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Synopsis

Love doesn't always happen overnight; sometimes it
takes a month of Sundays.

Conservative accountant Rachel Bauer is recovering
from the abrupt end of a long-term relationship when she's tossed
into the dating pool against her will. Expecting to meet friends
for drinks, she finds herself in the middle of a blind date with
Griffin Sutton, the sexy celebrity chef with a reputation for being
easy on the eyes but hard on the heart. Rachel isn't interested in
becoming the latest notch on Griffin's well-worn bedpost so she
rebuffs her advances. Griffin, who hasn't met a woman she couldn't
seduce, decides the best way to Rachel's reluctant heart is through
her stomach. She offers to take her on a culinary trip around the
world one Sunday at a time.

If Rachel accepts Griffin's proposition, will she
find more than a good meal?
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Chapter One

“You’ve got to be shitting me.”

Rachel Bauer took one look at the gorgeous blonde
sitting next to her best friend Jane Mangano, turned, and fled.
Thankfully, Jane was so engrossed in her conversation she didn’t
see her leave.

When Rachel had agreed to meet Jane and her partner,
Colleen Lambert, for drinks at Maidenhead, she had agreed to just
that. Drinks. A couple of rounds of draft beer, perhaps an import
or two. Not a surprise blind date with someone who made a
supermodel look like the Wicked Witch of the West.

She knew Jane was desperate to get her out of her
apartment, the safe harbor she abandoned only for work and the
occasional foray to the corner bodega, but this was too much.

In her self-appointed role as Rachel’s social
planner, Jane had made it her mission to force her to spend a night
out at least once a month. To keep her spirits up before she turned
into a recluse with a house full of cats. So far, so good. Her
apartment was feline-free and her state of mind leaned more toward
happiness than melancholia. Usually.

Jane meant well and Rachel appreciated her efforts,
but sometimes she went a bit overboard. Like now. What was Jane
thinking? When—if—Rachel ever made her way
back into the dating scene, she intended to ease into it, not jump
in with both feet. Spending even five seconds of face time with the
blond goddess sharing a booth with Jane and Colleen would be like
skydiving without a parachute. She didn’t feel like being turned
into a really bad version of Crêpes
Suzette.

On a scale of one to ten, the blonde was a twelve on
an off day. Even when she took the time to primp and shellac
herself to within an inch of her life, Rachel usually felt like a
six at best. Lately, she had been feeling more like a four. She had
been stress eating since her breakup with her ex, packing twenty
pounds on her sturdy five foot eight frame. Her self-confidence was
at an all-time low while her weight was at an all-time high. Not
the ideal time to meet someone new.

She squeezed past the patrons in the crowded tavern
and headed for the door, intending to retreat to her apartment,
slip into her pj’s, and crack open a pint of ice cream—her
preferred way to spend a Friday night.

She had been working nonstop since Thanksgiving,
covering for coworkers who had back-ended their vacations to the
latter part of the year so they could spend the holidays with their
families.

With her love life nonexistent, work was everything
to her these days. It had been for a while. With nothing and no one
to go home to, she had spent the past eight months chained to her
desk for twelve hours a day, eating too much junk food and drinking
too much coffee. The extended hours had been great for her
productivity and her bank balance but hell on her social life. What
remained of her social life, anyway.

She had devolved into something of a hermit since
her ex had turned her life upside down and walked out of it for
what Rachel hoped was the last time. Her apartment wasn’t filled
with empty pizza cartons or discarded boxes of Chinese takeout, but
it was starting to exude a distinct cave-like aura. Fitting.
Because all she wanted to do when she walked in the door was grab a
pint of ice cream, crawl into bed, and pull the covers up to her
chin until the ache in her soul went away.

As she headed to the door, she wondered if she had
enough ingredients in her refrigerator to make a truly decadent
sundae. She wanted to slip into a sugar coma and put this near-miss
behind her. She had almost made her great escape when she felt a
hand fall on her shoulder.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Jane’s familiar
voice asked.

