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      Rachel sat very still in the reclining chair, trying not to flinch as the doctor inserted a needle into the ‘frown muscle’ between her eyebrows. Fifty units of Botox, her 50th birthday gift to herself. Would the vial of magic really live up to its promise of eternal youth?

      

      Rachel squinted into the mirror, then leaned closer, eyebrow pencil poised for a direct hit. How unfair the way some body hair thinned and others grew fast and thick in places no one wanted to see hair.

      She’d promised herself she wouldn’t freak about her birthday. It was only a number. Fifty was now the new forty, or so the advertisers would have you believe. Nothing wrong with marketing.

      So what if she was no longer ‘the babe’, turning heads when she walked into a room. She had a great job, a wonderful daughter and a nice boyfriend, not to mention her health. So much to be grateful for.
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      Her work day started with the phone call she’d been waiting for and Rachel swallowed her excitement till after she hung up the phone. “Yes,” She squealed as she spun around in her leather chair, then leapt to her feet and did the happy dance all the way next door to Walter’s office.

      “Guess who’s having their conference in Royal Oaks next year? The AHBA, that’s who.” She flung up her right hand, waiting for Walter’s high-five. The fact that it never came was her first glimmer that something wasn’t right. “I’ve been trying to get the Home Builders Association here for years. It’s international exposure for our little town.”

      When Walter still didn’t crack a smile, Rachel’s gut twitched. “What’s going on?”

      Pushing sixty, boasting most of his hair and all of his teeth, she’d never seen Walter without a smile as he’d segued from award-winning car salesman to Royal Oaks’ Mayor, all with confident ease.

      “Sit down a sec, Rachel.” He indicated the high back, armless leather chair in front of his desk.

      The twitch turned into a trampoline. This scenario felt all wrong. They should be next door in her office, where she presided behind the desk. After all, she’d been Chamber President nearly twenty-five years. She owned this town, well aware that Royal Oaks’ success as an affluent golf and conference destination was a solid reflection of her passion and drive as she proved to the world that she could make it on more than just the Fontaine name.

      Even though there had been Fontaines in Royal Oaks almost before there was a Royal Oaks, and those ancestors had been smart enough to buy up massive tracts of raw land, she had never coat-tailed on her family name.

      Rachel shoved a hand through her wavy dark hair as the thoughtful crease between Walter’s eyes deepened. She tugged at her skirt as she perched on the edge of the chilly leather. No way this could be good.

      “Let me guess. Something to do with our esteemed council?”

      Ever since his election to the office of mayor five years ago, she’d become Walter’s rant support whenever he and the council didn’t see eye-to-eye, which happened a lot. Walter’s bigger-is-better ideas didn’t always jibe with a conflicted small town council.

      “Council has made a decision I don’t agree with, Rachel. Then sent me in to do their dirty work.”

      “Do tell.” She leaned across the desk.

      “They’ve decided the position of Chamber President could be more efficiently handled if two people were manning the helm.”

      “Sweet.  Someone finally realized I’m doing the work of two people.”

      “Well, uh, not exactly. The position of President has been rendered obsolete.”

      “You can’t be serious. I’m the glue. Glue is never obsolete.” She searched his face for signs he was pulling her leg as he cleared his throat.

      “The chamber has decided to create two positions, more junior---”

      Rachel sat back, disbelief boiling through her as she crossed her arms over her chest. Was this some kind of joke? By the time she realized it wasn’t she seemed to have lost her ability to speak. His words were echoing as if from a distant tunnel. Things like... “younger image for the town... ” no reflection on your accomplishments”... and the real kicker.... “reference letter.”

      That jolted her into action and she jumped to her feet. “It’ll take more than two wonderkids to replace me.”

      “Just because you’re turning fifty----”

      She leaned across the desk till they were inches apart.

      To his credit, Walter didn’t look away. “I’m sorry, Rach.”

      “What’ll you do when they decide you’re too old to be mayor?”

      “The locals make that decision, Rachel. Not the council. You know that.”

      “I also know what you jokers are pulling is illegal.”

      “It’s nothing personal. Council feels a younger image will be good for the town and help attract the next generation of investors. We’re prepared to offer you a very generous settlement package.”

      “Damn rights. And you all had better pray I don’t sue for wrongful dismissal.”

