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Moving On: Chapter 1
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Rachel’s middle finger hovered over the Enter key with a tremor only she could see. With one tap, her information would be sent out into the world – an irreversible action. Her humdrum life would be forever changed. Anyone she knew who saw it would look at her differently, and even if she later believed it to be a mistake, it would be a permanent mark on her record.

“Just do it already.”

From the other side of the sofa, the more masculine of her two best friends, Haley, nudged her thigh with one painted toenail.

“You’re ready. This is what you said you wanted.”

“What if I’m wrong?” Rachel asked, not looking her friend in the eyes. She dropped her hands from the keyboard and twisted them together in her lap.

Haley struggled to a sitting position, crawled across the overstuffed cushions, and grabbed the laptop from her. She plopped down beside Rachel as a tall, younger man entered the room from the kitchen.

“Are you two still filling out that stupid profile?” He gestured with one of the drinks in his hands toward the computer. “Pull the trigger so we can get this party started.”

“It’s not that simple, CW,” Rachel said, and glanced over at the laptop screen.

She held out a hand to receive her drink, and Haley did the same. The frosty glass sent a shock through her fingertips that rippled through her body. She shivered, tugged a hoodie from underneath her, and handed her drink to Haley while she put it on. Haley waited with both hands full and her mouth screwed up in a pout.

“He’s right. Let’s push this little button, put this away, and start the sexy doctors-and-lawyers marathon.”

Haley pushed the drink into Rachel’s hand and let her finger glance across the top of the key.

“Wait!” Rachel said.

Haley and CW gave each other long-suffering looks, but Haley’s finger didn’t move from its spot. Rachel took a long drink from her straw.

The icy, purple slush coated her throat; its frozen tendrils danced along her esophagus and settled into her belly. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and said a prayer to the universe.

When she opened her eyes again, Haley smirked, jammed her finger down on the Enter key, and CW let out a whoop. Rachel groaned and covered her eyes with a hand as Haley slid the computer under the sofa.

She righted herself, everyone settled into their spots, and CW pointed the remote control at the large screen television in front of them.

“Time to drool, bitches,” he said, and pressed Play.

As the opening credits rolled, Rachel let her mind drift back to the website. Did she really want a date so badly that she would be willing to change what she had always thought about herself? Was she so open that she could switch teams and not blink an eye?

CW fanned himself and nudged Rachel’s shoulder behind Haley’s head. “That’s your future, girl,” he told her, and nodded toward the television screen.

On it, two hard-hitting lawyers had lost their clothes and were writhing in the bed in each other’s arms, deep brown flesh against pale, thin legs twined with thick ones. One woman threw her head back in ecstasy as the other worked deftly under the slinky sheet with a strong arm.

Rachel’s fingers clenched the chilly glass as she sucked at her straw. She had no idea if she was ready to explore the feelings she hadn’t spoken about since she was a teenager, feelings that she had shoved to the wayside in favor of a husband, two kids, and the requisite copied and pasted little house.

The show went to commercials and Haley stood up. “More?” she asked either of them.

CW shook his head and indicated his nearly full drink; Rachel handed hers over empty. Haley chuckled and took the two empty glasses into the kitchen a few feet away for refills.

As CW fast-forwarded through the remaining commercials, he gave Rachel a sidelong glance. “Are you sure you need another one? You look a little green around the gills.”

Rachel met his eyes. “What’s it like?”

CW stared back at her. “What’s what like?”

“Being gay.”

A grin broke over his face that lit up his pale blue eyes. “I don’t think it’s a whole lot different than being straight, except you get more bullshit from society. Every day, though, isn’t as bad as some people think. Most everyone leaves me alone.”

Rachel nodded slowly. “What about sex?”

“Sex? Sex is fantastic. It’s what you make of it. If you let yourself get wild and adventurous, it’ll be crazy. If you’re into the cuddly stuff, it’ll be that. Just like straight sex, only way better, because you finally get what you wanted the whole time.”

“What are we talking about?” Haley asked as she walked back in holding two fresh purple drinks. “Scoot over,” she said to CW, not waiting before she turned around and plopped down. She handed over Rachel’s drink, drew her legs under her, and look from one to the other. “Hello?”

“Logistics,” CW said, and pressed Play. Rachel wrapped her lips around her straw and stared hard at the television.

Haley shrugged and settled in. “Let’s see who else dies or has sex this episode.”
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Chapter 2
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The next morning, Rachel woke up with a slice of sunlight cast across her face. She groaned, sat up, and let the hangover wash over her. It thumped from her brain down her throat and sloshed in her stomach. She took a deep breath and held it.

“What time is it?” Haley grumbled from the other end of the sofa, her head still buried under the old quilt that covered them.

“It’s seven-thirty,” CW crowed brightly from the kitchen. “You girls ready for breakfast?”

“Kill me,” Haley said, and didn’t come out from under the blanket.

Rachel pulled herself to a sitting position and let the room stop spinning around her. From the kitchen, the smells of fresh coffee brewing, bacon and eggs frying, bagels toasting, and chopped fruit wafted through the house like a sickening yet tempting menagerie.

“Can you eat?” CW asked her, ducking to peek through the window cut out in the wall that separated the two rooms. “You’ll feel better if you do.”

She nodded at him, then nudged Haley with her toe. “Are you getting up?”

“Later. I feel like hell,” Haley groaned, and twisted herself further into the quilt.

Rachel took a deep breath and pushed off the sofa. The room wobbled slightly before she got her sea legs and walked into the kitchen. The spread CW was arranging on the bar top was impressive. It was easily more food than she normally cooked, but when the two of them were in a certain mood, they ate like little kids fresh off their farming chores.

He handed a plate, fork, and napkin to her. “Dig in. You’re going to need your strength today.”

“Why’s that?” Rachel asked, a piece of bacon halfway into her mouth. “I thought we were going shopping.”

“We are,” CW said.

He plucked the bacon that hung onto her chin out of her mouth and dropped it onto her plate, then started piling more bacon, plus eggs and fruit on top. He handed it over full and started on his own plate. When he had enough, he walked around the bar and sat down beside her.

“I think I can handle shopping without much more than a Tylenol and a latte.”

He snorted. “Maybe an ordinary shopping trip. This one is going to be for all the dates I’m going to make you go on.”

Rachel looked up and turned toward him too fast, and it sent her stomach into a flip-flop. She swallowed the bite of bagel in her mouth, breathed slowly, then picked up and sipped on her still-hot coffee.

“What dates?” she asked quietly.

He stood up, walked over to the sofa, and snatched up her phone. She hadn’t seen it sitting on the arm, which attested to how out of it she really was. He handed it over with the screen awake, and what greeted her made her jaw drop. Her e-mail inbox was full of messages.

“What the hell?”

She opened her e-mail and flicked her eyes over the top fifty. They were all messages from the dating website she had signed up for the night before, and they spanned more than a couple of pages in her inbox.

“Everyone wants a piece of you,” he told her, and stuffed a piece of bacon in his mouth with a self-satisfied smirk. “I told you to sign up a long time ago.”

“I wasn’t ready a long time ago,” Rachel murmured, and opened the top message. A girl named Tina wanted to know if she liked slow dancing and burgers. Rachel glanced up at CW, who was watching her. “I’m not sure I’m ready now.”