With a heavy sigh, Rachel turned to face the music.
“Home. Where do you think? I didn’t sign up to be a complete
stranger’s plus one.”

“But you’re here now. You might as well make the
most of it.”

“Why should I?”

Jane took a step back. “What are you so afraid of?
That you’ll actually enjoy yourself for once, or you’ll lose your
excuse?”

“My excuse?”

“The ‘I’m still recovering from a bad breakup so I’m
too wounded to give someone else a chance’ excuse. You and Isabel
broke up months ago. Isn’t it time you moved on?”

Rachel narrowed her eyes. “That’s for me to decide,
not you.” Jane’s words held more than a hint of truth, but she
wasn’t ready to hear them yet. What were you supposed to do when
your lover left you for someone else? What was the timetable for
getting over something like that?

Jane threw her hands up. “Fine. I give up. Go home
if that’s what you really want to do. I’ll come up with a reason
for why you didn’t show up tonight. I’ll tell Griffin you had to
work late or you were kidnapped by aliens or, better yet, you came
down with a wicked case of the chickenshits and decided you’d
rather barricade yourself in your apartment than spend time with
your friends.”

Rachel groaned in frustration. Jane was blatantly
manipulating her, but it was for her own good, so how was she
supposed to hold it against her? “One drink. That’s it.”

Jane flashed a rakish grin and began to steer her
through the crowd. “You won’t regret it; I promise.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t…”

Words failed Rachel when she got a closer look at
her date for the evening. Or was it the next thirty minutes?

“Rachel Bauer, meet Griffin Sutton,” Jane said,
introducing her to the stunning blonde who was staring at the
display on her cell phone. “Griffin, Rachel.”

Griffin, who looked vaguely familiar, stood up, put
away her BlackBerry, and extended her right hand toward Rachel. A
chunky silver bracelet dangled from her wrist. Rachel couldn’t read
the engraving. She was curious about the message, but not overly
so. Her eyes slowly traveled up Griffin’s long, lanky body and came
to rest on her angular face. Her heart lurched painfully, preparing
for the inevitable letdown. Her track record with blind dates left
something to be desired. Why should this one be any different?

She could feel everyone at the table waiting for her
to break the ice, but she couldn’t think of anything to say. She
felt like an awkward teenager. Her feet were rooted in place, her
tongue glued to the roof of her mouth. She could barely breathe,
let alone form a coherent thought. Fortunately, Griffin spoke
first.

“Jane has told me so much about you,” she said with
a warm smile. Her voice, a husky contralto, was like honeyed
whiskey. Her gray eyes met Rachel’s and held them for a socially
acceptable length of time. The expression on her face was open,
non-judgmental. She seemed to see and appreciate Rachel for who she
was and not who she wished her to be. Had Rachel dismissed her too
soon?

Rachel shook Griffin’s hand. Griffin’s grip was firm
and sure, two words Rachel couldn’t use to describe herself at the
moment. “I wish I could say the same,” she said with a pointed
glare at Jane. Although Griffin didn’t appear to have an agenda,
Rachel didn’t think the same could be said for her so-called best
friend.

Jane shrugged off Rachel’s protests the way she
always did when she was determined to get her way. When Griffin sat
down again, Jane pulled Rachel into the booth before she could turn
and disappear into the crowd a second time. “You really need to get
out more.” She wrapped an arm around Rachel’s shoulder to prevent
another escape attempt. “Griffin,” she explained patiently as if
she were talking to a small child, “is the head chef at Match.”

“The place you’ve been trying to get into for months
with no luck?” When Jane nodded, Rachel finally realized where she
had seen Griffin before. Her face was plastered on the side of
every bus, billboard, telephone booth, and subway placard in town.
She wasn’t easy to miss.

