nasty.

I deserved it. There was a long pause, but she
knew Brooke would never leave an apology there.

Brooke: Annie says no one ever deserves
that.

She there?

Brooke: Yes.

Tell her I love her.

Brooke: Goes without saying. You left yr
pashmina.

Charley knew that was as close as Brooke could come
to saying, “I’m sorry.”

I know. I’ll get it next time.

Brooke: What about me?

Charley sent a question mark, not sure she understood
the question.

Brooke: You still love me?

Always. Charley laughed at Brooke’s response,
the dancing baby with his shades on and a pacifier in his mouth,
and she sent back the red kiss lips. Then, hearing the cats’ supper
dish scraping across the kitchen floor, and knowing Bob was the
protester behind it, she got up to retrieve the paper and feed the
boys.

By two, with the NFL game on as she worked, Charley
had nearly finished cleaning off her desk. She’d decided to purge
her files, too, and now she needed a break. Her tendons ached from
tearing up old bank statements and doctors’ reports. I really
need to get a shredder. And she was hungry. She stood by the
window looking out at the park across the street. Dead brown leaves
scuttled everywhere in the afternoon breeze. Some of the trees
still hung on to whole branches of brilliant green ones, though,
and in the depth of their last blaze of summer, Charley saw the
emerald eyes of the woman from the locker room. She wondered if
there was anyone in her life, and what she might be doing right
now, trying to imagine her someplace as mundane as the supermarket.
No, she’d be at one of the farmers markets. Or at the
Guggenheim. As she imbued the woman with life, the phone rang,
pulling Charley from her reverie.

“Call from…Vivian Owens,” came the muffled
robo-voice. Charley looked around for the receiver. “Call
from…Vivian Owens.” Bing jumped off the couch, and she saw the
light blinking on the handset. He’d been lying on it. But she
didn’t move, listening instead for a message.

“Hello, dear, just Mother reminding you to pick me up
at four. See you later.”

For an instant, as Charley stared at the game on TV,
she almost wished she’d said no to her mother and let Robert pick
up the slack after all.

After lunch and a shower, her back still aching from
all the bending and lifting, Charley did some stretches. In front
of the closet once again, she contemplated what in her wardrobe
would be sharp enough and comfortable enough for this afternoon’s
outing. The navy blue chinos with a white button-down seemed just
the ticket. She threaded a Vineyard Vines ribbon belt with the pink
martini-drinking elephants through the belt loops and grabbed the
navy pumps with the gold buckles. While the belt wouldn’t amuse her
mother, a staunch Republican, Sally Simmons’s son Jim, a friend
since high school who was now a Democratic councilman, would notice
it right away when she sat down to watch the game with him, and
he’d appreciate the humor. She tied a pink sweater around her
shoulders. That should work.

Looking at her reflection in the mirror, an aging
(and if she was being polite, voluptuous) ex-jock stared back at
her, and she wondered for possibly the millionth time if her mother
had felt cheated, not having the “standard issue” daughter. She
sensed her mother had finally made peace with her only daughter
being gay, but Charley knew she had keenly missed some of the
things mothers look forward to sharing with daughters: the first
serious boyfriend, prom nights, a wedding, grandchildren, the
advice she would’ve given with each of those events. She sighed.
There was nothing I could’ve done. I am who I am.

Her mother was waiting in the lobby when Charley’s
cab pulled up to the building; the doorman helped her out to the
taxi. Charley didn’t need to ask her how she was. The cane she
wielded told her it wasn’t a good day, even though she was in a
blue suit, heels, and full makeup (“my armor,” she called it).
Small talk during the ride covered a myriad of topics from the PBS
news shows her mother loved, to the bursitis that had been acting
up lately. When they got to Sally’s, Charley mentally squared her
shoulders and helped her mother from the cab.

Sally Simmons’s palatial West End Avenue apartment
always left Charley envious. The sunny living room where the women
gathered was furnished in wingback chairs, sofas upholstered in
dark leather, Oriental rugs, and oval walnut tables, all set off by
floor-to-ceiling bookcases. It looked like it had popped right off
the movie screen, the gentlemen’s club from Around the World in
Eighty Days, and Charley found it thoroughly charming. Despite
her advanced years, Sally still hosted these events for her
diminishing circle of friends, so many of them long widowed like
she was. Charley got her mother settled on a sofa with a cup of tea
and some cookies and searched for Margaret McNabb, her mother’s
best friend. After spotting her across the room with her bridge
group, she made her way over to them and asked Margaret to join her
mother.

“My public calls,” Margaret joked, primping her
platinum hair. “Why don’t you girls come with me? Let’s cheer Viv
up—she’s been so glum lately with the knee.”

Several women joined Margaret on the trek across the
room, Charley serving as an impromptu cane for Abigail Morgan, one
of her mother’s neighbors. She surveyed the room, wives and widows
of the Greatest Generation dressed in their Sunday best, which for
some of them, Charley could tell, was a Herculean effort. They
seemed at home in this environment, like tropical birds settled in
the trees of their native rain forest, all chatting at one another
about aches, pains, home health aides, the bad economy, and how
handsome the newscaster Brian Williams was. The afternoon
progressed quietly enough. Charley spent time in the den with Jim
watching football and trading stories on the difficulties of
looking after elderly parents. By six o’clock, her mother was ready
to leave. Charley got her coat and was walking around the room with
her as her mother said her good-byes when she happened to glance
toward the foyer of the apartment and to her astonishment, saw the
handsome woman from the Y tucking a blanket around the legs of
Irene Palmer, a friend of her mother’s who was now
wheelchair-bound. “Excuse me, Mother,” Charley said, interrupting
her mother’s conversation, much to her annoyance. “Who is that at
the door?”