“You’re ready,” he said as he smeared cream cheese on his bagel. “Want some?” he asked, holding up the knife.

She handed over the uneaten half of her bagel, then opened the next message from a girl named Kirsten who liked yoga, drum circles, and sprouts.

The next didn’t have a name or a real message; it just said, “what’s up” without a signature.

“Well, you’re really giving it your best effort,” she mumbled. “She didn’t even capitalize it.” She deleted the message.

CW handed back her bagel heavily smeared with cream cheese. “Let me guess: ‘What’s up?’” She nodded, and he rolled his eyes. “Some of them really phone it in. I never respond to those.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Good,” he said, then snatched the phone from her hand. “Of course, you are going to respond to at least half of them. You’re going to make ten dates. Minimum.”

Rachel gawked at him. “You can’t be serious. I’m not making that many dates. I haven’t dated in ten years, and I’ve never dated a woman before.”

“How hard can it be? It’s all the same, except you don’t have to act stupid for a woman like you would some of those meatheads you dated in high school.” He gave her a scathing look and put the phone on the counter out of her reach.

Rachel scoffed. “How would you know what kind of guys I dated in high school? You weren’t there.”

“I see the kind of guy you ended up marrying. All meat, no brains, and full of attitude. And Haley told me all about your bad choices as a kid.”

He chopped a runny egg up with his crumbled bacon, then pushed it onto the bagel with his fork. “You have bad taste in men. We’re going to cure it by showing you all the different women you could be dating. Live a little.”

Rachel shrugged. “I don’t know how I’m going to afford the babysitter.”

“I’m cheap, and Haley is going to cover when I’m at work or otherwise occupied.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Pay us in back in gossip, promise to actually try to have a good time, and you’ve got a deal.”

“You’re impossible,” Rachel said, but she couldn’t help but smile.

Maybe she hadn’t been on a date since college, but that was all the more reason to accept. She hadn’t had an anytime babysitter for her little hellions in a few years, which had left her stuck in the house more often than not.

Even on days when the kids had gone to spend the night with friends or family, she was more comfortable slouching on the sofa with a bowl of popcorn and a bottle of wine than pushing herself to go out and meet people.

It was settled. “The only question left to ask is, ‘What am I going to wear?’” she said with a grin.

“That depends on who you’re going out with,” CW said. He wiped his mouth and hands with the napkin, draped it over his empty plate, and grabbed her phone.

“Once we narrow down the - Damn, girl, 109? - messages, we’ll know what to buy you for your dates. You can’t wear the same thing to meet a gym rat as you do to meet a sweater-knitting cat lady.”

“Count me out for the gym rat,” Rachel said, and rubbed a hand over the belly earned through two pregnancies and a life-long love affair with chocolate. “Healthy does not mean I have to spend all day on a treadmill.”

“Amen to that,” CW said, and lightly slapped his hip. “More cushion for the pushin’.” He finished off his coffee and his face turned thoughtful.

“I do want you to get out, though. You need to see yourself as more than Mid-Life Mommy Barbie. Don’t you remember old Rachel, the one who got back at the quarterback for dissing her friend and stole the school mascot on pep rally day?”

Rachel chuckled, but shook her head. “That was high school. I was a teenager, and I didn’t know any better.”

Haley’s head crept up over the back of the sofa. “You’re right about that. We didn’t know any better, but we had a hell of a lot of fun.”

“What, I’m not fun now?” Rachel asked, pretending offense with her hand to her chest.

“No. You’re a snooze,” Haley said, then dropped back onto the couch. “You need to get out, get laid, and live a little. We’ll handle the rest.”

Rachel let the hazy memories flood through her brain. Weekend car washes for mall money, ghost stories and Ouija boards at sleepovers, and sneaking s’mores into her bedroom at 2AM all came back to her in increasingly bright colors.

She remembered skinny dipping and smoking pot on starlit nights, playing her music too loud, and sneaking into R-rated movies that left them squealing and running out like cowards halfway through.

“All right, I killed all the two-word messages and gym rats. You’ve got twenty-five to choose from, and I say you should send them all an offer.” CW showed her the phone but didn’t hand it over. “Four dates a weekend, six weeks, and endless possibilities.”

Rachel reached for the phone, but CW pulled it back. “What? You don’t trust me?” she asked.

He glanced around them at the toy-littered house. “No. I want you to break out of your cocoon and live a little. Throw caution to the wind. Be brave. Do the unthinkable.”

“You sound like a motivational poster,” Rachel said.

He sneered. “Does this face look like it cares that much?”

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Okay, twenty-five dates. But if I hate them, I have the right to cut the date short.”

“Absolutely. Go to the bathroom, shoot me a text, and I’ll ring you up pretending to be an emergency at home. You get away without a fight.”

She sighed, and his hand dropped comfortingly on her shoulder.

“And, if all’s said and done, and you don’t find anyone... then we’ll move on to Plan B.”

“What’s Plan B?” Rachel asked with a grimace.

“Russian mail-order brides.”
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Chapter 3
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“Date number one,” CW crowed.

It had been a week, one exhaustive shopping trip, a mani/pedi, and a wax since Rachel had signed up for the dating website.

Rachel stared at herself in the mirror. When they bought the dress, she had been too numb from shopping all day to notice, but as she stood basking in her own reflection, she had to admit she looked good. She didn’t look like someone’s mother; she looked like a woman again.

Maybe she didn’t look the same as she did in college, but who did? Besides, she would trade a tight body again any day for the knowledge she had gained through all her hardships.

“You look gorgeous,” CW said from behind her. He placed his hands on her upper arms and rested his chin on her shoulder. “I can’t believe our little baby is all dressed up and going on her first date with a woman.”

Rachel slipped out from under him and walked around to face the bed, where Haley sat with her phone in her hand. She stood in front of her for a moment and watched her play an app game before she nudged Haley’s foot and cleared her throat.

“How do I look?” Rachel asked.

Haley glanced over her phone without much enthusiasm. “You look fine. Hasn’t CW told you already?”

She went back to her phone, and Rachel sucked in her cheeks to hold back the torrent of foulness that threatened to bubble out. Then she turned on her heel and walked from the bedroom to the bathroom with CW close behind.

“Don’t mind her. She’s just jealous,” CW said, leaning on the doorframe as Rachel inspected her makeup with a novice’s eye. “And your makeup is perfect, because I did it. Now pee and come on. We don’t have all day.” He grinned. “Your fair lady awaits.”

––––––––
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THE RESTAURANT RACHEL and CW had chosen for her first date was a little out of the way, but CW reasoned that if it went badly, at least Rachel wouldn’t have to run into the woman again while she and the gang were eating one day at their regular spots. It made sense, so she went along with it.

But now, as she sipped on water and waited for her date to arrive, she wondered if a more familiar setting wouldn’t have been a better choice. At least if her date stood her up, she would know what was good on the menu to order as a consolation prize.

No one yet?

The text buzzed her phone from the clutch CW had insisted she buy with the dress. She pulled it to her from its place beside her water glass and swiped the screen alive. Then she shot out a quick reply.

Nothing and no one. What’s a good appetizer?

Don’t order anything with garlic or onions. And nothing with red sauce. If you get a stain on that dress, I’m going to kill you.

Aye, aye, Captain.

Rachel stuffed her phone back into her purse and waited. She flagged a server for a refill on her water and ordered crostini with figs and goat cheese. As the woman walked away, she let her eyes take in the full silhouette under her crisp white shirt and slacks.