      She stomped back to her office where the numbers five and zero stared up from her phone call doodles on a lined legal pad. Happy freaking birthday. She ripped off the page and shredded it. Next, she’d be applying for a senior’s discount.

      She looked around at the way twenty-five years of trial-and-error resulted in an office organized within an inch of its life, and had a crazy urge to mess everything up so whoever took over would have to start from scratch. Except she couldn’t do that. It would be like poking out the eyes of her baby.

      She sat down heavily. This really had been her baby, making her mark without the comfortable cushion of the Fontaine name and money. The entire town’s future either sank or sailed due to her and she’d made it soar. Only to have everything snatched away.

      She’d heard all the adages about change bringing opportunity. But face it, who in their right mind welcomed change? Change was scary and uncomfortable. She looked around again and gave a heavy sigh. She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t throw a fit. She’d simply leave with dignity and grace.

      Outside, she took a walk through the town center. Royal Oaks had a pedestrian core with shops and restaurants and bars, with ample parking on the perimeter. She’d fought for public art, for green space and water features, and the results had surpassed her expectations. Royal Oaks had already picked up kudos and acclaim from urban planners as it gained international recognition.

      She sat on a bench where the morning sun had chased away the shadows, although it couldn’t touch the inner chill she felt right to her core. Her breathing grew heavy and erratic. Shock waves rippled through her as she struggled to catch her breath. She had no idea how long she sat there before she forced herself to her feet and in the direction of her car.

      Movement was good. By the time she reached her car shock had turned to anger. She threw herself and her Coach bag behind the wheel of her black-on-black Porsche Boxter and stomped on the accelerator, which responded with a satisfying roar of speed. At the stop sign she flipped up the mirror on the visor and tried to frown, but it looked like the Botox was working.

      As California’s balmy fall air rushed past, she forced herself to loosen her death-like grip on the wheel, letting the vehicle find its way to Silverstar Golf Course where Len, her boyfriend, was the pro.

      Maybe now they could go away and she could pretend her birthday hadn’t happened; that she was still blissfully entrenched in her forties, even though Sam, her daughter, was planning a surprise party. Easy for Sam to be enthused. At twenty-nine life was all about the party. Staring down fifty, things definitely looked different, just as they did in the mirror each morning.

      “Is Len around?” she asked the tanned, preppy-looking young man behind the desk in the pro-shop.

      “He’s giving a private lesson out on the course. You want to wait in the lounge?”

      “Nope. I’ll find him.”

      “Rachel, I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

      She ignored him and launched herself into one of the waiting golf carts.

      She spotted them on the fifth hole, Len’s thick silver mane unmistakable in the sunlight. The two were standing on the putting green, Len directly behind the statuesque redhead, his arms wrapped around her, his hands clasping hers around the club. They took a few practice swings, moving in tandem, then Len stepped aside while his pupil swung solo.

      Rachel tilted her head to one side and smiled. Len had such a way with the members, no wonder he was the most popular pro at the club. Her smile faded as the two embraced in what could hardly be called a victory hug. Even from a distance she could see a lot of probing and fondling, Len’s hand on the woman’s ass, her hand stroking his chest before sliding lower. Little did Miss Redhead know, if he hadn’t taken his Viagra she’d come up empty-handed.

      As a serious lip-lock ensued, she considered snatching up a five wood and stomping onto the green to wrap the club around the two of them, but decided there were more effective ways to express herself.

      After a nauseating amount of fondling, they finally got back in their golf cart and drove down the fairway. Pissed as Rachel was, she recognized she was not tragically wounded. She and Len made an attractive couple and enjoyed each other’s company, but at this stage in their lives their relationship was more comfortable than passionate. She knew Len needed a lot of attention; missing the adulation he’d experienced as a young pro golfer. She ought to have guessed he’d find it someplace else.

      

      “How do you feel about your relationship?” Was it just last week her counselor had asked her that?

      “At least I have one,” she’d joked, thinking of all the single women she knew, including her best friend, Janece.

      The counselor had responded with a look that she clearly ought to have paid more attention to. She knew most men were incapable of being faithful. Hadn’t her own father been a prime example?

      

      “Jeez, Rach. Your job and your boyfriend all in the same day. You sure know how to end the decade with a bang.” Janece, had been happy to ditch out of her real estate office for an emergency meeting in their favorite wine bar.

      “Can we forget about my birthday for a second?”

      “Have you thought about what you’re going to do?”

