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Part One




I








CHAPTER ONE







There was no reason to live anywhere where the temperature fell below 37º F. The cold accentuated the already icy people and the sharp pull of air into her lungs made idle chat unbearable. It was a fate that she had been avoiding since leaving D.C. after she graduated college. Those days felt like a lifetime ago as she sped through the streets of the city at a brisk walk, squeezing her hands into her armpits to warm them. The stylish mini skirt, baggy wool sweater and strappy pumps turned heads, sure, but they did not provide her with an ounce of warmth. Her breath trailed around her in wispy clouds and she swore to herself  that she would do whatever it took to get back to New Orleans within a year’s time. 

She had been banished to this place by her agent, Maysam Mustafa. There had been no space for negotiation when selecting a location for her save-my-credibilty restaurant endeavor. It was Washington D.C. for a year where she would need to start up and win an award with her new restaurant, or the back of a Chili’s making fries for the rest of her career. 

One day she was running four of the world’s hottest Michelin Star restaurants and the next she was being told she had no ownership in any of them. It was the price she had to pay for signing a bad contract with her business partner, which had a clause snuck into the mundane language she’d failed to read: Any impropriety that was found was immediate grounds for revoking her stake in any and all expenditures that were owned by the joint corporation. And oh, had there been intense impropriety on her part. She let out a dry chuckle to herself as she thought of the viral video of her throwing a pristine stainless steel pan at one of her junior chefs while cussing him out. That was enough to trigger the clause of course. It didn’t matter that she was unaware of it. It didn’t matter that she felt completely within her rights to do so. She knew that if the recording had shown just seconds before her mishap it would have revealed the junior chef gloating about harassing women for fun at the local bar. His disgusting smug face when he talked about how he had taken advantage of their trust and used his connection with the bartender to run his sick scheme. She should have thrown another pan, maybe even a pot and certainly a fist. He could get another tooth from any run of the mill dentist in New Orleans.  She couldn’t get back what she’d lost as easily, not without a change of scenery and a plan. 

She was sure Richard had circulated the videos himself so that he could trigger the clause in their contract to push her out. It was a mistake he had planned for and maybe even instigated. Not that she could directly prove it just yet.

So, she had  packed up her things and headed to D.C., hoping to find someone to take on her case and to start a new restaurant away from the baggage of New Orleans. This restaurant was a lifeline for her career and, as Maysam had reminded her many times before, it was her last. 

Georgette turned the corner quickly, her head of wild brown curls blowing behind her as she did and she knew instantly she was in the right place. K Street was populated with identical people in suits, everyone was buzzing like bees in a hive on their way to their destinations. The dark hair on their heads lowered into their cellphones or their cellphones were pressed firmly against their ears as they barked orders at the faceless people on the other end. 

There was no music here, the streets a steely gray that lived up to its reputation as a bland, soulless place home to the top law firms in America. It was nothing compared to New Orleans where the music lifted off the streets as soon as the sun rose and went on well past its setting. The houses were painted bright colors and adorned with beads and paintings. Being here, among the gray felt as if she were lowering herself into a cold abyss without a clue as to what was underneath. 







The law office of Hilliard, McEwin, and Associates was inside one of the many 10 story buildings with large glass doors that dotted the block just north of Lafayette Square. Inside, the receptionist sat behind an intimidating black stone desk, her music playing out of her open laptop as she bit down on the edge of a cheap plastic pen absentmindedly. When she looked up at Georgette she let out an audible sigh. 

“Do you have an appointment?” her voice was low and apathetic, she either hated her job or every person who walked through the door. Having worked a job like this before Georgette decided that it was most likely a mix of both.

“I’m here to meet Marc Davis of Hilliard, McEwin and Associates. My appointment is for ei— ”

The receptionist cut her off and responded curtly.

“I see you here. G. Lah Sail Lay. 8:45. Head to the center elevator and press the button for the top floor.” 

“Thank you.” Georgette smiled broadly, trying to dissipate some of the negative energy coming her way. She pushed the up button on the elevator and heard a soft tune coming from the woman’s laptop. Jazz music pooled into her ears. Soft trumpets, thrumming bass and a cacophony of drums, and just like that she was transported back to the dimly lit club where she had first heard the woman sing. It was the kind of club that had no official close time everyone just eventually made their way out into the hot, thick New Orleans air and drifted home when they’d had their fill. 

“Is that Macy Aarons?” She nodded  at the laptop. 

“Yeah, sorry I didn’t think you could hear that.” The receptionist’s cold demeanor faded away quickly - like she had been scolded. 

Touchy girl. She was only trying to make small talk, no need for her to look like a kicked puppy. 

“No, no. It’s fine, it reminds me of home.” She paused, glancing at the progress of the world’s slowest elevator. It had only made it down one floor. 

 “What’s your name?” 

“Victoria.” She smiled finally, letting her body relax as she pushed back the long red hair that fell to either side of her face. Her green eyes shone up at Georgette. So too did the tell-tale signs of dark eye-liner from the night before that she’d tried unsuccessfully to rid her face of. 