“Why, you know Irene Palmer.”

“No, I mean the woman with her.”

“That’s one of her private duty nurses. Irene has
round-the-clock care now. Let me just say good-bye to Judy and we
can go.”

Charley silently cursed Judy as she watched Irene’s
nurse push her out the door.


Chapter Four

Charley was certain she’d only been asleep for five
minutes when Michael Bublé’s “It’s a Beautiful Day” crashed her
dream at five o’clock Monday morning. Opening one eye, she grabbed
her phone from the nightstand and silenced the musical alarm. Her
other eye felt like it was glued shut. Rubbing at the grit, she
shuffled into the bathroom. Oh my God, why did I stay up so
late? The game wasn’t even that good. Bob came in behind her
and complained before she’d reached for her toothbrush, so she
picked him up and carried him to the kitchen. Bing trotted in when
she opened the bag of food.

The buoy tone echoed in the quiet of the apartment
and she checked her text messages.

Busy day here already, just warning u. Need u on
deck ASAP.

Charley texted back an icon of a speeding cab and
ducked into the shower. Twenty minutes later, the phone rang. It
would be the car service. “I’ll be right down,” she said, hung up,
and rushed to finish dressing.

In the office, she settled at her desk and opened her
email. There were already twenty in her inbox from her boss, who
was six hours ahead of her in London. Scanning the subject titles,
she could see it would be a long day. Emily’s first request was for
Charley to work her magic on the PowerPoint she’d attached. The log
Charley used to keep track of things was sitting in its usual place
on her desk, and she opened it and began working her way through
each message, prioritizing what else her boss wanted. She hated
wasting time on a project if its relevance had taken back seat to
something else, and Emily’s Road Runner personality sometimes left
Charley hanging midair off a cliff like Wile E. Coyote if she
didn’t wrangle her properly. She sent the edited list back to her
to make sure they were on the same wavelength.

An hour later, deep into Emily’s presentation,
Charley stopped and sat back, surprised. Then she fast-forwarded
through the rest of it, realizing this was a merger proposal with a
new Middle Eastern music streaming entity. Why hadn’t Emily told
her about this? Before she could answer her own question, Harry,
the department’s second-in-command, appeared at her desk,
interrupting her. “Hey, I have a huge meeting today and Robin won’t
be in for maybe three more hours. Could you help me with a
report?”

“Oh, Harry, I can’t right now. I’m working on
something for Emily.”

“Shit. How long will that take you?” Harry came
around her desk to look at her screen just as she switched it to
the Monday music streaming report she did each week for the Legal
and Marketing Departments. She had no idea if he knew what was
going on, and if he didn’t, she couldn’t chance his finding out by
seeing the presentation.

“Best guess, another hour. I can help you when I’m
done.”

“Shit.”

“Maybe you could call Robin, ask her to come in
now?”

“Yeah, could you do that? Thanks.”

Charley sighed, dialed Robin’s number, left a terse
message, and weighed the merits of finally coming clean to Emily
about Harry’s dependence on her when Robin wasn’t around, which
seemed to be more often lately. When the document was ready to
send, so was a rough draft of how she wanted to present the
problem, and her solution, to Emily. She opened an email, polished
the draft, and sent them both off. Five minutes later, Charley’s
Instant Message pinged.

Hand Harry’s report to Zoë when she comes in. I need
u today. I’ll call him and tell him. He can be such a pain.

Poor Zoë. Hired four months ago as the third
assistant to the growing group, she was the complete team player,
performing admirably and never complaining. Charley had already
sung her praises to Emily a number of times.

The phone rang a moment later, and Charley glanced at
it, her console holding almost everyone’s line in her department.
Emily’s cell number appeared on Harry’s Caller ID, and Charley knew
he knew who it was, yet after three rings, she had to answer.

“Wait…he’s not even picking up?” Emily asked. “He had
to see it was me.”

“You’re not his wife or his son.”

“Whoa. I should’ve been on that list from day
one.”

“Want me to say something to him? You know he’ll have
an excuse as to why he couldn’t even look up to see that it was
you, but we both know he did.”

“I’ll speak to him,” Emily said quietly. “I need to
give him new sheet music if I want him to sing a different
tune.”

Charley could almost see that telltale vein of anger
coming to life on Emily’s forehead as she buzzed Harry’s intercom.
Seconds later, she heard him apologizing profusely, his office
back-to-back with the thin wall behind her desk. Emily had allowed
a fairly lengthy honeymoon period after joining the firm
mid-January, but now she was putting both her team and the other
departments she’d been charged with revamping under her thumb, and
Charley was enjoying the show. She smiled as she put Harry’s report
into a folder for Zoë. It might not be such a bad day after
all.

Hours later, Charley sent the final PowerPoint to
Emily and decided it was time for lunch, and that she’d call it a
day and have it at home since she’d been there seven hours. The
merger was still on her mind, but she trusted that Emily would tell
her about it when the time was right. When she passed Robin’s desk,
Charley reminded her she was scheduled to cover the receptionist’s
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