      “Well, I did slash his tires.”

      “You...” Janece stared at her wide-eyed, then clinked glasses. “You are my hero.” She took a sip, eyeing Rachel over the rim of her champagne flute. “Walter’s or Len’s?”

      “I like the way you think.”

      Rachel’s laugh faded as she inventoried the things she’d always planned to do when she had more time. Like study a second language or take up yoga. Some activity suited to a woman her age.

      Gawd. A woman her age. “Janece,” she blurted. “What do you do about sex?”

      Janece didn’t laugh or duck the question, but pondered it in serious silence before she spoke. “Well, I own enough toys to start my own boutique. And there is the Internet.”

      Rachel made a face. “You can’t kiss a toy or a keyboard.”

      “Lots of people are meeting through those dating sites.”

      “I’d rather poke a fork in my eye.”

      “Then I suggest you find a nice, horny young man. Sam must have friends. Choose some young buck who appreciates the finer things a mature woman brings to the bedroom and doesn’t want anything more than recreational sex.”

      “You’re suggesting I seduce a friend of my daughter? Sam would be mortified.”

      “Don’t tell her. Pick someone who knows how to be discreet.”

      Rachel’s eyes narrowed as she studied her friend. “Is that what you do?”

      Janece laughed. “See how discreet I am?” She took a sip of her bubbly. “There’s also lots of marrieds looking for a little action on the side.”

      Rachel stiffened. “Are you suggesting I turn into my father’s daughter?”

      “It’s hardly the same. Your father screwed around and your mother knew about it.”

      “And I knew about it.” She’d hashed it out with her counselor so many times over the years that her father’s behavior had become a worn-out topic. One that never went away.

      “Hence your deep-seated distrust of the opposite sex.”

      “Not true.” Or was it? Had she ever totally trusted Len? She hadn’t been overly shocked by what she’d seen today. Almost as if she’d been expecting it, which might explain why she’d refused to cohabit with him or anyone else over the years.

      Janece leaned across the table, eyes alight with mischief. “Perhaps Len was bringing Miss Red home to liven things up?”

      Rachel snorted in disbelief. “I doubt he’d share.”

      They broke into peals of laughter that saw several heads turn their way.

      Janece raised her glass. “To a new decade - Fabulous at Fifty. My birthday challenge to you; never turn down the opportunity to have sex.”

      Before Rachel could respond, Janece’s iPhone chirped.“Is that your cue to get me to my surprise party?” she asked.

      Janece shot her a look. “Can you at least pretend to be surprised? For Sam’s sake.”

      Rachel smiled. “You know I’d do anything for Sam.”

      Janece stood. “News flash. Now’s the time to start doing for Rachel.”

      “Isn’t it ingrained in our female psyche to do for others?”

      Janece grinned. “Not once you turn fifty, doll. That’s when the rules all change.”
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      “Have you ever been with one of those guys whose idea of foreplay is to undo his pants?”

      

      “What’s the pretext?” Rachel asked Janece as they entered the elevator of a recently constructed condo.

      “You’re coming to view a condo I’m about to list for sale.”

      “Just for fun?”

      “Exactly.” Janece punched in a special code that whisked them to the penthouse, where the elevator opened directly into the suite.

      “Surprise!” chorused dozens of voices as the doors slid open and Rachel faced Sam, front and center.

      “You brat!” She experienced that rush of maternal love she always felt around her daughter. The two of them hugged and she smoothed back a handful of Sam’s long, straight, black hair. So soft. So gorgeous. No gray.

      “Blame Dad,” Sam said with a happy grin. “It was mostly his doing.”

      Rachel scanned the assembly and blinked rapidly, suddenly overwhelmed by emotion. New friends mingled with friends she hadn’t seen for years, while across the room her mother held court. In her seventies and recently widowed, Lilith was an attention addict, probably because she hadn’t received enough while Rachel’s father was alive.

      Rachel found herself propelled forward, accepting hugs and kisses from all sides, till she reached Tony, her ex, presiding behind the bar and dispensing drinks with his usual flair.

      “I understand this is your fault.”

      “There were a few of us in cahoots,” he said. “What are you drinking?”

      “Surprise me.”

      “How about one of Tony’s famous concoctions?”

      “Isn’t that how we got Sam?”