“Victoria. Lovely name. And such great taste in music.” The elevator binged its arrival finally, giving her the out from the forced small talk that is obligatory between two people left alone in a space.  The soft instrumental sounds faded as if they could sense the need for quiet.  

“Anyway, I shouldn’t keep Marc waiting. See you later, Victoria” She stepped into the elevator pushed the button for the 10th floor and as the doors closed slowly she heard Victoria yell 

“Holy shit! You’re that chef from TV-”

The doors closed on her as Georgette made a point to look down at her phone to avoid the woman’s wide-eyed stare. That was the exact reaction she wanted to avoid. If people knew who she was then they would inevitably bring up “the incident” and all the other “incidents” that she’d had over the years. The elevator was just as slow going up as it had been to come down and it gave her time to look at her throbbing hands. They were scrunched and a bit blue at the fingertips. She was feeling the weight of the moment now and wanted dearly to be out of here with at least a shred of good news. 

A short haired woman directed her through a maze of perfectly similar offices to a larger one at the far end of the floor. The door plaque had thick golden letters reading Marc Davis . The woman knocked on the door and opened it 

“I have Georgette LaSalle here for your 8:45.” She motioned her into the room with a fast flick of her hand and when Georgette had made her way over the threshold she heard the soft *click* of the door closing behind her. 

	Marc Davis was exactly like she remembered: smug, tall, bald, and overly muscular. He hadn’t aged a day other than his outfit selection, which had gone from being a walking  billboard for his fraternity to being a walking bespoke suit advertisement. He greeted her with a smile, his new  oversized gleaming white teeth sparkled unnaturally in the LED lighting and embraced her as if she had been lost at sea for months. It was an act. They had never been that close, but, he also had a nasty habit of being handsy with people he felt he had control over.  He wasn’t wrong, he had all of the control in this situation, loathe as she was to admit it. In front of his desk was a thin wooden chair that Georgette sank into after she teased herself out of his vice grip. 

	He took his time to walk around his desk, then began sifting through papers while she inspected the various items around his office. His fraternity was displayed proudly on his nameplate in a tasteful logo on the side. She smiled at it — there was no way Marc Davis could have an office this nice without something to remind him of his time in college. He had a lot to be proud of. In college he was the president of his fraternity chapter, Student Body President and a leading member of the honor court. If there was an accolade to collect, Marc had snatched it up.      

	That’s why she had reached out to him — she needed the best and she needed it quickly. Even with all her fame, she had not been able to convince a single stuck up lawyer to work for her. Lawyers were all a bunch of cowards as far as she was concerned. Too obsessed with easy money and power to do anything worth a damn. 

 He typed on his keyboard for a couple of minutes before speaking again. The sharp clicking grated against her ears as she sat like a student in the principal’s office. 

“I looked over your case Georgette.” He paused as if he were waiting for her response but she said nothing. She had spent enough time around business men to know better than to yield to them.  If he had bad news he wasn’t going to get any help from her in pushing it out. 

“I mean it was the least I could do considering how good the food was at my wedding and how well we knew each other in college. Beau was so excited to hear that you were in town. We have to have you over for dinner one day of course. Anyway…” 

	He was rambling, which made her nervous for what he was about to say. She tried to squeeze some warmth into her hands as he talked. She probably had his husband, Beau, to thank for this meeting more than anyone. He was the one who had hired her for the wedding and been close with her in college when they were co-presidents of the LGBTQ affinity group. Marc had been more of a hindrance than an ally — positioning his student body president campaign against their protests to open an LGBTQ center as “excessive spending” and promoting only men to the cabinet positions of student government once he was elected even when women led most of the his campaign efforts. 

	“I assigned your case to my protégé  — Mei Kuang. She’ll see to it that you have the support you need as we move this forward.” He smiled as if he was doing her a huge favor and he knew it. It was predictable that he’d pushed the mere semblance of work off on some female subordinate.

	“I thought you’d be handling the case personally, Marcus. That was why I came out here. That was what we discussed.” She leaned forward in the now unbearably uncomfortable chair. 

He tilted his head at her and frowned slightly before adjusting his suit jacker with an air of amusement.

	“I’m a partner at this firm so I have a couple of big cases on my plate. But don’t worry, Mei is smart and capable. She also has a vested interest if she hopes to be sitting where I am one day. I think it will be a good fit. She’s not emotional and can give this case a lot of stability and clarity. I’m sure it could benefit from more … masculine energy.”

 

He added that last part as assurance but there was no need — he knew as well as she did that she was in no position to negotiate this with him. She was grateful to not hear a “no” this time but it wasn’t what they had discussed on the phone before she picked up her entire life and moved here. It would be impossible to call him out on it since of course none of that meeting was in writing. Trusting another slimy person had gotten her a bit further along but deeper into the fire. No matter her feelings on the matter one thing was clear: 

She was at the mercy of Mei Kuang now. 