Match was one of the hottest restaurants in town.
Open for less than three years, the waiting list for reservations
was nearly that long. The critics for the Times, Food and Wine, and
Bon Appétit had been raving. Not that
Griffin didn’t have her detractors. There were some who dismissed
her as little more than the flavor of the month. Others wished the
Orange County native would take her surfer girl looks, free spirit,
and all-natural ingredients back to Southern California, where they
felt she belonged. But her food seemed to be tipping the scales in
her favor.

“How do you know each other?” Rachel didn’t know the
makeup of Griffin’s social circle, but she knew Jane and Colleen’s
idea of fine dining was eating their takeout food off a plate
instead of out of the Styrofoam box it arrived in.

“I picked her up,” Colleen replied matter-of-factly,
rearranging the items on the table to make room for the tray of hot
wings the server had brought out. She had ordered a sample
platter—twenty-five wings in five different flavors, ranging, by
the looks of it, from merely spicy to almost deadly. “For a few
minutes, she made me forget I was married.”

“Don’t worry. I made sure to remind her.” Jane dug
an elbow into Rachel’s ribs. Zoning in on the hottest wings, she
dipped one into a bowl of ranch dressing and took a bite. Rachel
could smell the fumes from three feet away. “Have I ever thanked
you for that night?” Jane asked Griffin with a wink. “Thanks to
you, that was the best ride I ever got.”

Colleen was a cab driver, so her pick-up line was
supposed to be a joke, as was Jane’s rejoinder about enjoying the
ride, but the subject hit a little too close to home. Rachel hadn’t
ridden anything other than her hand in months and sometimes even it
had the nerve to tell her it wasn’t in the mood.

Pity party, party of one. Your table’s ready.

Griffin sensed Rachel’s discomfort. Or perhaps she
could tell Rachel was about to bolt. Either way, she slid out of
the far side of the booth and dragged Rachel out of her seat. “Come
with me.”

She placed Rachel’s hands on her sides and covered
Rachel’s hands with hers, compelling her to follow. Rachel did, but
at a safe distance. So she thought. When Griffin pulled up short to
avoid bumping into someone, Rachel plowed right into her.

Her hands slipped off Griffin’s sides and her arms
wrapped around her waist. Her breasts pressed against Griffin’s
back. Griffin’s hips molded against her stomach so perfectly it
seemed the body parts were made for each other.

“Okay back there?”

Griffin reached up and brushed Rachel’s cheek with
her fingertips. The brief contact made Rachel’s body come alive.
She wanted to place her lips close to Griffin’s ear and whisper
naughty things to her while she rode one of her chiseled thighs.
She wanted to watch Griffin’s eyes darken as her hands slid across
her skin. She wanted to know what Griffin sounded like when she
came.

Her libido had been dead and buried for months.
Where the hell did this wave of lust come from? Murmuring an
apology, she gently moved Griffin away from her before her suddenly
erect nipples bored holes in Griffin’s back.

Maidenhead was always busy, especially on the
weekends. Griffin made her way through the crowd, carved out some
space for them at the anchor-shaped bar, and tried to get the
bartender’s attention. “You look like you could use a drink,” she
said after she ordered two flights of tequila.

“Gee, what makes you say that?”

Griffin grinned and gave Rachel’s elbow a reassuring
squeeze. Rachel mustered a smile that faltered the instant Griffin
asked, “What’s your porn name?”

“My what?” If the question was Griffin’s version of
an icebreaker, she must think Rachel was an iceberg.

“Your porn name. You take the name of your first pet
and combine it with the name of the street you lived on as a kid.
My porn name is Trixie Cerrito. My first pet was a Chihuahua named
Trixie, and I grew up on Cerrito Avenue. What’s your porn
name?”

Playing along, Rachel joined the name of the
goldfish she received for her sixth birthday with the name of the
street she called home for eighteen years. “Puddles King.”

“Sounds like you’d be limited to movies about golden
showers, though I hear there’s a growing market for that.”