Rachel had to admit she liked what she saw. Maybe Haley and CW were right; maybe dating a woman was exactly what she needed.

The crostini came, she thanked the server with a smile, and checked her phone for the time. Her date was now fifteen minutes late. She sipped her water and nibbled on the appetizer until, one-by-one, all the little toasted pieces were gone. Her finger hovered over Send on the text asking CW to rescue her when the server came back to her table.

“Would you like to order?”

Rachel looked up and met her eyes, and something in her chest constricted. Her eyes were a deep, glossy brown, the same color as the hot fudge drizzle Rachel could never resist pouring over her frozen yogurt. Her hair was pulled back in a messy but elegant twist, and little pieces that had come undone from work framed her face.

Rachel forced herself to breathe, blushed, and glanced at her empty appetizer plate.

“I don’t know. I think I’ve been stood up.”

“I can’t imagine who would be stupid enough to leave you waiting.”

Rachel’s head popped up and she met the server’s eyes. Warmth spread through her belly at the look of concern on the stranger’s face.

“Maybe she forgot,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“What an unlucky thing to forget,” the server said.

She gazed into Rachel’s eyes a moment longer, then stood erect and plucked the dessert menu from Rachel’s table as a man in a navy blazer walked by and gave her a subtle nod.

“I think you should skip the entrée and order dessert.”

Rachel blew out a breath. “I don’t know. I think I’ve wasted enough time and money on a date who couldn’t even be bothered to cancel through a text.”

“Maybe she’s doing you a favor,” the server said, and placed the open menu in front of her. She leaned forward slightly, and a medley of scents wafted into Rachel’s nostrils: fresh baked bread, chocolate, and the nutty aroma of natural hair products.

“Maybe.”

Her phone buzzed, but Rachel didn’t look away from the server until the woman pointed to the menu again with a playful smirk.

“I recommend the dark chocolate pomegranate mousse for the lady bold enough to take herself out on a date.”

Rachel looked from the sumptuous description back to the server. “I don’t know if anyone has ever called me bold before.”

“No time like the present to try on something new.”

Rachel nodded. “I’ll take it.” Her phone buzzed again. “And can you bring the check? I have a friend who is waiting impatiently to find out how this travesty went.”

“Absolutely, though I wouldn’t say it was all bad.” The woman grinned at her, then snapped the menu up. “I’ll be right back.”

Rachel watched her walk away again and, for the second time, let her mind wander to the shape of the body under those clothes. She wasn’t frail but had the build of a former athlete who liked fine foods and calorie-rich beers.

Rachel swallowed the urge to call out and turned to her phone to see what CW had texted.

Still a no-show?

What’s going on in there?

Are you drowning your sorrows in cheesecake?

TEXT ME BACK!

She laughed out loud. CW was nothing if not dramatic, and escalation was his favorite modus operandi. Haley tended toward the more subdued, but she usually would have texted by now, and Rachel wondered what was keeping her. She had been weird for the last week and hadn’t wanted to go shopping or to the spa.

At the time, Rachel had shrugged it off as her dislike for large department stores, but as her charade of a date went on, she wondered if that was really the reason.

With a few swipes across her screen, she texted back that her dated hadn’t shown up, she was eating dessert before she left, and that she had met a gorgeous woman while waiting.

As the words popped up on the screen, she glanced across the room and found the server standing at a check kiosk, looking her way. Rachel’s cheeks flushed, she hit Send, and flipped her phone screen side down onto the table.

A few moments later, the server came back with the most beautiful dessert Rachel had ever seen. She placed it gently on the table in front of her, and as she took her hand away, it just missed the front of Rachel’s low-cut dress.

Rachel looked up into her eyes as she placed the check on the table face-down.

“I hope you like it,” the woman said. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

She stepped back to leave the table, and Rachel’s hand slid out from beneath the tablecloth and grabbed the woman’s arm. Belatedly, she realized she should be embarrassed, and made a mental note to be furious with herself later.

A smile spread across the server’s face as Rachel held her arm a beat too long. Rachel let go, tucked her arm back under the table, and tried to smile.

“I was wondering... I never got your name.”

The woman’s smile was perhaps the most beautiful one Rachel had ever seen. It changed her whole face and lit up her eyes with molten chocolate fire. Rachel held her breath and stared into those eyes.

“Sadie.”

“Sadie, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Rachel.”

Sadie waited a beat, then let her fingers drip down Rachel’s bare arm. “The pleasure is all mine. Maybe I’ll see you here again, and you can bring your friend to try the dessert you made her wait for.”

“Him.”

Sadie smirked. “Him, then.”

Rachel stayed lost in Sadie’s eyes far too long. Sadie tapped the table and gestured to the plate in front of her.

“You should eat your dessert before it gets too warm. I’ll see you later, Rachel.”

Rachel stared at her plate until Sadie was gone. She didn’t want the server to glance back and catch her drooling over her body instead of the dessert.

When she was sure Sadie had disappeared into the back, she picked up her phone.

Who is she?

Send pics!

Are you ignoring me?

ARE YOU HAVING BATHROOM SEX?

What did you have for dessert?

Smiling, she swiped a response, then put her phone down and started in on her dessert. It was rich and velvety smooth in her mouth, and she closed her eyes to savor the decadent chocolate that didn’t hold a candle to the sensuality of Sadie’s eyes.

She sipped her water, then took one bite after another, ignoring her phone, the patrons around her, and everything else in the world as she lost herself in the tactile dream of the mousse paired with visions of Sadie in her bed.

Rachel didn’t have much firsthand experience with women, but she had the feeling that Sadie knew enough for the both of them.

When she had finished off her dessert and drank down all her water, she flipped over the check and gasped in surprise. The balance at the bottom was $0.00. Payment was marked ‘From Server Account’, and the check was signed Sadie.

She grabbed her clutch, stuffed her phone into it, and swung the ridiculously delicate silver chain over her shoulder. With the receipt clasped perhaps a bit too tightly in her hand, she marched to the server kiosk. A young man with skin the color of cork greeted her with a smile.

“I need to talk to my server, Sadie,” Rachel blurted out.

“Was there a problem with your meal?” he asked. “I can help you if you’ll give me your receipt.”

Rachel shook her head. “No, it’s not that. I wanted to thank her is all,” she countered lamely. She knew she sounded like a fool, and probably looked like a maniac as her eyes darted over every server that came and went from the back of the restaurant.

“You can thank her with a tip,” he said. “Sadie’s shift ended about five minutes ago, and she already left. But I can get the tip to her, if you’d like.”

Rachel could feel her own face fall. “Oh. Thank you, no. I’ll come back and give it to her myself. When does she work again?”

The young man glanced around to see who stood near them, then leaned in. “We’re really not allowed to give out that information.”

He held out a hand, and for a moment, Rachel just stared at it. Then it dawned on her, and she pulled a ten-dollar bill from her wallet. He clasped it quickly in his fingers, then slipped it into his pocket.

“She’s not on the schedule again for two weeks. Something about family leave.”

Rachel thanked him, then wandered back out of the restaurant and onto the sidewalk. Was the connection real, or was Sadie messing with her head?

Or, more likely, was she trying to make up for Rachel’s ditch date by comping her meal on her own dime? There were, after all, still kind people in the world, and Sadie fit the bill.