	“Perfect! There she is now.” He stood up and Georgette craned her neck to see the woman standing in the doorway. She was tall with a medium build, wide shoulders that silhoutted a muscular body. The black suit clung to her body snuggly and tapered down to two large hands that sported crooked, gnarled fingers characteristic of someone who had broken them many times over. Her cheeks were prominent underneath her dark eyes, which contrasted the soft carnation pink of her lips. The roundness of her face helped her look less like a rugged killer and more of a lawyer, not that it mattered. Her presence alone filled the room in much the same way as a predator would in the wild. It set Georgette’s hair on edge and opened her airway so quickly that she inhaled in a deep stuttering breath. Her hair was very short —  almost a buzz cut — and she raked her fingers through the spiky edges as she stood there staring at her. In the time it took Georgette to stand up and extend her hand for a handshake she had closed the distance between them and stopped herself not even 4 inches away. She held Georgette’s hand in her own and gave the closest thing to a smile that could be expected from her.  Dipping her head ever so slightly so that the golden necklace dangled out of the top of her shirt. 

“Pleasure to meet you, Chef LaSalle. I’m Mei Kuang. I’ll be handling your case from now on.” 




*    *    *    *




Mei Kuang was the first person in the gym that morning. She started her workout out with a 5 mile run before moving on to a pyramid of leg squats and lower body lifts until her once light green shirt was closer to black from sweat. It was nothing compared to her Olympic training but in its own way it fed that monster inside of her that needed to be devoured, to have her muscles be drained completely to feel satisfied.  

At 5:45 AM she left the gym and made her way back up to her apartment to have a protein packed breakfast of eggs, chicken sausage and oatmeal. She shoveled some of the leftover oatmeal from the pot into a container for lunch, made a protein shake, showered and got dressed for the day in a sharp, gray, Tom Ford suit. By 6:42 AM she was crossing the street and walking into the office lobby where she passed by the empty receptionist desk and went up to her office undisturbed. 

Satisfying was the word she often used to describe her schedule. It was a sating feeling to have finished reading all incoming emails, answered any pending actions and drafted multiple motions before the next associate even opened the front doors to the office. Being first into the office felt as satisfying as always this morning. The quiet click of her loafers on the marble floors and the sound of the fluorescent lights flickering on had become soothing. Her personal office was nestled into a corner on the far end, away from the well trafficked kitchen and conference rooms. It had been a treat from when she started her job as a senior associate. 

“You’ll need the quiet with the hours you’ll be working. ” Marc had teased at the time, and he had been right.

 She spent more time here than she liked to admit — early mornings, late nights, weekends, the occasional overnight flurry for something that was time sensitive. The office saw her more than her own apartment and definitely more than her family. Her mother had given up on having grandkids when she came out and now just called to tell her to visit more often in a guilt stricken tone. She made a note to go back to Cambridge to see her for the lunar new year so that she didn’t have to endure another guilt trip for at least another month.

Today she’d get a new client, the one Marc had promised would be her last before she made partner. Some old friend of his husband, Georgette LaSalle, had her restaurants taken over by her business partner in some kind of plotted coup. She had gone over the case file though and it seemed Ms. LaSalle was just quite possibly the worst business person on the planet. There was nothing much Mei could do for her so this would be a matter of simple business acquisition discussions. She would be in and out of this case in a month, the easiest one of her career she had decided. Then she would be free to choose clients, order associates around, and truly make a name for herself on her own terms. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by her door being thrown open carelessly. Her 6’4”f junior associate stood in front of her with a blue plaid shirt on, his hair slicked back with too much gel and a 5 o’clock shadow. From the disheveled look of his clothing it was clear he had just rolled out of bed minutes before. 




“Big M! I got those memos you asked for yesterday.” He slid a very thin grubby folder across her desk and tapped it confidently with two un-manicured fingers. She knew even before she opened it that he was missing an item from the list that she had given him three days ago, not yesterday, and as she leafed through the stained pieces of paper it was obvious what it was. 




“Don’t call me M or Big M, I’m your boss. And there is no client profile in here. What should I know about Chef Georgette LaSalle? Age, hobbies, businesses? At this point you are worse than a simple Google search.” She pressed the folder closed firmly and tossed it back at him letting the papers spill out so that he had to bend down to pick them up. 

He was useless, unprofessional and worst of all completely safe from being fired. His father was a close friend to the partner McEwin and a federal judge in the area. Even with that leg up he found himself far from the courtroom, his own father unable to convince anyone to take him as a judicial clerk. McEwin, however, was known to give out favors for favors and was sure to cash in this generous offer at a later date. It was all upside for him as he had no intention of burdening himself with a slacker like Junior. In typical higher-up fashion, he had been passed off all responsibility to Mei as a ‘special thanks’ for being the only woman up for partner at all. “Think of him as an opportunity to show your mentorship ability since you are looking to be promoted to partner.” None of the male associates had to prove that they were capable of mentorship. But complaining wouldn’t fix the problem, only hard work would get her through this otherwise, she’d just be the whiny, bitch who couldn’t handle the firm if she brought it up. So here she was in her office looking at Junior’s dumbfounded face staring back at her. It was his face and demeanor that had led her to not learn his name No doubt he would flame out of here once he had to do even an ounce of work or, as was happening now, had to be a subordinate to a woman —  and an Asian woman at that. In her head he was unaffectionately just called Junior.