Griffin turned to check on the bartender’s progress.
Trying not to be too obvious, Rachel gave her a quick once-over.
They were similar in height, but that’s where their similarities
ended. Even if Rachel gave her the extra twenty pounds she was
carrying around, Griffin would still look ready to march down the
runway. She wasn’t model-thin, though. From the way she filled out
her jeans, Rachel could tell she cooked as well for herself as she
did for others, but at the same time, she was wiry and lean. Like
she woke up every day at four a.m. to do a hundred crunches and go
for a five-mile run. Rachel thought she could probably bounce a
quarter off her abs—or her ass. The thought left her wishing she
had some spare change in her pocket.

Griffin was neck-snappingly gorgeous so Rachel
wasn’t surprised she found her attractive. She was shocked,
however, to find herself attracted to her. Her off-kilter sense of
humor was a definite plus, but Rachel wasn’t interested in a
one-night stand, if that’s what Jane had in mind when she set up
the blind date. She wanted to get to know the woman behind the
beautiful face and the hot body.

“I don’t want to ambush you, which you must think
I’m doing.” Griffin shouted to make herself heard above the music
and crowd noise.

Rachel was beginning to feel surrounded, but she
thought that went without saying so she didn’t say it.

The bartender, a sexy redhead in a white tank top
and black jeans, placed the drinks in front of them. “Blanco, oro, reposado, and añejo,” she said, pointing out the various shots.

“In other words, one tequila, two tequila, three
tequila, floor,” Griffin said with a grin as she reached for a
saltshaker. She turned back to Rachel. “I thought Jane gave you the
heads-up about tonight.”

“She didn’t.”

“Obviously not.”

If she had, Rachel would have told her what she had
been telling her for months: she wasn’t ready to date yet. If
ever.

“I’m sorry she didn’t fill you in,” Griffin
continued. “I told her a few weeks ago that I’ve had one lousy date
after another since I’ve been here, and she said she knew someone I
ought to meet.”

They took the first shot—the blanco—and it went down so smoothly Rachel believed the
rest were going to be just as easy.

“I don’t normally do blind dates,” Griffin said.

“But desperate times call for desperate
measures.”

Griffin shook her head. “I wouldn’t say that. I
would say, though, that she was right about you.”

Most chefs were champion schmoozers. Making a living
doing a job predicated on making customers happy, they had to be in
order to survive. But Rachel thought this one seemed sincere.

“What did she say?”

“She said you were the quintessential New
Yorker.”

“Meaning?”

“To me, New Yorkers are like Parisians without the
sneer. You have the same sarcastic sense of humor and you both
think your city is the greatest in the world. I love Paris, but I
think New York wins based on diversity. You represent New York to
me.”

“So I’m something for you to conquer?”

“I prefer ‘win over.’”

It was working. Griffin was effortlessly charming,
and her quiet confidence held tremendous appeal. The woman was like
catnip. Refreshing, exhilarating, and thoroughly intoxicating.
Rachel could feel herself getting high.

“What else did Jane tell you about me?” Griffin
recited Rachel’s basic biographical information. When she didn’t
mention the dissolution of her relationship with Isabel Fischer,
Rachel brought up the subject herself. “Jane didn’t tell you I’m
damaged goods?”

Griffin pulled up the sleeves of her fitted Ralph
Lauren button-down shirt, then licked the back of her left hand and
sprinkled salt on the wet spot. “She said your last girlfriend
broke your heart and if I did the same, she’d rip mine out and feed
it to me.”

Rachel couldn’t help but laugh. Good old Jane.
Always looking out for her—even when she might not want her to.

“Go ahead,” Griffin said, trying to keep a straight
face. “Yuk it up, but I think she meant it.”

“She did.”

“Then I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.” Griffin
raised her glass of oro and winked through
the gold-colored liquid. “To second chances?”

“I’ll drink to that.”