      “Ssshhhhh...” Tony clamped a hand across her mouth and she was conscious of his strength, his smell, coupled with the chemistry that had never gone away. He smiled down at her in his slow, lazy way she’d always loved. “Why’d we ever get divorced?”

      “Because we figured we never should have gotten married in the first place. Remember?”

      “Maybe we were wrong.” He lowered his mouth to hers slowly, giving her lots of time to step aside or turn her face for a cheek peck. She did neither.

      His lips found hers with an unerring instinct, warm and full and mobile. Familiar yet different. Comfortable yet unsettling. As her lips parted, their tongues met and meshed like the old friends they were.

      “Happy birthday! Surprised?” he said when they finally drew apart.

      Rachel’s breathing was far too accelerated for having just kissed her long-time ex-husband. “In more ways than one.” She reached up and chucked Tony under his chin. “Someone’s given you lessons over the years.”

      “I’m just a sponge for knowledge.” He made her something tall and tasty and liberally laced with alcohol. Something solid to hold in her hand as she made her way around the room, greeting friends and family, accepting well-wishes. Walter was there, ever the consummate politician. You’d never know he’d turned her life upside down earlier. Apparently neither did he.

      “Hey, Rachel. Sorry I’m late.” When Len swooped in for a kiss she turned her head and his lips grazed her jaw. “Would you believe someone slashed my tires today at the club? All four of them!”

      He looked so affronted she wanted to burst out laughing, but kept her expression sober. “In broad daylight? What is the world coming to?”

      “Shane mentioned that you dropped by earlier. Sorry I was tied up.”

      “No worries.” She flashed on a satisfying image of him literally tied up, herself in full dom gear standing over him with a golf club.

      “Anything important?”

      “Nothing that won’t keep.” She patted his arm. “I’d better mingle.”

      She made her way to her sister’s side. “Hey Cass. Were you part of the conspiracy?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      More than a little. Rachel saw Cassie’s touch everywhere, from the balloons and the flowers to the catered goodies. The ultimate hostess, Cassie made a career out of helping her husband entertain ‘people who matter’.

      Rachel looked around. “Where’s the Big G?” Cassie’s husband Gregor was usually in the forefront, highly visible in any crowd.

      Cassie shrugged. “Some big deal going down. He says he’ll make it up to you. You better go say hi to our mother. She keeps looking over this way.”

      “Let me fortify myself first.”

      It was all she could do not to pull away when Len sidled up to her and slid an arm around her shoulders.

      Amazing really.

      He had no idea she knew anything.

      “I might need to slip away early, doll,” he said.

      In the past she wouldn’t have given his words a second thought, but now she turned to face him, eyes narrowed. He didn’t look the least bit guilty. If she’d hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, she’d never have believed it.

      “Not before cake, I hope.”

      “This is your gig. Your people.”

      Suddenly she saw Len through new eyes. She’d always considered him self-confident and at ease in any situation. Belatedly she realized he was only at ease in his own comfort zone, and tonight was her time.

      To prove it, Sam took the stage and got everyone’s attention as she played a video of ‘lifetimes past’.

      Rachel didn’t know if she should be flattered or horrified at the images that filled the screen, set to music of the appropriate decades. Why on earth would someone document those awkward pre-pubescent years?

      She took a half-step from Len’s side as the years slid past, from Cassie’s arrival in the family to high school awards day. No parents were in the audience - her mother was too depressed, her father off someplace with one of his girlfriends. No one had been there to see her take home the top scholarship award. Only one of many countless times she’d been disappointed by the men in her life.

      She laughed out loud along with her friends at the photos taken on her wedding day. The big hair of the eighties. The meringue-style dress. Tony next to her in a baby blue tux with a ruffle-front shirt. Her eyes met his, and for an instant it felt like they were the only two people in the room.

      On screen she held a newborn Samantha, while internally she felt a hollow pang deep in the pit of her stomach. When had her little girl grown up? She longed for one more after-bath moment; the feel of baby soft skin as she blew a raspberry on a rounded belly or powdered the fat folds on Sam’s thighs. The memory was vivid, sweet, and overlaid with the unforgettable scent of baby powder.

      The video ended on a cheer, followed by applause and laughter as Janece and Cassie approached bearing a huge platter glowing with the light of a million candles atop a shoe-shaped birthday cake.

      “You had to light all fifty, didn’t you?”