“M, come on. This is what you asked for. How am I supposed to find information on a client anyway? I’d be doing the same as you — just searching the web.” He hunched over struggling to pick the up papers against the slick marble floor, his uncoordinated fingers groping against it awkwardly. 




“So I’m supposed to enter a meeting without the proper resources because you are too incompetent to do your job? You do know this is a job, don’t you? Most days I’m not sure you even know where you are.” She wanted him to leave before they ended up in another verbal spar over work he had not done or had done to such poor standard that she was forced to redo it. 

“Just go. Get out of my office.”  She stood up and pointed to the door.




“And I better not have any surprises today due to your piss poor work product. This case is too important and your daddy won’t be able to fix this mess for you.” She let the words come out even though she knew it was like pouring gasoline on a fire. A part of her wanted to throw him out by his collar but she let him stand up and head to the door on his own. His face was beet red and she could see him getting ready to say something.

 Make my fucking day, she thought.

And he did. 




“You’re always worried about my father, but you should start looking at your own problems. The firm just keeps you around cause you’ll happily do all the damn work thinking one day you’ll make partner.” His glossy hair stuck to his head as he leaned into the office from the doorway half yelling half whispering his insults in a secretive attack on her.  




“Look around. There are no female partners at this firm. They use that dream to keep your stupid ass working extra hard.  You lap that shit up too. What? Cause you think that you’re special or better than everyone else since you went to an Ivy League? At the end of the day we both know how this ends. I’ll be your boss and I promise you’ll be begging me to stop riding your ass when I’m done.” He straightened himself up with a smile. His breath was fast and shallow the verbal volley had taken a lot from him and he would be quiet for at least the rest of the day. 

 She took a moment to ponder the kernels of truth to his words. He was a bit smarter than he let on and that made his incompetence all the more unforgivable.  She made a show of checking the time on her watch and adjusting her tie before locking eyes with the craven boy. 

“Look Junior, I am always the first. Always the best. You don’t know what its like to blaze your own trail because you live your life choking on your father’s exhaust. When you step into my office tomorrow wear a real shirt, shave your face and play the part of a semi-useful nepotism hire so that I don’t have to spend my time cleaning up your messes.” She pressed him against the shoulder out of her office and slammed the door. 

Her blood was boiling as she put on her suit jacket and checked herself in the mirror. It was exhilarating to put him in his place right before her meeting. It gave her motions a crisp, invigorating feeling as she went to meet the client who would change her life. 







*    *    *    *








CHAPTER TWO







“Pleasure to meet you Chef LaSalle. I’m Mei Kuang. I’ll be handling your case from now on. Please follow me to my office.” Her voice was coated in a thick gravel and better suited for late night radio than a law office. It lifted Georgette from her seat and into the hallway, stringing her down the length of the floor to the office that fit snuggly into the far corner. 

She had made a lot of plans the last few days, but hadn’t particularly planned on being handed off to the hot lawyer. All of the things she had thought to say to Marcus about her case seemed ill-suited to say to a stranger and even more so to someone she was attracted to. Unfortunately, this was tragically poor timing.




Calm down, Georgette. Let the feeling pass. Remain professional. Do not repeat your past mistakes. You do not need any problems in this place too. She reminded herself. 

Mei’s office was a case study in extreme minimalism. There were no family photos, college paraphernalia, decorations or plants. Just a thin black briefcase that hung from a hook on the side of her desk, a large wooden frame along the far wall that held a team USA singlet as well as a gold medal, and an even larger frame with two degrees. One from Harvard and the other from Yale. Georgette slid into the soft chair across from Mei’s desk and watched intently as Mei came to sit opposite her. 

It was such a shame that Mei was so cute, just to be a neat freak. Actually, every negative she could find would make this whole process easier, she mulled. Yes, better to just keep a tally of all the things she didn’t like about Mei and then she wouldn’t have to worry about making her usual mistakes. The most obvious being that she was a lawyer, she worked for Marcus, she seemed to enjoy D.C., she was far too clean and, from the look on her face, she thought she was the best thing to ever grace this Earth. There. A complete list of all the reasons she should look the other way. She was sure that Mei would give her many more reasons to dislike her before the day was done. 




It was a good thing too. What Mei didn’t know was that sleeping with women that she ought not was one of Georgette’s many claims to fame in the tabloids. A TV executive at the station that she worked for, a book publisher from Smith&Wild who published her cookbooks, two different food critics and her editor for one of New York’s top magazines. They always seemed to get the details wrong about who went after who but the rumors stuck all the same. It was a storyline she could recite in her sleep: 

1.  Date woman inappropriately connected to her work

2.  Woman has to decline work on her projects or be moved to another department once their relationship goes public.

3.  Media attention on the new relationship scares woman away or is used to catapult her career

4. Break up.

5. Blog posts are now about how Georgette LaSalle loses another one in an epic fashion. 




It was tired for her, but it obviously made the masses foam at the mouth. This could not be a repeat of that. She hoped lawyers had rules to deter just this very thing. From a distance Mei’s voice broke into her trip down a wonderful memory lane of trysts and lustful relationships. 

“Chef LaSalle, I’ve reviewed your claim to those restaurants and  — .” 