They tapped their glasses, downed the tequila, and
followed it with a bite of lime. Rachel slowly exhaled to try to
ease the burn. It didn’t help.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” Griffin said with
apparent hesitation, “what did your ex do that was so heinous your
friends are willing to threaten your dates with grievous bodily
injury in order to avoid having history repeat itself?”

Unlike Griffin, Rachel didn’t hesitate. “We were
together for eight years, then she cheated on me and left me for
another woman.”

Griffin’s tanned face grew pale. Mortification or a
warning sign of similar behavior?

“Eight years is a long time. I don’t think all of my
relationships combined add up to half that time.”

If Griffin’s comment was meant to be facetious, it
certainly wasn’t delivered that way.

A player. I should have known.

“You don’t believe in long-term relationships?”

“I believe in them, but I don’t think I inherited
the gene to be good at them. So I stick to what I do best.”

“Which is?”

“Let’s just say women who spend time with me leave
knowing Disney World isn’t the only Magic Kingdom.” Griffin touched
Rachel’s forearm and laughed infectiously. “Did that make me sound
like I was trying too hard or not hard enough?”

“The word ‘coasting’ definitely came to mind.”

Griffin leaned toward her. Her scent—crisp and clean
like a warm ocean breeze—filled Rachel’s senses. Rachel knew she
should back away, but she didn’t. Instead, she moved closer. “I’d
love it if you stayed,” Griffin said, “but I’ll understand if you
don’t.”

When she pulled away, Rachel had to make a concerted
effort not to follow her. Player or not, the woman had skills.

Griffin reached for the reposado. “What are you doing for New Year’s Eve?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t planned that far ahead
yet.”

Griffin raised an eyebrow, but didn’t point out that
New Year’s Eve was a little more than two weeks away. “I’m having a
pizza party at my apartment that night.”

It was Rachel’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “I would
have expected black tie and cocktails, not deep-dish pepperoni and
Miller Lite.”

“When I’m not at work, I like to keep things
low-key.” Griffin downed her third shot. Rachel followed suit. “If
you’re not doing anything, feel free to stop by.” She reached for a
cocktail napkin, borrowed a pen from the bartender, and scribbled
something on the paper. She slid the napkin toward Rachel. “My
address. In case you change your mind.”

Rachel folded the napkin in half and slipped it into
her pocket. She appreciated the invitation but was reluctant to
accept it. Griffin struck her as someone who was easy on the eyes
but hard on the heart. Their brief time together had done little to
change that impression. Did she want to become the latest notch on
Griffin’s bedpost, or should she get out while the getting was
good?

“I’ll think about it.”

Griffin looked at her, obviously sizing her up.
Rachel wondered if she passed inspection.

“You’re going to make me chase you, aren’t you?”
Griffin asked matter-of-factly.

Rachel twirled one of the empty shot glasses so she
could focus on something other than Griffin’s arresting eyes. “I
doubt I’d prove much of a challenge for you. I’m not very fast on
my feet.”

“You could have fooled me.”

Rachel forced herself to meet Griffin’s gaze. She
hadn’t trusted her heart to anyone since Isabel broke it. If she
gave Griffin a chance, would she have the time of her life, or
would she set herself up for another fall?

“One can never have too many friends, Rachel.
Perhaps I can be yours,” Griffin said with none of her previous
bravado. Rachel sensed a vulnerability about her that added to her
considerable charm. Griffin nodded at Colleen, who was frantically
waving them back to the table.

“Your wings are getting cold,” Rachel said, giving
Griffin permission to leave.

“If there are any left,” Griffin said with another
grin.

As much as she hated to admit it, Rachel liked the
cheeky chef with the killer smile. But, then again, wasn’t that the
point of this whole affair?

Oops. Poor choice of words.

“Are you staying?” Griffin asked hopefully.

Rachel shook her head. Staying wasn’t in her best
interests—or Griffin’s. She had too much thinking to do. “No, I
think I’m going to take off.”