      “You know it.” When Cassie stuck out her tongue exactly the same way she had when they were younger, Rachel laughed in spite of herself and glanced around the room. What should she wish for? Fun, she decided. She needed to have more fun.

      She took a deep breath and blew. And blew some more. Clearly there were way too many candles for one breath. Finally the flames were out.

      “Speech!” someone called from the back of the room.

      Rachel cleared her throat before she stepped forward to where her guests had cleared a spot between them.

      “Well, as you can see by the video, it’s been quite a journey.” She paused, her gaze moving slowly over the alcohol-brightened eyes turned her way. “Royal Oaks was an awesome place to grow up.”

      Until I was old enough to realize my father was sleeping with half the legal-age females in town, while my mother turned a blind eye to it. That made things a tad uncomfortable.

      But of course she couldn’t say that.

      “I did segue into a truly great job, working with our esteemed mayor over there.” Walter smiled and raised his glass in her direction. “Oh, except Walter fired me today because I’m too old.”

      Walter’s smile collapsed. There was an audible gasp, and she saw accusing eyes turned his way.

      He opened his mouth but Rachel raced on.

      “Then there’s lovely Len, my companion these past five years. Recent inductee into the Sports Hall of Fame. Unfortunately, he just informed me he can’t stay. Judging from what I saw on the fifth green today, I’m guessing he has a date. Is that why you have to dash off early, Len?”

      “Rachel.” To his credit, Len managed to look affronted. “I don’t know what you think you saw---”

      “Not think. I know what I saw. We are officially over. Could someone please get the elevator for Len?” She waved one arm, pleased to see Tony summon the elevator and escort Len into it.

      There was a round of applause as the elevator closed on Len’s departure. Rachel shrugged. “New decade. New opportunities.”

      Janece approached and placed a lethal-looking silver knife in her hand. “Leave anybody out?”

      “I just want to thank everyone for being here. Look for my resume on your desks early next week.”

      A twitter of nervous laughter broke out.

      “Seriously, it’s great to feel so much love and support under one roof. Love you all.”

      “Nice gotcha to Len,” Janece said, as Rachel started to hack into the cake. She was making a dreadful mess and Cassie hurried to her side to take over. Janece glanced from Rachel to Tony and back to Rachel. “Little necking with the ex, earlier?”

      “Tony and I have always been good friends.”

      “Friends with benefits?” Janece asked.

      Rachel narrowed her eyes in a ‘surely-you-jest’ response.

      Was narrowing her eyes bad for the Botox?

      “No, darling. Just friends.” She changed the subject. “Whose place is this?”

      “Client of mine. All yours for the night. Sam packed you a bag.”

      “What? In case I pass out?”

      “Or get lucky.” Janece winked.

      It was past time to make peace with her mother. Reaching Lilith’s side, she bent down and kissed one remarkably smooth and unlined cheek. Maybe she’d luck out with those genetics.

      Lilith clucked her tongue. “I’m very disappointed in Len.”

      Short memory, Rachel thought.

      “I mean, to leave you at this age with no choice but to start over, looking for a man.”

      Rachel didn’t bother to point out that she’d given Len the toss. It would never occur to Lilith that in this day and age a woman didn’t necessarily need a man in her life.

      She patted her mother’s shoulder. “It’s hard to talk at a party. Let’s have lunch next week.”

      As the hours passed, she realized just how free she felt with Len not there. She didn’t have to worry whether or not he was having a good time. Whether he liked her friends or was bored.

      Eventually someone made a move and the guests began to take their leave. Rachel stood at the elevator thanking everyone for coming, feeling like a Walmart greeter, till it was just her and Tony and Sam.

      “Sorry about you and Les,” Tony said.

      “Liar,” she said lightly. “You never liked Len. You can’t even get his name right.”

      “Leave everything,” Sam said. “A cleaning crew is coming in tomorrow.”

      “Are you kidding? I’ve seen the size of that bath tub.”

      “We did something good,” she told Tony as he hugged her goodbye.

      “The best.”

      The taps were wailing, the tub half-full, when suddenly she sensed she wasn’t alone. She spun around to see Tony standing in the doorway.

      “Didn’t want you to be alone on your birthday, Babe.”

      She straightened and approached till they stood inches apart. Same blue eyes she’d always known, but with a noticeable crinkling of age lines, especially when he flashed her that boyish grin. Gray threaded his still-thick close-cropped light brown hair.  “What exactly are you bringing to the table?”
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      It was weird, sex-with-the-ex all these years later.