“Georgette. You don’t work in my kitchen, so call me Georgette.” It wounded her pride to be talked to in such a formal way by Mei.

“Right, Georgette. I’ve reviewed your claim and I do not think you will be able to sue to get the restaurants back. There is nothing in the agreement that allows for that. Your businesses were rightfully confiscated at the time you committed the act of impropriety.” She nervously touched at her hair at the mention of the infamous moment. 

“O-owing to the fact that you were caught on video as well, it is impossible for us to argue that you did not in fact throw a pan at your employee. However, we can make an offer for the oldest restaurant outside of the lawsuit —  I’m guessing that has the most value to you — and see if Richard is willing to sell. Of course, it is an appeal to his humanity and to the relationship that you two had in the past.” Mei leaned forward with a stern face and swiveled a piece of paper with her flexed thumb and middle finger around for Georgette to see. It stated the details of what she thought the restaurant was worth and provided that Georgette would pay in cash for the acquisition. 

Her audacity was immediately added to Georgette’s list of negatives, as was her detachment from the real world. 

“Did you write this? Name mispelled, green ink, evalution incorrect. I could go on. Amazing to see what my money is being spent on.”  Georgette probed. 

“I’d love to get an hourly breakdown on how much time you spent throwing this together.” 

She saw the women’s face tense and her hand grip closely to her expensive, custom pen. No. This was someone else’s shitty work that she was passing off as her own. She’d have to own it though, Georgette knew all too well. No one cares if the Junior Chef burns the entire restaurant down —  it was the Chef whose head would roll. The responsibility came along with the accolades. 




“I advised on the drafting. I assure you it is a fair offer and I will rewrite this document to keep up with your…high standards.” Her eyes flicked over Georgette’s outfit choice with a bit of disdain. The cherry red pumps squeaked in distress underneath her. 




 Touché. She was dressed as if she stumbled into winter through the back of an elderly go-go dancer’s closet.




“I can tell from this offer that you didn’t actually research me or my restaurants otherwise you’d know the number is not fair at all. No one would sell Mama June’s Place at that low of a price or damn near any price and the problem certainly isn’t my bank account.” She made sure to keep eye contact with Mei as she spoke. They paired the squinting and widening of their eyes in a dance for psychological dominance. Mei came to rest her chin on the bridge of her hands, in an aloof, detached way.

“I know I have the money to entice Richard’s thieving ass to sell but then we get to the part where I refuse to do it out of principle. Hasn’t he taken enough from me? From my family? Now you want me to hand him a check as well?” Georgette sighed deeply and leaned back so that her head was facing the ceiling. It was so troublesome to have to do this song and dance for every lazy lawyer she met. Marcus was too much of a coward to tell her no so he got this one to do the dirty work for him. Then she had gotten her subordinate to do the dirty work for her. Lazy fucks, all of ‘em. None of them had any clue what their laziness was impeding back in New Orleans. The restaurant was more than just food, it was a lifeline for an entire community. 




“The restaurant is 150 years old. It was recently named a national historic site and has been owned and operated by my family since the doors first opened. The price that could be extorted from me is astronomical, but I am not there yet. Your job — which you have done to the most half-assed standard — is to figure out how to avoid that at all costs. There has to be some way and you have to find it. What is the point of me paying you so much if I could get the same quality from some guy online?” Her voice was sure, without a trace of the desperation that she felt. It dripped instead with annoyance. 




“I made it clear you don’t have a case, even with your sob story about how important the restaurant is too you.” Mei jabbed back. Obviously her perfectly preened feathers had been ruffled. Good. If it took getting under her skin to get her to do a better job it was worth it - it would solve two problems at once. 




“No, with the shit you’ve passed my way I don’t have a case. With the small amount of work you’ve put into it, I am no better off than I was before I came here. I didn’t read one document that Richard gave me in a stack of 1000 in my kitchen and my fate is to be forced to deal with you. That can’t be right! It isn’t fair and this can’t be the best you can do. I don’t believe it for one second!” Georgette lowered her head to look at Mei, their brown eyes locked in a battle of wills. 




“Now, I know you need this case to go well for your aspirations at this firm. Marcus made that clear when he dropped me off into your care. If you put in your best effort I will personally tell him that I think you deserve your promotion. Hell, I’ll pay for your own firm myself if you can get that bastard.”




“I don’t need your word to help me get to where I am going and I certainly don’t need your money. I have my work, it speaks for itself.” Mei’s face reddened as Georgette laughed loudly, her shoulders shaking as she did so and picked up the offer on the desk gingerly between her fingers. 




“If this,” she picked up the mismatched offer letter limply in her hand “is what you mean then you need way more than my word, my money and your work. This can’t be what you are holding onto” 




Mei was quiet. She ran her hands over her hair absentmindedly as she thought. Just like her boss, she seemed to be waiting for Georgette’s help by waiting for the silence to fade. This time Georgette took the bait and used it to start her own questioning. 

“What did you medal in?” She waved toward the singlet.




“What?” Mei cocked her head to the side. 




“Your medal? What did you get it in?” Both of their eyes came to rest on the frame that was on the wall. 