When Griffin handed Rachel the final shot of
tequila, her bracelet caught the light and Rachel could clearly see
the words etched into the metal. Don’t let reality
get in the way of your dreams.

Rachel drank the añejo, and the room started to
spin.

“It was a pleasure meeting you. I hope we see each
other again soon.” Griffin extended her hand. “And I hope the
second time is less traumatic than the first.”

Griffin flashed a disarming smile, and Rachel nearly
changed her mind about leaving. But, sticking to her guns, she said
her good-byes and finally slipped out the door. On the street, she
buried her hands in the pockets of her coat in an attempt to ward
off the cold, but it was no use. The chill she felt had nothing to
do with the frigid temperatures. Her pilot light had gone out when
Isabel walked out on her. Tonight, she had felt the flame begin to
flicker back to life. When she had held Griffin in her arms, the
flame had turned into a wildfire.

As she headed to the subway, she wondered if she
were about to get burned.


Chapter Two

Griffin tossed her keys on the console table in the
foyer and hung her coat in the closet. “Better luck next time, old
friend.” Normally her good luck charm, the black leather jacket
seemed to have lost its magic. The blind date Jane and Colleen had
arranged had been awkward at best. Rachel had been interested in
her, if her body’s reaction to their accidental collision was any
indication, but her interest had quickly faded.

She acted like she couldn’t get away from me fast
enough. Is she still too haunted by memories of her cheating ex to
move on, or did I forget to take a shower this morning?

She sniffed her shirt to see if she smelled like the
fifty servings of Chilean sea bass she had dished out tonight. The
CK One she always wore was mixed with something else. Something
bold but not overpowering. Rachel’s scent. She closed her eyes and
breathed her in.

She was usually attracted to hard-driving Type A
personalities. Women who were headstrong and so confident they
bordered on cocky. Women she could compete with, butt heads
with.

As one of her former instructors loved to say,
“Steel forges steel.” She needed someone who kept her sharp.
Clingy, emotionally needy types blunted her edge.

So what was it about Rachel that excited her so
much? She was nothing like the women who usually found their way
into her bed. The others were like ghost chilies—so hot she
couldn’t enjoy the flavor. Rachel was like a bell pepper—sweet with
a hint of spice.

Griffin remembered looking into Rachel’s warm brown
eyes. Eyes the color of hot chocolate and just as comforting. She
had never needed an introverted counterpoint to balance her
sometimes forceful personality, yet she was definitely attracted to
one now. Was she drawn by the challenge of cracking Rachel’s tough
protective shell or the fact that Rachel seemed to have absolutely
no idea how sexy she was? Rachel was shy and reserved, which made
her even more alluring. Yes, she was a little heavy, but Griffin
liked women with meat on their bones. And Rachel had curves for
days, even if she insisted on camouflaging them under ill-fitting
clothes like the shapeless sweater and baggy Chinos she sported
tonight. Griffin would love to see her in something that showcased
the voluptuous body she was trying to hide. The body that had
molded itself to hers for a brief, tantalizing moment.

She remembered the feel of Rachel’s hands on her
hips. Rachel’s arms around her waist. Rachel’s full breasts pressed
against her back. She could have ended the contact much sooner than
she did, but she had lingered, longing for more.

She turned on the record player and continued to the
kitchen. The phonograph needle hissed and popped as it slid through
the well-worn grooves of her favorite album, adding another layer
of sound to the trailblazing jazz played by Charlie Parker, Miles
Davis, and Max Roach. She grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator
and returned to the living room to read the thirty-page contract
her personal assistant had delivered while she was out.

Two months ago, she sent in an audition tape for
Cream of the Crop, a cooking
competition/reality show that attracted hundreds of applicants each
year and was watched by millions of viewers each week. A few days
ago, she discovered she was one of eight contestants chosen to
appear on the show. If she performed well, she could prove that
female chefs were as talented as their male counterparts and they
didn’t need to rely on their looks to be successful, two
stereotypes she and her peers often struggled to overcome.