Her phone buzzed from her purse, and she snapped out of her thoughts. She pulled it out and smirked at the picture that popped up. CW must have spotted her.

“I’m done,” she said, without a hello.

“I noticed. Come across the street to the cabana so we can talk about it.”

Rachel scanned the sidewalk on the other side of the street for CW’s big, blonde head. She spotted him waving, looked both ways for traffic, and made her way as quickly as she could in unsupportive ballet flats to his table. When she got there, she slumped down into the chair across from him, and a server was immediately at her side.

“Would you like a drink?” the older man asked eagerly.

“I would.” Rachel glanced over at CW’s drink. “Two more of whatever he’s having,” she told the server, then smiled over at CW. “My treat.”

The server retreated, and CW leaned in. “Dish, Ray Ray. I want everything. All the nasty details. Did you get her number? And what happened to the lesbian mail courier?”

Rachel sneered. “I guess the weather must have gotten in her way.” She peeked around the table’s giant umbrella at the gray sky. “Maybe ‘Rain or shine, snow or sleet’ is something she only follows while she’s on the clock. Or maybe she went postal. Who knows?”

“And she didn’t even text? What a bitch,” CW said. He accepted another mug from the server with a wink. “It’s hard to get a date these days that isn’t a joke.”

“Yeah,” Rachel said. She sipped her drink and thought about Sadie. If what her co-worker said was true, Sadie was away on a family emergency that would take more than a few hours or days to handle.

Was it a parent, a sibling, or...? Rachel hated the thought, but she had to admit that it could be a girlfriend, boyfriend, wife or husband. What did she even know about Sadie, anyway?

“What are you thinking so hard about?” CW asked. “Your waitress? Tell me about her. Was she hot?”

Rachel sighed. “Very. And sweet. She had the best smile I’ve ever seen, like she really meant it.” 

She put her drink down as the server walked back up to the table with a fresh basket of chips. As soon as he turned his back, Rachel and CW each dug a hand into one side of the basket.

“Tell me more,” CW said, then crunched down on a chip that shattered as soon as his teeth touched it. “She had to be more than hot.”

Rachel nodded and held her hand over her mouth while she finished chewing. “Sadie is so sweet. I didn’t have to pay for my food – she comped it on her own account.” She shifted to dump crumbs off her lap, then reached back over for another couple of chips.

“Free food? She knows the way to my girl’s heart,” CW said with a grin.

She smirked, half-stood, and leaned over the table to brush crumbs from CW’s chin. “Mine and yours both.”

“You’re not lying. Let’s get some real food before I starve to death,” CW said, and flagged down the server.

They ordered, ate, and drove home still chatting like schoolgirls over Rachel’s newfound crush. When they reached the house, Haley’s car was in the driveway, and Rachel brooded before jumping out of the car.

“Are you coming, or are you going to sit and dream about Sadie all night?” CW stood outside the car and leaned his head in to see her. “You can dream inside.”

“It’s not Sadie, it’s Haley,” Rachel told him.

He frowned, hopped back into the car, and turned to Rachel with a disapproving twist to his lips.

“No matter what mood Patty Party Pooper is in, you can’t let her take the wind out of your sails. You’re allowed to have a life. Her lack of a social calendar does not doom you to die single.”

Rachel picked at her fingernail, and CW stilled her hands with his bigger ones. “I don’t know why she’s acting like this. She’s the one that suggested I start dating.”

CW shrugged and pulled his hands back. He gazed at the little house they all shared with a mixture of concern and annoyance.

“I don’t know what her deal is, but she’s acting like a baby. And no offense to your little snuggle bugs, but we’ve got enough of that to worry about during the week.”

Rachel grinned. He talked tough, but she knew he loved her kids almost as much as she did – smudgy fingerprints, homework, tantrums, and all.

She sighed, grabbed the ridiculous clutch that held her stuff, and stepped out of the car. They closed their doors in tandem, and Rachel saw the front curtain flicker slightly.

“Don’t look now, but I think we’re being watched.”

CW snorted. “Let her watch. Hopefully she’s in a better mood when we get in there, because I’m not in the mood for drama. I’m too full. Drama and Mexican food are not a good combination. The bloating might kill me.”

Inside the house, all was quiet, and the only light was in the hallway. Out of habit, they all left it on for the children, who said the hallway was too spooky to walk down without full lighting. Rachel smiled. Even when Haley was mad, she still cared enough to be kind to the children.

“Haley, we’re home,” she called. She waited a beat, didn’t hear anything, then started stripping out of her date clothes on the way to her bedroom. She was stepping into a pair of cutoff shorts and a t-shirt when her phone buzzed. It was Haley, and even though she had been a sourpuss lately, it made Rachel smile.

Turned in early tonight. Wake me tomorrow to help with the kids.

Rachel rolled her eyes at Haley’s message, dumped the clutch, and put her wallet, phone, and keys into the top drawer of the nightstand. She settled into the bed, propped her feet up, and rifled through her comforter until she found the remote.

While she flipped through the channels, she thought about Sadie. Who did she take off from work to care for? Was she flirting or being nice? Did she like kids?

It suddenly occurred to her that maybe Sadie had kids. If one of hers came down with a bad cold, Rachel took off work until they were totally better. Was that why she wasn’t coming back for a week?

Rachel groaned, turned off the TV, and curled up on top of the blanket. She was worrying over someone who she had only met once and may never see again while she had more pressing things to be concerned about.

For one, her kids would be home in a few hours, and she hadn’t even texted her mother to ask after them. Haley was mad at her. She had work and the kids had school the next morning bright and early. The last thing she needed to worry about was Sadie.

So why couldn’t she get her off her mind?
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Before dawn the next morning, Rachel’s eyes snapped open at the click of her door being slowly swung wide by a child who couldn’t hide her giggles behind one clammy hand. Playing along with the game, Rachel stayed quiet until two kids clambered into her bed on top of her.

“Wake up, Mommy!” cried the smaller of the two. The four-year-old girl pushed strawberry blonde wisps out of her face and planted a moist kiss on Rachel’s cheek. “It’s time to get ready to go to school!”

Her son, a brooding nine going on thirty, sat quietly until his sister moved out of the way, then gave his mother a sarcastic smile. “Polly has been awake for over an hour, but I kept her out of your room so you can get your beauty sleep.”

“Thank you, Peyton. What time is it?” She reached around the little girl, grabbed her phone, and pulled it close. “It’s only six. We have plenty of time.”

The boy climbed off the bed and onto his feet, then stood looking down at her. “I know. I never said we didn’t.”

Rachel bit back the response that came to her lips, took a deep breath, then smiled at her daughter. “Let’s get you to the bathroom to brush your teeth, Polly Pocket.” She picked up the girl and slid her to her feet. “I’ll get dressed. Wait for me in the bathroom, okay?”

Polly grinned and skipped away. Peyton gave his mother a dirty look. Rachel sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and smiled at her son.

“Are you upset with me for something?” she asked. He shrugged, and she took it as agreement. She reached forward and grabbed one of his hands in her own and held it up so that she could see it in the light shining in from the hallway. “You’ve been chewing on your nails again.”

He pulled his hand away, then tucked both hands into the pockets in his pajama bottoms. “How did your date go?”