“Wrestling 76kg.” As she spoke, she sat up even straighter - showing off the muscular ridges of her arms, through the thick shirt. 




“Then you know hard work, and what it takes to be the best unlike the rest of the people I’ve met. Right now you’re middling. Off the podium, you could say. Put in the effort and you could be taking gold. That doesn’t mean being partner here, you could be much more successful than that. ” 

The woman let out a slight laugh and let her lips rise into a grin.

“Very cheesy.” 

Sure, it was cheesy, but it seemed to be effective. She hadn’t gotten a no yet. 

She smiled at the woman and shook her head. 




“You can aim higher than what you’re doing. I know I am. I don’t think settling is a good use of my skills and talents. Being a fill-in Marcus is not worth your talents. Trust me, he’s no one to aspire to.” 




They sat in front of each other for a second quietly. Hopefully, Mei Kuang had as competitive of a personality as Georgette thought she had. 




“Fine. Give me a couple of days to brainstorm and I’ll send you a draft complaint and you can let me know if we are more aligned at that point.” She took a red pen from a drawer in her desk and put a series of perfectly aligned notes on the papers in front of her. 




“Great! That’s what I like to hear! Email might not work all the time, since I don’t check it almost ever.” 

Georgette picked up a random paper on the desk, checked that it was mostly blank, and then ripped off the blank portion to write on. She scribbled two numbers onto it and passed it towards an incredulous looking Mei. 




“This is my number and this is the one of the restaurant if you ever need to reach me quickly and I’m not answering  — I’m most likely just cooking.” Mei took the crumpled paper between two fingers. From a drawer in her desk she picked up a business card. Then, in perfect penmanship, she added her personal number to the back and handed it to Georgette, who stuffed it into her oversized tote bag, where it was lost to the world immediately and indefinitely. 




Mei stood up from her desk and began to make her way to the office door as she again ran her hand along her head, this time with a concerned look on her face. 




“It looks great, the short cut. I wouldn’t worry about it all.” Georgette said before she could stop herself. As soon as the words left her mouth, she tried to run through the negatives again in her head. She was not supposed to be flirting. 




“Yeah, the guy went too low. I usually have more on top but the person I normally go to was out of town.” Mei checked herself out in the reflection of the glass as if that would help her hair grow back. 

“Well, it looks great, like I said. It might be different for you, but it really does fit your style.” 

Shut the fuck up, Georgette thought to herself as she tried to make her way as quickly as possible out of the office. Obviously impulse control was not where her talents were. 




“Wait.” Mei put her hand out and caught Georgette by the wrist. The callouses massaged her skin gently.  She had the hands of someone who did a lot more manual labor than being a lawyer.  

“You must have forgotten your coat somewhere.” She craned her neck around the office looking for it. 

“Funny thing. I don’t have one yet. I - I landed two days ago and have been working on setting up my new restaurant. Haven’t even had time to unpack most of my clothes. Not that there is a coat in there. I haven’t dealt with anything below 50 degrees in years. ”  She took a glance at her hands, the tips were still blue. 




“Where’s the restaurant?” Mei inquired, her gaze now fixed on Georgette. Her eyes were dark and the angle gave the impression Mei was looking down the brim of her nose at her.  




“Off Dupont Circle and Q Street.” Mei reached behind the door where a dark gray  wool coat was and brought it around Georgette’s shoulders. 




“Here.” She grunted. 




“That’s nice of you, but I’ll be fine.” She lied. She needed this coat the same way she needed Mei to work on this case. It was over-sized on her and her hands struggled to get all the way out of the sleeves. The inside was lined with fine silk fabric and had the initials MK stitched into the collar. There was a soft smell of citrus and bark that wrapped her nostrils in much the same way that the fabric wrapped her body. 




“Maybe. But if you freeze to death I won’t get paid. You can give it back next time I see you.” She gave Georgette a gentle nudge towards the office door. 




“We both know a place like this would take the money out of my casket if it needed to. You won’t need it?” 




“I live across the street so it’s more for show than anything else.” She gestured out the window to the identical building across the street that must have been apartments of some kind. 

	Who lives across the street from their job? Actually, forget that. Georgette was in no place to judge. Especially since she lived above her restaurant these days. She slipped out of the office careful not to brush past Mei on her way out, past the elevator, to the door marked for the stairwell and made her way down a couple floors before stopping. Maybe if she stood still for a second she could have a moment’s peace for the first time in years. 

	A door creaked open somewhere above her reminder her that this wasn’t a place to rest just like this city wasn’t a place to rest. Her feet took the stairs quickly to the bottom floor where she turned to the exit for the back alley, hoping to avoid the big-eyed receptionist who had recognized her on her way in. D.C. greeted her return with whipping, icy, wind and the smell of piss. 

	Holding on to the sleeves of the coat it seemed more manageable than before, the warmth of it enveloped her as she dashed off toward the restaurant. 