She longed to prove herself against the best of the
best, but she didn’t want to put her life on hold to do it. If she
agreed to do the show, she’d have to leave the restaurant in the
hands of her sous chefs for three weeks. Her team was good, but she
didn’t know if they were ready to take the heat without her around
to douse the fires. Match was on a roll. Momentum, once lost, was
difficult to regain.

She took a sip of her beer and leaned back on the
sofa. She closed her eyes and tapped out a staccato rhythm on her
blue-jeaned thighs. The music washed over her. At its best, jazz
was like aural sex, lifting her spirits, relaxing her body, and
freeing her mind. Tonight, she desperately needed to come.

She hadn’t become a chef for the attention. She had
done it because she loved to cook. She was as ambitious as anyone
in her profession, but unlike her celebrity counterparts, she
didn’t want to have her face plastered on the cover of her own
monthly vanity magazine or hear her name bandied about on
Entertainment Tonight. She simply wanted to
make good food and have people enjoy it.

The two hundred fifty thousand dollar check and
prestigious magazine spread awarded to the winner of Cream of the Crop were tempting, but she wanted to
claim an even bigger prize. Winning the show could help her earn
the respect of her peers, an honor that had eluded her for far too
long.

She read through the contract, wincing each time she
came across a clause she didn’t like. When the show began filming
in June, she and the other contestants would be sequestered in a
spacious Central Park apartment, where they would be deprived of
all contact with the outside world for three long weeks. No cell
phones, computers, or TVs. Their every move would be filmed by a
camera crew or shadowed by a stringer from the show.

Before they reported to the set, they would be sworn
to secrecy, unable to tell anyone they were involved with the
program or spill any of the behind-the-scenes secrets until after
the winner was crowned during the live finale in August.

She looked at the last page of the contract. At the
line on which she was supposed to sign her name.

“Do I really want to put myself through this?” she
asked, thinking out loud. She weighed her reasons for going on the
show against her reasons for staying put. “I don’t have a
girlfriend, my family’s in California, and work will be there when
I get back. What have I got to lose?” She rolled her pen between
her palms like a dice player hoping to roll a lucky seven. “If I
lose early, my critics will rake me over the coals and I’ll never
hear the end of it. But if I win, it will feel so good to say, ‘I
told you so.’”

She signed the contract.

 


*

 


“Good evening, Fernando.”

The concierge on duty looked up from a copy of a
Spanish-language newspaper and returned Rachel’s greeting. “How was
your evening?”

“Let’s go with interesting.”

“In a good way?”

“I haven’t figured that part out yet.”

Rachel crossed the lobby and headed to the mailroom.
Orderly rows of locked steel boxes lined the walls. Her box was
full but didn’t contain anything she wanted. Just the latest round
of bills and a couple trees’ worth of catalogs. Nothing said the
holidays like a boxful of retail therapy. She tossed the catalogs
into a nearby recycle bin and returned to the concierge desk.

With the end of the year rapidly approaching, tax
season was about to kick in to gear. Rachel was going to be up to
her ears from now until the following April. Some clients came to
her with their supporting documentation neatly organized in
color-coded notebooks. They were the easy ones and, in her mind,
the most boring. She preferred the filers who showed up with
shoeboxes overflowing with dog-eared receipts. Sifting through the
mess to see what she could keep and what she needed to ignore made
her job more difficult but more fun as well. She enjoyed the
challenge.

Besides, accounting wasn’t as cut-and-dried as it
was perceived to be. From those boxes of disorganized receipts, she
could re-create a year in people’s lives, one scrap of paper at a
time. What could be better than that? Oh, yeah. Having a life of
her own.

Fernando and his wife, Montserrat, were two of her
early birds. Each year, they made a beeline to her office as soon
as they received their W-2s from their respective employers. They
left her their paperwork, she phoned them if she had any follow-up
questions, and she produced their completed return as quickly as
she could.