She knew he wouldn’t like it; even though his father had packed his bags and deserted them almost two years before, he still hadn’t gotten over them not being a family. He held out hope that his father would snap out of whatever curse had come over him and return one day.

What Rachel knew that her son didn’t, however, was that her ex-husband had left divorce papers on their marriage bed the day he left. The only thing she had heard from him since was that he had married a woman who didn’t like children and left the country soon after their divorce papers were finalized.

“It didn’t go well, actually.” She stood up, stretched, and walked to her closet to search for something decent to wear to drop the kids off. “My date never showed up.”

The smile that had crept onto his face at her bad news dropped off when he heard the last. “What kind of a jerk makes a date he won’t keep?”

Rachel decided to skim over the obvious error in her son’s statement. She grabbed a t-shirt and a pair of jeans, left the closet, and tossed the clothes at the bed.

“Some people don’t consider the feelings of others before they act. They do what they want to do and expect others to deal with it.”

“I’m not going to be like that,” Peyton said. “If I say I’m going to do something, I’ll do it.”

Nothing had ever made Rachel so proud. She grinned and ruffled his hair. “Good. Now go get ready. It smells like Uncle CW already has breakfast started.”

He inhaled deeply and let out his breath with a wide smile. “Smells like waffles.”

“With blueberry syrup, if I know CW,” Rachel agreed.

Peyton twisted around and jogged to her door. When he got there, he stopped and turned around halfway, but didn’t meet her eyes. “I hope your next date shows up.”

“Me too, baby,” Rachel said.

Though, if she was being honest with herself, she didn’t want to make another date unless it was with Sadie. Those warm, dark eyes popped into her mind, and she found herself daydreaming as she got dressed about going out to dinner, on moonlight walks, and talking all night with her mystery woman.

A tap on her door brought her back to reality. She pulled on her t-shirt and opened the door to find Haley standing there in her pajamas.

“I thought you were going to wake me,” Haley said.

Rachel gestured to her clothes. “I just finished getting dressed. I haven’t even been out of this room yet.”

“Were you going to wake me, or let me sleep?”

Rachel slipped past Haley in the doorway and walked into the bathroom where Polly sat quietly on her special chair. She made the little girl’s toothbrush, asked her to open wide, and started brushing her teeth before she responded. Haley waited in silence, leaned against the doorframe with her arms crossed over her chest.

“I guess it depended on if you looked like you needed more rest or not.”

Haley watched her for another moment, then pushed off the wall. “I don’t need any more sleep. I’ll go pick out some clothes for Polly.”

Polly jerked away from Rachel and spat out the toothbrush as Haley turned to walk away. “I want to wear my overalls and Cowboys jersey!” she called, ducking to the side to look Haley in the eye. “The white one, not the pink one.” She made a face. “I hate the pink one.”

“Your GooGoo bought that for you,” Rachel told her, suppressing a grin. She hated the pink jersey, too, but wouldn’t let on; if the little girl told her grandmother the truth, Rachel would never hear the end of it.

Polly shrugged and opened up her mouth. “I hate it,” she gurgled as Rachel stuck the toothbrush back into her mouth.

“As long as you wear it when you go see her, you don’t have to wear it to school.”

A clatter from the kitchen told Rachel that Peyton was helping CW plate up breakfast, so she hurriedly finished brushing Polly’s teeth, and held the girl’s hair while she spat into the sink. Polly wiped her mouth on the back of her arm before Rachel could stop her, then climbed down her chair like a monkey.

“I want you to practice tying your shoes yourself today,” Rachel called as the little girl ran out of the room.

“Okay!” Polly called back.

Rachel brushed her own teeth, then ran a brush through her hair and pulled it out of her eyes with an alligator clip. She walked back to her room, pulled on socks and sneakers, and walked toward the kitchen as everyone else was sitting down.

“It smells delicious,” she told CW as she plopped into her chair and he handed her a plate. “I don’t know what we would do without you.”

“Probably stop at Jack in the Box every morning on the way,” he responded.

Rachel could only laugh. It was true. She never had the energy – or the patience – to make breakfast in the morning. Before CW moved in, Rachel, Haley, and the kids didn’t eat more than three home-cooked meals in a week. With him there, they ate at home almost every meal, which was easier on their budget, if not their waistlines.

“Can I have syrup?” Polly asked, reaching over for the warm decanter.

Rachel snatched the decanter away and placed it on the opposite side of the table before the little girl could get her hands on it. “Not today, honey. I’m not in the mood to bathe and re-dress you before school today.”

“You’re no fun,” Polly complained, but started in on her waffles with fervor.

The family finished eating, piled all the dishes into the sink, then CW, Rachel, and the kids headed for the car, leaving Haley in her pajamas with a messy kitchen.

“Thanks for cleaning up, Haley,” Rachel called as she snatched her keys from the shelf by the door. “I’m going to Colby’s for lunch if you want to join me. My treat.”

She waited, half in and half out of the doorway, until Haley called from the kitchen, “No thanks.”

On the way to the preschool where she would drop off her daughter, Rachel quietly fumed. She hadn’t done anything to Haley to expect being given the silent treatment. All she had done was decide to move on with her life – at least in part due to Haley’s own encouragement. So why was her longtime friend being so cold?

“Bye, Mommy!” Polly squeaked a few minutes later as Rachel unhooked the girl’s car seat and lifted her into a hug. “I’ll be good.”

Rachel gave her daughter another squeeze. “I know, honey. Have a good day and make good choices.”

“Apples over juice and no junk!” Polly parroted as Rachel placed her on her feet. The girl nodded solemnly and gave her the ‘okay’ with her pudgy fingers. “I’ll make you proud.”

“You always make me proud.”

Rachel clasped the girl’s hand in her own and walked her quickly into the daycare and preschool. She greeted the receptionist, handed her daughter off to a teacher, and was back in the car within five minutes.

“Record time,” CW told her as she jumped back into the minivan.

She shrugged, then put on her seatbelt and put the van into drive. “How are you doing back there, Peyton?”

“Fine, Mom,” he droned, but he didn’t turn his eyes from the video game in his hands or take the earbuds out of his ears. “But if we don’t hurry, I’m going to be late again,” he added as she pulled out of the parking lot.

Rachel glanced at CW, who was stifling a laugh, then rolled her eyes. “You’ll be on time.”

And he was. They all were: Peyton to school, CW to work, and Rachel to her job – but just by the skin of her teeth.

She smiled tightly at the receptionist as she sailed by, then tucked herself into her cubicle as her manager started on her row checking for absent workers. The older woman gave her a knowing nod as she passed.

Rachel signed on, stretched her shoulders and fingers, and prepared for a long day of boring, repetitive work.
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The week passed similarly, and by the weekend, all Rachel wanted to do was turn her kids over to their grandparents and crash out for two days. CW, however, had other plans that involved her getting dressed in a new outfit, putting on makeup, and doing her hair – again.

“I really don’t feel like it this weekend,” she moaned as CW taunted her with her laptop. “I don’t want to see another computer or pair of heels for at least twenty-four hours.”

He flopped down on her bed anyway and opened up the laptop. He tilted it so that she could see that he already had the website loaded up and on the profile of another woman that he thought would be a potential match for her.

“A veterinarian? I don’t think I can talk about dogs and cats that long, and I definitely don’t want to discuss roundworms over spaghetti. Next,” she said, and dropped her forearm over her eyes.