*    *    *    *








CHAPTER THREE







Georgette headed northwest briskly making her way towards the gray stone buildings that sprawled in the neighborhoods above K Street. Mei’s coat hung off the ends of her arms but for the first time in days she was warm. She pulled the wool fabric around her neck and smelled the cologne that Mei had been wearing. The lawyer seemed to have no clue who she was which was beyond refreshing. It felt like she hadn’t had a normal conversation with anyone in years. With the first impression she had made however, there was no doubt Mei would be looking up everything she could find about her. It couldn’t be helped, she did not have the luxury of anonymity and she didn’t particularly deserve it either. Still the moment of honesty, fleeting as it would prove to be, had been nice.




In the middle of a block lined with large three story townhomes, Georgette turned and took a set of stairs two at a time into the second floor of the one made with white stone. Opening the tinted glass doors she could hear the twang of steel guitars playing over the speakers and the distinctive sound of sharpened knives against a cutting board. She slipped into her kitchen shoes behind the hostess station and made her way into the hum of music. In the kitchen her sous chef Carter was inspecting the knife work of the junior chef, Jada, and had just decided she should start over when Georgette entered. Carter turned to Georgette and cocked her head to the side showing off her new ear piercings that ran the length of her ear in golden swirls. It complemented her skin and made her seem even more intimidating than her 6’1” frame did on its own. 




“How’d it go, Chef?” She leaned back against the large silver tables, propping herself up a bit with her hands. Carter always had a serious look about her. It was the uniform that she couldn’t take off even though she was no longer in The Marines. Her hair was twisted and pinned close to her head. Another leftover habit of the time she served to keep the tight coils off of her collar. They had grown up best friends, dancing along with the second lines from the time they could walk. When Carter left the military, she fell into life on the line working her way up the ranks until she was one of the best chefs in New Orleans. She could have her own place, making a name for herself in any city in the world but she chose to be here with Georgette. Hell, when Georgette packed her bags in the middle of the night to leave New Orleans — Carter was the one sitting next to her in the plane. Georgette owed her more than she could ever pay back. 

“Like shit. They don’t think I have a case.” Georgette grumbled. 

“Fuck, man. Are they going to even try? I can’t stand the thought of that motherfucker Richard getting away with this. Your parents put everything into that restaurant. Mama June’s wasn’t just any place…” Carter’s brow furrowed as she spoke. She knew better than anyone, besides Georgette, what that restaurant meant to the community. 

“Yeah, of course. I’m paying them to.” Georgette responded quickly, annoyed. She wouldn’t be paying a single cent if they didn’t at least try.

 She took her bag and put it down in the small locker that she had dubbed the “Chef’s Office”. Someone had even gone out of the way to put a big sticker on it just for her. There could have been an office on this floor but she had converted it to a relaxing room for folks to take their break. There were only 10 people working here so it seemed a better use of space. She lived close enough to the restaurant that it didn’t seem to matter much to the day-to-day. If she ever needed to cool off she’d just head upstairs and take a breather. 

“Also, I gave the lawyer a bit of a push. She’s competitive, type A, all of that so I appealed to her need to win, to be the best.” Her head turned to face Carter, trying to look nonchalant. She pulled her arms out of the wool coat and made a motion to hang it up. 

“She?! Where the hell is Marcus? Isn’t he the one you were supposed to be working with? Who is this chick? I hope he didn’t pass you off to some scrub. The last thing you need is to have this case not go your way. You can’t afford it. I can’t afford it. We can’t afford it! Today, I had to skip on buying a new shipment of saffron. We can’t keep going on like this.” She threw her hands up and gestured at the small kitchen that they had squeezed into half of a rowhome. 

“Plus, I don’t like how the interaction is already. That is 100% not your coat. I’m begging you to get it together, please. ” Her eyes were probing Georgette but she looked away for a second to give the young chef, a short, tan,  woman another assignment now that she was satisfied with her chiffonade on the collard greens. Jada was a timid person with long wavy black hair that she kept in a bun that ended up being about the size of her head. The other chefs joked that she was “Carter’s shadow” owing to the way Jada kept herself within 2 feet of her. It didn’t help that Carter was a foot taller and stared down with intense eyes at everything that she did. Carter set her up at the station furthest away as she made her way back to where Georgette stood. 

“She should really have better knife skills at this point. You can’t keep hiding away her mistakes from me. A little push from me isn’t the worst.” Georgette reminded her. 

“Yeah, a push right off a cliff. Look, GiGi -- tell me what happened today. I want all of the details.” Georgette filled her in on meeting Mei, how Mei didn’t seem to know who she was at all, how she had to apply pressure to get her to even take the case seriously, and then how Mei had put the coat around her at the end. It was all a bit weird. Oh and the hair, she almost forgot to tell her about her very cute haircut. 

“Woah. That is a lot. You don’t think you’re gonna sleep with her do you? Bitchy woman who is also somehow nice? Inappropriate to boot?  That screams you. Also, probably the only lesbian alive who doesn’t know who you are. You haven’t been able to have a clean slate in years. That has to be tempting.” 

She was smiling now, her teeth gleaming under the lights, popping against the dark brown of her skin. Carter was right. How many women had she gone after who had that personality? Inevitably they left when her fame hindered their career and she was stuck being labeled the ‘career killer’ or the ‘jilted lover’. There were a few blogs that counted the number of days she could stay in a relationship after they were announced publicly. She had made a new record of 307 with her ex, now her agent, Maysam a while ago. It was embarrassing and ridiculous but it hadn’t stopped her from trying a few more times. 