      There had been a moment or two of awkwardness before the years melted away and she felt safe. This was the man she’d grown up with, made a baby with, and after they agreed they were better off as friends, had counseled as he flitted from woman to woman and eventually remarried. Later, she’d consoled him through a second divorce.

      He was better in bed than she remembered. More confident. Definitely more skilled. She briefly wondered who she ought to be thanking, then decided it really didn’t matter.

      Curling up next to him had been just a little bit too comfortable. Sometime in the night he kissed her and eased from her side. Neither spoke about the fact that they didn’t want to wake up together. Her body as sated as her mind, she hugged her pillow and fell blissfully asleep, blissfully alone.
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      She woke up, rolled over, and stifled a groan. Did she really sleep with Tony last night? A gentle twinge reminded her that she had. And that she was no longer forty-something.

      She propelled herself into the shower and was drying off, longing for coffee, when Sam arrived, Starbucks in hand.

      If Sam was disappointed to find her alone, she kept her thoughts to herself. Rachel wanted to tell her it was normal to wish your parents would get back together, much as it was impractical. And, as one who had experienced it, seldom a good idea.

      “We’re meeting Aunty Cass for brunch at H,” Sam said, naming Royal Oaks’ hottest new dining spot. “Dad’s not around, hey?”

      She shot her daughter a pointed glance. “Why would he be?”

      “No reason. It’s just you two looked connected last night.”

      Rachel hugged her daughter. “You’re the connection, Sam. Is Gregor coming for brunch?”

      “Of course. He felt bad missing your party last night, but he had some important clients in town.”

      No surprise there. Her brother-in-law always had important clients in town. She knew he wasn’t exactly a fan of hers, but tolerated her because she and Cassie were close, plus occasionally she could be useful.
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      “Have you thought about what you’re going to do next?”

      Rachel resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Gregor was so predictable, but at least he had waited till after the remnants of their lobster benny had been cleared away, and they were on their second bottle of Champagne.

      “I only just got the axe, Gregor. Making a change was hardly something I’d been anticipating.”

      “You’re lucky you’re in such good financial shape.”

      She blinked and wondered if she needed her hearing checked, for this was the closest she’d ever heard to anything resembling praise from Gregor, who worshiped at the altar of financial success.

      He leaned back expansively, champagne flute balanced between his spatulate fingers as he stared at the bubbles rather than make eye contact. “You know you could always come work for me. Easy enough to create a position to maximize your skills.”

      Rachel nearly choked on her Dom. His offer was totally unexpected, but clearly not nearly as much of a surprise to Cassie as it was to her. Cassie beamed proudly across the table and nodded. Rachel wasn’t sure if Cass was proud of Gregor for making the offer or her for being worthy.

      “Wow,” Rachel said, once she’d recovered. “I really don’t know what to say.”

      Gregor shrugged. “Just keep it in mind.”

      She gave a brief nod. What did she want to do with the rest of her life?

      The answer to that question was put on hold by the jangle of her iPhone which she had forgotten to turn off.

      “It’s Sunday,” Cassie said, in mildly chastising tones.

      “It’s not like we’re in church,” Sam defended her.

      “It’s the shop.” Rachel rose and took her call out to the foyer.

      “What’s going on, Trish?” she asked the more-than-competent manager of Everything Wine, a boutique Rachel owned which sold not only a unique selection of wine and wine accessories, but also hosted seminars and special events.

      “I reminded you last night,” Trish’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      “Reminded me what?”

      “The Italian Stallion. Remember?”

      “Remember? I’m lucky I remember my own name after last night.”

      “Well, Alessandro is here asking for you. Can’t stall him much longer.”

      “On my way.” It was without too much regret that Rachel said her good-byes. The owner of H was hovering by the front entrance.

      “Might I be of service, Miss Fontaine?”

      “I need a cab, Henri. Double-quick.”

      “Even better, I would be honored to drive you. My car is this way.”

      “You’re a darling.” Rachel blew him a kiss, and in minutes Henri had deposited her at the entrance to Everything Wine. Inside, Alessandro was leaning against the brushed metal tasting bar, chatting with a couple of customers and laying the Italian charm on thick. Tall and impeccably dressed with an impressive head of salt and pepper hair, he was the type of man to turn women’s heads in any country.
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