CW sighed and started typing. She peeked out from under her arm just as she heard the fateful thump of his finger hitting the Enter key.

“What did you do?”

“I sent a message to this compassionate woman to try to set up a date for this weekend. I told her you were free both nights, but you were waiting to hear about some plans to open up one night or the other, so she’d better respond while the getting was good.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

She tossed her pillow at him, and it narrowly missed his head. He laughed, ducked, and walked over to her dresser. He put the laptop there, half stood, and half squatted in front of it, and clicked to the next profile.

“This one is a radio DJ!” he said, a high-pitched squeal to his voice. “How cool would that be?” he asked. “You could find out about -”

“No.”

CW flung himself back onto her legs with a groan. “Oh, come on, Rachel. Lighten up and live a little. I’m not asking you to marry her. I’m asking you to go on a date, talk to her, eat a little dinner, and play nice. That’s all. No commitments.”

Rachel shoved him off of her, sat up, and crossed her legs. Her head dropped into one hand, held up by her elbow on her bare knee.

“Fine. Send her a message.” She glanced past him to the screen as he typed out the message and clicked send. “In fact, send a message to the top five. Let’s see if I can date them all this weekend.”

CW’s eyes bugged, and he twisted his head around to gawk at her. “Are you serious?”

She knew it was crazy; knew she would be ragged and cranky by the end of the weekend; and she probably wouldn’t find anyone worth seeing again.

But on the off chance that one of them was worthwhile, she wouldn’t have to start up with a new set the next week: she could simply ask for a second date.

“Do it.” She dragged herself out of the bed and nudged the back of CW’s head on her way to the closet bathroom. “I’m taking a shower, getting the kids ready, and dropping them off with my parents. You’re in charge of my love life until I say otherwise.”

She regretted it the moment the words left her lips, but she pushed forward, closed the bathroom door, and turned on the shower.

As she got undressed, she thought about the faces of the women the dating website had considered good matches. Would CW set her up with the pretty one with the model hair, or the one that looked like she rolled right off the back of a four-wheeler and into a selfie?

If she was being honest with herself, she wasn’t sure she liked the idea of one over the other. What did she really know about dating women, anyway? When she tried to imagine her ‘type’, all that popped into her head was a fuzzy female figure that slowly morphed into one her mind already knew too well: Sadie.

A knock on the bathroom door brought her out of her thoughts, and she ducked around the shower curtain with shampoo running down her face. “What?”

CW stuck his head in. “You have a lunch date today with the DJ. Do you have any rocker girl clothes?”

She closed the curtain and rinsed the shampoo from her hair and face. “I don’t know, CW. You know my wardrobe better than I do at this point. Where are we eating?”

He closed the door behind him and leaned in to inspect his face in the mirror. Finding it lacking, he turned on the water in the sink and splashed his face. “Luke’s. Do you know it?”

“Isn’t that a bar?” Rachel asked, scrubbing her face gently with the face buffer CW had insisted she buy.

“Yeah,” he answered, scrubbing his own face with the bright blue version of the same buffer. “So?”

Rachel rinsed her face, rinsed the brush, then peeked out of the curtain again to see CW dip his face into the running tap water. “I thought you said it was a lunch date.”

He stood, grabbed a clean towel, and patted his face dry. Then he dropped the towel to the counter, leaned forward, and inspected his face in the foggy mirror again.

“So what if you’re going to get started a little early this weekend. It’s not like we haven’t all gotten drunk at lunch on a Saturday before.”

Before Rachel could respond, Polly bounded inside, dropped her pants, and sat down on the toilet with a sigh of relief. “Boy, that was a close one,” the little girl said to no one in particular.

“I’ve asked you not to wait so long,” Rachel warned from inside the shower.

“I know,” Polly said. She stood, closed the lid, and almost flushed before CW grabbed her hand and led her over to the sink to wash.

“Are you guys ready to go?” CW asked her as he helped her suds up her hands. She nodded, and he leaned down so that his chin just touched her shoulder. “What if Uncle CW brought you guys for frozen yogurt, then dropped you off with your grandparents?”

“Really?” Polly squealed, twisted around, and threw her wet arms around his neck. She placed an even wetter kiss on his cheek. “I would love it! Can we Mommy? Puhleeeeeeeeeze?”

Rachel rolled her eyes, but couldn’t fight a grin. “I guess so. Make sure you guys are both packed before you go, and don’t forget your duffel bags on your way out.”

“We won’t! I love you!” Polly said, then dashed out of the bathroom to give her brother the news.

“I can’t believe you,” Rachel said, and turned off the shower. She opened the curtain, grabbed her towel, and wrapped it around her with CW leaning against the bathroom wall with his arms crossed over his chest. “They’re going to go nuts about half an hour after that frozen yogurt.”

He grinned and pushed off the wall. “Exactly. Just in time to be with their grandparents.” He turned and walked out of the bathroom. “I’ll pick out some clothes for you.”

Rachel closed the door, took off her towel, and started to dry her hair in the mirror. CW might be meddlesome, but he was the best friend she had after Haley. Lately, though, he had become even closer and more helpful as Haley had withdrawn from their comfortable pseudo-family.

As if on cue, Haley tapped on the door and cleared her throat. “I hear you have a date,” she said from outside the bathroom.

“That’s what CW tells me,” Rachel answered. She rewrapped the towel around herself and opened the door to find Haley standing in her weekend jeans and t-shirt. “What are your plans?”

“I was thinking that if you don’t mind I’d like to take the kids. CW can stay and help you get ready. I know you hate doing your hair and makeup yourself, so...” Haley’s eyes didn’t come up from her worn sneakers.

CW walked up behind her and dropped his hands on her shoulders. Haley flinched, then dug her elbow into his stomach. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” she growled.

“No,” he said, and let his hands slide back off her shoulders. “I think you have a great idea, though. The kids still get fro-yo and to where they’re going, I get to help Miss Thang here get ready, and you get out of the house. Maybe we can even get you to smile.”

She turned and made a face at him. “My emotions aren’t any of your concern.”

“They are when they interfere with the flow of the house. You know I can’t have my chi thrown off with your Debbie Downer vibe,” CW said.

Haley punched him on the shoulder, gave Rachel a brief smile, then went to the living room where the kids were waiting. “Who wants fro-yo with Aunt Haley?”

“We do!” the kids said in unison, then came thumping down the hallway to hug Rachel and CW. “Love you!” both kids said, then disentangled themselves and ran back to the living room. Haley had their bags in one hand and her keys in the other.

“Have a nice lunch,” she told Rachel with a smile that looked fake.

“Enjoy the fro-yo,” Rachel replied.

Haley let the kids go first, then closed the door behind them, leaving Rachel and CW alone in the house. They walked into the bedroom, Rachel dropped her towel, and CW whistled. Rachel made a face, sat down on the bed, and held out her arms.

“Dress me, oh wise one,” she said.

As CW rifled through her closet for an outfit he could deem ‘rocker chic’, Rachel let her mind wander from the women on the website to Sadie.

She wondered what the server was doing, and who she was with. Was she really helping a sick loved one? If so, who could it be? And why did Rachel care so much when she had only met the woman once?

“This is perfect,” CW said. He turned and tossed a blouse and a skirt at the bed, then went back into the closet for more.

“What do I wear under it?” Rachel asked, eyeing the sheer material that made up most of the top.