“Honestly, it was more off putting than attractive. I need to get my restaurants back and move on with my life. If feelings get involved, it would make things way harder than they already are. Opening night is only a month away! I have a one-track mind until then.” She knew this string of reasons wouldn’t satisfy Carter but her friend dropped it for the moment.  

They put their heads down to fine tune the menu for opening night —  taking turns with Jada to make plates that they taste tested until late into the night. She checked the clock that hung on the back wall and gave a low whistle in surprise at the time — 1:07 AM.  

“Sorry, time got away from me! You should both head home. I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon and we can go over the wine & spirit list.” 

“Getting drunk on the clock. My type of day.” Carter said with a bit of a smile, looping her arm around Jada’s neck. 

“I’ll take this one home. Can’t have your little cousin walking the streets of D.C. by herself.” Jada let out a sigh of relief as she allowed Carter to escort her out the front door. Georgette made a note to find a closer place for Jada to live. It was wrong to have her trudging up to Columbia Heights at this time of night. She had promised Jada’s mom she’d keep an eye on her when they headed out this way. It felt like she was thrown a new thing to worry about every day. Her hand flexed from the stress and she longed for the days she could step out back and smoke a bit to take the edge off.




She slipped Mei’s coat on — locked up the front door, and turned to go up the steps to her apartment which sat above the restaurant. She settled into her bed and opened her tablet to watch a couple of videos of Mei’s Olympic wrestling matches. Sleep never found her. By the morning she had become an expert wrestling coach, critiquing Mei’s form, imploring her to move to a Granby roll to escape a prone position as. The sun spilled through the windows onto her face and she got ready for the next day. 







*    *    *    *








CHAPTER FOUR







A stack of papers sat neatly in the “completed” tray of Mei’s desk by 8:30 am. Her mind clicked over to sorting through her interaction with Georgette LaSalle. She had let the chef get under her skin so easily. Rookie mistake. The audacity of the move pissed her off about as much as it excited her. When was the last time her competitive monster had been awakened, not just for the sake of ambition but to truly prove that she was the superior person? She could do better on this case,  not for the firm but for herself. Still, would have been better to hear it from someone who hadn’t thrown her business away to make a point to a teenager who worked in her kitchen, someone who had more vision and emotional regulation to see the bigger picture. 

Turning back to her computer, she decided to look up her new client. It was easy enough to find information on her but the bulk of the links led to clips of Georgette cursing someone out during cooking competitions or simpy love montages where people put pictures of her to romantic music. Those had the added bonus of comments like “#loveofmylife” or “She could do whatever to me” or, Mei’s personal favorite, “I want her to sit on my face”. 

A smile parted her lips. She had no clue Georgette was famous enough to have parasocial fans. Personally, she didn’t watch a lot of TV besides MMA matches and she exclusively watched animal or weightlifting videos online. But her lack of social media savvy wouldn’t have mattered if Junior had done his job. He was so determined to be useless that she felt it was sabotage more than just negligence. It had painted her into a corner.

 She opened a tab to look at Georgette’s bio and had only gotten to the part about her college years at Howard when she heard a small knock at her door. The door flew open before she could speak and her colleague, Erin Miller, walked in, her long blond hair fell to the edge of her belt loops.  She closed the door quickly and brought the chair around to sit next to Mei. 

“I heard the news! Your new client is THE Chef Georgette LaSalle! You have to give me all of the info. What is she like?” She looked up at the computer screen that had 15 tabs about Georgette opened and squealed. 

“You’re looking her up?? You have no clue who she is?! That’s not fair at all.” She dramatically dropped her head to the desk in defeat. That might have been why Mei got the case in the first place, besides the canned response of the firm wanting to make sure she had a well-rounded set of cases before she became partner. It would help if she was not fangirling over her client like Erin would be. 

“You know me, I don’t watch shows like that. Plus, she’s what you expect from a famous person — too forceful, oddly self-assured, impulsive, bad at business, and apparently not able to check the weather of the place she moved to.” Mei tried not to smile at Erin’s actions. Erin’s light blue eyes rose up from the desk as she whispered back.

“It is not fair that you get the biggest celebrity we have ever had walk through these doors while I manage a divorce between an ancient man and his way too young wife AND you don’t even like her. Georgette LaSalle is a lesbian icon. She has the internet in a chokehold, weekly. Her following is so intense that no one can be within 1000 feet of her without being in the public eye. Once, when she got food delivered, the paparazzi snapped a picture and the delivery guy was hired as a model the next day! She’s dated so many powerful and famous women. Women no one even knew were into women! Ugh. I mean she could really get anyone she wanted — ”

 Erin’s gossiping had the bad habit of going on for too long so Mei usually tried to not egg her on but it was interesting to know Georgette was a lesbian icon, not just an icon. That would explain the pink and orange edits on some of those fan videos —  not that they were reliable. Sometimes the edits were just to let people know, lesbians think this person is cute too. She thought of the Mariska Hargitay ones and the obnoxious number of every WNBA player possible. 
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