“Montserrat brought me some of your information this
morning. If all goes well, I should have your return ready the same
day you provide me with your W-2s.”

Fernando’s eyes lit up at her news. According to
Montserrat, the couple planned to use their refund to book a trip
to Madrid to visit relatives and were eager to get the money in
their hands so they could start searching the Internet for cheap
flights.

“That’s fantastic, Miss Bauer.” Fernando’s thick
eyebrows, which often seemed to move independently of each other,
furrowed into a uniform line of concern. “But at the risk of
offending you, please allow me to say I think you work too much.
When was the last time you did something you wanted to do? When was the last time you had a…how
do you say?” He motioned for her to provide the phrase he couldn’t
come up with.

“A Me Day?” she said.

“Yes. When was the last time you had one of
those?”

She tapped her utility bills against the edge of the
desk. “Too long.”

“Then why don’t you take the weekend off? You could
see a movie. Perhaps go to the park. Maybe invite a nice lady out
to dinner?”

His grin was infectious. His enthusiasm was, too,
but she was too tired to catch either.

“We’ll see.” She bade him good night and headed for
the elevator. Before the doors closed, she heard him call
Montserrat and relay the news that their travel plans could begin
in earnest. As the elevator car rose to her floor, she felt her
spirits sink even further than they had when she left
Maidenhead.

She felt completely and utterly alone. Before
tonight, she thought being alone was enough for her. Now she wasn’t
sure. Seeing Jane and Colleen together made her remember how much
she enjoyed being part of a couple. Being half of a whole. Would
she ever experience that feeling again?

She unlocked her apartment door and stepped inside.
“Honey, I’m home.” Her voice echoed dully off the Spartan
interior.

She lived in Long Island City in a building across
the river from Manhattan. Most didn’t know the building by name,
but by sight. It was the tall orange edifice next to the red neon
Pepsi-Cola sign. Many TV shows and films featuring New York locales
normally used the area for scene-setting exterior shots.

Isabel kept their old place, a duplex on the West
Side. They were supposed to get a brownstone in Brooklyn, but they
could never find one that suited both their tastes. Rachel’s new
digs were a good thirty minutes away from the city—twice that when
the Midtown Tunnel was clogged. Most days she took the train. It
was cheaper and less of a hassle.

In need of comfort—the kind that came in a cardboard
carton with Ben and Jerry’s emblazoned on the side—she kicked off
her shoes and padded to the kitchen. She reached into her back
pocket and pulled out the cocktail napkin Griffin had given her.
She ran her fingers over the unfamiliar script. The words slashed
across the paper like knife cuts. Griffin’s invitation piqued
Rachel’s curiosity. She was tempted to attend the party if only to
see how many A-listers she could spot before she lost count. If she
did decide to go, would she walk into the fray alone or drag a
friend along for moral support? A decision for another day.

She used a Betty Boop magnet to affix the napkin to
the front of the refrigerator. Then she pulled a pint of Cherry
Garcia out of the freezer, grabbed a spoon from the cutlery drawer,
and prepared to dig in. The first bite was exhilarating, but as the
sugary frozen treat slid down her throat, it didn’t taste—or
feel—as good as it normally did. The second bite was just as
unrewarding. She was so far gone nothing could reach her.

She finished the ice cream not because she wanted it
but because it was there. When she swallowed the last treacly
spoonful, she felt full but unfulfilled.

If I want answers, I’m going to have to look
somewhere other than inside my refrigerator.

She tossed the empty container in the trash and
rubbed her bloated belly. “That’s it,” she said after unleashing a
very unladylike belch. “Enough’s enough. On Monday, I start
spending lunch at the gym instead of my desk.”

She said the same thing at least once a week, but
this time she told herself she meant it.

Needing to decompress, she headed to the living
room, turned on
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