CW popped up, handed her a pair of faux-leather boots, then went to her dresser. “Something really sexy, but understated. We don’t want this girl to think you’re desperate.”

When he turned around, Rachel gasped. “You cannot be serious.”

“Oh, I’m serious,” CW said. “Stand up and start putting this on. I have a great idea for your hair...”

He kept talking, but more to himself than to Rachel. She glanced from the undergarments in her hands to the mirror that displayed her chubby, naked glory. Was she really letting him do this to her?

This radio DJ was going to be getting a lot more than she bargained for; Rachel hoped at least she wouldn’t ditch like her last date. With the way the outfit would hug her curves and shove her jiggly bits out for everyone to see, though, she had a feeling that wouldn’t happen.
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Luke’s was surprisingly packed when Rachel and CW arrived. He ran a hand through the front of her hair one last time from the driver’s seat, then leaned back to inspect his creation with a satisfied smirk.

“Girl, you look so good, I would take you on a date.”

Rachel licked her lips and her tongue came away tasting lipstick. “You don’t think it’s a little much for a lunch date?”

“She wants to meet you at a bar,” CW reminded her. “Unless she really doesn’t know what this place is or hasn’t been on a date in a hundred years, she knows what she’s getting herself into. She’s probably got on her biker boots and leather jacket, too.”

“I don’t look that hardcore, do I?” Rachel asked, then flipped down the visor to check out as much as she could see in the tiny mirror. “I don’t want to seem like someone I’m not.”

CW flipped the visor back up, took her hand, and looked her in the eyes. “Calm down. This is going to go great. And if it doesn’t, she’s one more we can mark of the list, and maybe you get a free meal out of it.”

Rachel nodded. “I know you’re right. I’m just so nervous. This is my first date in forever, and I want it to go well.”

“Correction: second date. You already had the first one, remember? And that one worked out pretty well, as I recall.”

She shrugged and scanned the parking lot for signs of her date. Either she was already inside, or she wasn’t there yet. “I guess you can say it worked out if you count her not showing up as working out.”

“And we still never got a message as to why.”

Rachel glanced down at herself and tugged on the bottom hem of her shirt to cover a sliver of belly that was peeking out. “Maybe she walked in, got a look at me, and walked back out.”

CW snorted. “If she did that, she wasn’t the right one for you. The right person for you will celebrate you and treat you like a queen. She won’t bail on you without so much as an explanation.”

“I know you’re right, but...”

“No buts,” CW said. “Give me a hug, grab your purse, and go in there and knock this radio DJ on her ass with your sheer sex appeal.”

Rachel laughed, hugged him, and grabbed her second clutch in as many weeks. “I hate these purses.”

“Well, pretty ladies on dates carry purses. It’s a thing. Now move your ass. I have a hot date with an elliptical machine.”

Rachel opened the door, then looked back at CW. “Thank you for this.”

“Anytime. I’ll stick around for a few minutes, and then I’m out. Now go!”

––––––––
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THE INSIDE OF THE BAR was even more crowded than the parking lot. As Rachel fought her way through a group at the front gathered around a pinball machine, she started to regret her decision to make this date.

When she finally got clear of the thickness of bodies, she stood alone in an empty space of floor, searching the bar for her date. She had an idea of what the woman looked like from the profile picture CW showed her, but you never could tell how much filtering had been applied, or if the picture you saw was actually from 20 years ago.

She didn’t see her, so she walked up to the bar and took a seat next to the least intimidating man there. The bartender asked what she wanted to drink, and she asked for a recommendation. He suggested a fishbowl margarita.

“The margaritas are good, but there’s not enough booze in them to give you more than a slightly fuzzy brain freeze.”

Rachel glanced at the person talking and found that the man she had sat next to was actually a woman, and from the front, she looked a lot like her profile picture. “I’m sorry?”

“If you’re like me, and you wanted to have a little alcohol in your system before you met your blind date, you’ll want something a little less watered down,” the woman said, then smirked at the bartender. “No offense.”

“None taken. I mix them like I was trained to, not like I like them.” The bartender gave each of them a look, then grabbed a couple of shot glasses and held them up. “A couple of shots instead?”

“And a beer,” Rachel said, then glanced at her date. “What do you drink?”

The woman smiled back, drained her glass, then pushed it toward the bartender. “Rum, and a beer for me, too. Something dark.”

“That sounds great,” Rachel said, then turned to her date. “Do you want to get a table?”

“Sure,” the woman said, slipped off her barstool, then held out her hand to Rachel. Rachel tried to shake it, but the woman used her other hand to grab her forearm to help her down. “Haven’t been on any dates lately?”

Rachel blushed. “Is it that obvious?”

The woman shrugged. “Either that or you haven’t been on any good ones.”

“A little of both,” Rachel said. “I’m Rachel.”

“Meredith,” her date replied. “A table in the back?” she asked and gestured to an empty table in a corner away from the main action of the bar.

Rachel grabbed the shot the bartender poured, tossed it back, then wrapped her fingers around her beer. Her date followed suit, then gestured to the bartender that they would be getting a table.

“Someone will be there to take your order shortly,” the man said with a grin. “Enjoy your date, ladies.”

“Already there,” Meredith said. She took Rachel’s hand and led Rachel across the bar to the table they had chosen just as another couple stumbled toward it. “Sorry, guys, but we saw it first,” she told the couple.

The woman sneered and slapped her purse on the table. “I don’t think so. Look, my stuff is already here.” She tugged her boyfriend down into a chair, then stepped up to Meredith. “Maybe you can find a table somewhere else.”

Meredith let go of Rachel’s hand, then put her beer into it. She stepped up close to the woman, who blocked her boyfriend’s view of the skirmish, and looked down into her face. Meredith was taller than the other woman by at least six inches, if not any weight, but she used her height to her advantage.

“We were here first,” Meredith growled. She pushed forward, and the woman stumbled into her boyfriend’s knees.

“What?” the boyfriend asked as his girlfriend bumped into him.

The woman pushed off of her boyfriend, raised a hand, and nudged Meredith hard in the shoulder. Meredith didn’t budge. The woman swore and rubbed her fingers.

“You need to get out of here,” Meredith said. Her voice was low and cold, and it sent a shiver down Rachel’s spine. She put the beers down on the occupied table behind her as Meredith towered over the woman who had picked the fight.

“Or what?” the woman said, clearly not intimidated. She glanced in Rachel’s direction. “Or you’ll get your fat girlfriend to sit on me?” She turned her head to share a laugh with her boyfriend, but he was paying attention to the football game on a television screen above his head.

Before Rachel could be fully offended, Meredith launched herself at the woman. A yell rang out from a nearby table, and Rachel took it as her cue. She turned on her heel, purse clutched in her hand, and ran. She wasn’t adept at running on heels, but she managed, and in a little over a minute, she was outside in the parking lot again squeezing her side and huffing into the cool night air.

A siren wailed in the distance as Rachel headed to the car where CW was still waiting. She got into the car and slapped on her seatbelt before he even had a chance to right himself in his seat.

“Let’s get out of here. I’m hungry, and I need to be anywhere that’s not here.”

“What happened?” CW asked, but Rachel waved it off.

“Food, more booze, and I’ll talk then.”

Rachel had gotten what she wanted. Her date had shown up, hadn’t run away when she saw her, and seemed to have good manners and a nice personality... until she had been threatened. Then she turned into a hyper-aggressive monster and reminded Rachel a little too much of her ex-husband.

She wouldn’t go back there; she refused to be back in a relationship where her partner was more of a prison guard than a friend, and she didn’t want anyone else to land where he had just because they were in a relationship with her.

Never again.
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Two drinks, half a basket of chips, and a conversation that left Rachel drained and craving chocolate later, CW was filled in on her disastrous second date. Their food arrived as Rachel was drying her eyes. CW thanked the server and reached across the table to hold Rachel’s hand.

“I’m so sorry. Nothing in her profile sounded like she was a psycho with a short fuse.” He slurped down the rest of his drink and pushed it to the side of the table to be refilled. “If anything, she seemed really laid back. Do you want to stop for a while?”

Rachel shook her head, put her napkin back into her lap, and picked up her silverware. The crunchy tortilla crust on the chicken on her plate was calling her name. She sawed off a few bites, dipped one in queso, and shoved it into her mouth. Relief flooded through her as she chewed, and CW grinned at her from the other side of the table.

“You’d be the perfect wife for a chef,” he said. “You enjoy food more than anyone I’ve ever met.”

Rachel licked her lips and smiled back, then put down her silverware and picked up her drink. She drained it, put it on the same side as CW’s, then flagged down their server and ordered two more. When he had gone, she propped her head on her hands and stared across the table at CW.

“What?” he asked, his hand hovering mid-bite.

“It’s too bad you’re gay.”

He took the bite, chewed on it thoughtfully, then took her hand again. He swallowed, leaned forward, and lowered his voice.

“If I wasn’t gay, I wouldn’t be the person I am. I might be as bad as all those other guys who treated you like they did. It’s better this way.”

Rachel nodded. “I know. It’s just...” She stopped, accepted the drink from the server, thanked him, then took a sip while he walked away.

She put her drink back on the table and looked back at CW. “I wish I could find someone who treats me like you do, but who I could also have a rewarding sexual relationship with.” She laughed at herself. “Does that sound weird?”

“No, and it’s not too much to ask for, either,” he replied. He slurped his drink, plopped it onto the table, then picked up his fork and started sawing at his burrito. “You deserve someone who will be good to you.”

Rachel took a bite of her beans and rice and chewed thoughtfully. She had been in a few terrible relationships before her ex-husband that had left her weak and vulnerable.

When he came along, she thought he was some kind of white knight sent to rescue her – but she was terribly wrong. She didn’t get the courage to leave him until he had beaten her bloody - and put his hands on her son for the first time.

That day she swore she would never let another person lay hands on her or her children again, and so far, she had succeeded. The narrow miss tonight shook her confidence.

“If you don’t want to go on another date, no one will blame you. Maybe now isn’t the time. Maybe ladies really aren’t more chill than guys. Who knows?” CW dipped a chip in queso and let it hover near his mouth. “But it’s your call, and I’ll accept whatever choice you make.”

“You’re sweet,” Rachel told him, chopping up the last few pieces of chicken. She hated eating so quickly, but when she was stressed, it was all she could do to hold it together. Another great habit she had learned while she was married.

“I guess I shouldn’t give up until at least I’ve worn all my new clothes.”

CW let out a celebratory whoop and the couple at the table nearest them gave him dirty looks. He smirked back, then turned to Rachel.

“So, who should we invite out next? The vet never got back to you, but there’s a really cute elementary school teacher you might love. She reminds me of Mrs. Calloux from third grade. Did you have her? All the little boys had a crush on her – well, all except me, but I pretended because it seemed like the thing to do.”

“Looked like Snow White?” Rachel asked.

“That’s the one,” CW said.

Rachel nodded. “I always thought she was so beautiful. I remember I even got my hair cut like her. She said she liked it, but I think she probably thought it was a little weird.”

“Probably not as weird as getting hit on by a gay 8-year-old,” CW said with a snort. He sucked down the rest of his drink, pushed his plate away, and laid his hands across his belly. “I couldn’t eat another bite if I tried. You almost finished?”

Rachel scooped up the last of her beans and rice with a chip, dunked it in queso, then shoved it into her mouth. She held up a hand while she chewed then gulped the rest of her drink.

“I’m done now.” She flagged down their waiter. “Check, please.”

When the waiter returned with the check, CW took it out of Rachel’s hand. “Let me. I picked this date, and it was a nightmare. The least I can do is pay for your dinner.”

“And drinks.”

“And drinks. Want dessert?” he asked.

“Not tonight,” Rachel said. She glanced at her phone. It was only 9 o’clock. “What are your plans?”

He signed the receipt, grabbed his credit card, and stood to shove it into his wallet. “Elliptical, shower, a nap, and... I actually have a date, too.”

“Oh,” Rachel said. She stood, nearly forgot her clutch, then followed CW toward the door.

“But I can cancel if you need some moral support,” he said as they walked out into the parking lot.

“No, I couldn’t ask you to do that. Besides, I probably need to take a shower and do some laundry. Maybe I’ll check out the website later and try to find another date. A lunch one not at a bar.” She smiled, but she knew it didn’t look genuine.

“Are you sure?” he asked as he got into the driver’s seat.

“I am. Can you drive?”

He smiled. “I can. I’ve been drinking virgins. You needed to be the one to pound ‘em back today. I’ll be pounding them later.” He waggled his eyebrows, then started the car.

What he said dawned on her as they pulled out of the parking lot. “CW!”

“What? You know how I do, girl.”

Rachel laughed. He always knew what to say to get her spirits back up; it was one of his best features. Their friendship had been the most rewarding of any relationship she had ever had, lately surpassing even her childhood friendship with Haley.

She frowned as she thought about Haley. What had been up with her in the last few months? At first, she thought Haley was just depressed about losing her job, but it was more than that. She had to catch her and get her to spill the beans about what had gotten her panties in such a twist. Being at odds with one of her housemates was unbearable.
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Chapter 8
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After an early night of laundry, reality TV, and the straggler beers leftover from their last beer run, Rachel woke up more refreshed than she thought she would. The hangover she had expected was a dull headache that she could manage with water, ibuprofen, coffee, and a good breakfast. After she used the bathroom, she walked to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee.

Then she took her ibuprofen, drank a large glass of water, and started dragging out everything she needed for a hearty breakfast: eggs, bacon, bread, and butter.

Halfway through frying the bacon, Haley dragged herself out of her room rubbing her eyes and stretching.

“What gives? It’s early,” Haley moaned, then slumped into a chair by the bar. She looked at Rachel through bleary, squinted eyes. “Why are you so chipper? Did your date go that well?” she asked. Rachel could hear a hint of something in her voice but couldn’t place it.

“Actually, no,” Rachel said. She poured Haley a cup of coffee, mixed in the creamer, and passed it through the window to her. Then she poured herself a cup. “My date was horrible. She started a bar fight.”

“Christ,” Haley said. She blew across the top of her coffee and tried to hide a smile. “Why did she do that?”

“Because she was a psycho,” Rachel said. She flipped out the last of the bacon and started cracking eggs into the same skillet. “You want bacon and eggs? There’s plenty.”

“Yeah,” Haley answered. She sipped her coffee and hissed through her teeth as it burned her tongue.

Rachel started plating bacon for the both of them. “Sunny side up?”
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