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			This book is dedicated to


			those of us stupid and stubborn enough


			to fight for our dreams


			 


			And to those who make mistakes


			who get up and dust ourselves off


			who try try again
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			Beginner’s Luck


			 

			I 

was ten when I picked up my aunt’s copy of Name Your Baby and discovered my name means the unlucky one. It explained so much about my life to date—the lost cat, the bad grades, the car accident. Later, I found out my family name, Pech, is the actual word for bad luck in German, and I desperately wanted to ask my parents why they’d named me Mallory. Unfortunately, they’d died years before.


			When I met my best friend, Benji Chance, I joked that I should marry him for no other reason than to upgrade my last name.


			He scoffed at my superstitions. “You make your own fortune, Mallory. Luck is nothing more than ignorance of all the factors.”


			But for me, misfortune always had a way of getting the last laugh, all the factors be damned.


			Open-minded to the possibility I could control my own destiny, I decided one mid-May morning to put Benji’s philosophy to the test, hoping to catch the eye of one unsuspecting suitor. 


			I called this experiment: Operation Eye Catch. In retrospect, that might have been my first mistake.


			On the morning in question, the debonair Jean-Luc Chevalier, son of the CEO, was coming to NYC. Setting aside the slight obstacle that he lived in France, I focused on the bigger problem that he’d visited our office twelve times without noticing me. I manhandled my clown curls with a flat iron, popped in new filtered contacts, and confidently strode into work.


			Maybe thirteen was my lucky number.


			No sooner had I powered up my laptop than I heard the familiar eeeek-eeeek of Benji rowing his chair through the cubicle maze for the morning update. He sailed into the open Sea of Administrivia, and I savored the surprise registering across his features.


			“There it is,” I said, half-dreading, half-longing to watch his reaction.


			His eyebrows shot up. “What the hell, Mallory? Is that a wig?”


			I touched my straightened hair, self-conscious now.


			He leaned forward and squinted. “And are you wearing contacts? Blue contacts?”


			I defended my new look with a cleverly nuanced retort. “Shut up, Benji.”


			My look wasn’t created for his approval.


			Benji only smirked and then spun his chair around to start the long heel-over-heel journey back the way he’d come. He stopped short and spun back toward me. “Oh! It’s because he’s coming, isn’t it?”


			“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 


			He was talking about the man of my dreams, visiting today, all the way from Paris. I looked down at the small Eiffel Tower knickknack Jean-Luc had sent me last year. Well, it was sent on behalf of him anyway. And yeah, everyone in the office got one. But it was the thought.


			“You know he’s never even spoken to you.” Benji pushed the Eiffel Tower, and it thunked as it toppled over.


			Right then, Grace shouted, “They’re in the lobby!” She brushed her skirt and ran her hands over her hair.


			I ducked into the bathroom for one last check of my experimental look. Straightened red-brown hair imitated Parisian chic. First Love lip gloss promised sweet seduction. Long eyelashes bade come hither. And, oh, God. Smudged eyeliner screamed walk of shame. I quickly grabbed a tissue to blot at the defect, eye opened wide.


			One brown eye.


			Where had my blue contact gone? I blinked rapidly in case it had rolled behind my eyelid, checked the sink, and finally took a step back to examine the floor. One more step, and there it was, where my shoe had been.


			Just my normal rotten luck.


			I could live with mismatched irises, but sadly the lens wasn’t just cosmetic. I bent down and picked up the misshapen plastic sphere, considering whether I could rinse it off and reuse it, but I dismissed that idea with reluctance.


			I squinted and walked back out to the office as the elevator bell chimed. Grace looked my way—both of her. I closed my right eye to correct the distortion. She grinned like the next contestant on The Price is Right. Clearly she was as excited about seeing the handsome Jean-Luc as I was. When I opened both eyes, she blurred, and I felt dizzy. What if I swooned in front of Jean-Luc?


			The glass doors opened, and a group of men and women wearing seemingly identical navy blue suit coats and white dress shirts burst into the room. Jean-Luc stood several inches taller than any other person in the group. Dark hair, dark eyes with a hint of mischief. His tan London Fog made him the cream center of the entourage donut. 


			Grace stepped up and put her hand forward. “Welcome back, Monsieur.”


			I sucked in my breath at the sight of him. I hadn’t laid eyes on him since before his interview with Fortune which I’d immediately pulled out and magnetically pinned to my refrigerator. I sighed, remembering the part where he talked about his love for older French music. It would have been so romantic if I shared that interest with him. But it was the slick photograph showing his sweet but sexy eyes and that careless but caring smile that made my heart skip a beat. All that paled in comparison with seeing him walking in here, in the flesh. 


			Jean-Luc stopped, and his entourage came to a halt around him. He made direct eye contact with Grace as he took her hand in both of his. I might have called it seductive if he’d been looking at me. But he was looking at Grace. And Grace was a good-looking woman, but at sixty-seven, wearing cataract glasses, I didn’t exactly consider her a rival. 


			No, my rival sat in her office, waiting for Jean-Luc to come to her.


			Raquel Cortez should have come out to greet Jean-Luc, but she never would. She knew perfectly well he’d arrived. She’d fling the door open at the last minute. She’d never go so far as to make him knock, probably worried he wouldn’t bother. Once he stepped into her office, I wouldn’t see him again the rest of the day.


			I glanced back at her closed door. Jean-Luc’s line of sight followed mine. He pressed his lips to the back of Grace’s hand and excused himself. My heart lurched into my throat at this gentlemanly gesture. The first time I met Jean-Luc, he kissed the back of my hand that same way and said, “Enchanté.” 


			And Benji thought Jean-Luc hadn’t spoken to me before. But he had. Every single time he’d visited.


			As Jean-Luc crossed the floor toward the back office, I waited my turn to say hello to him before he passed. With my right eye closed, I could see his every facial expression, but I couldn’t stand there leering at him with one eye. This was my chance to make an impression. I endured the blurred duplication of his features as I held one hand out in greeting. The dizziness redoubled, and as I took a step toward him, I noticed a creeping gray on the corners of my vision. Another step, and the floor came up to meet me.


			 


           [image: squiggle2]


            


			Sunshine streamed red through my closed eyelids. I started to peel one back to figure out where I was until whispered voices sparked my curiosity.


			“It’s a flattering offer, Jean-Luc. Is this your father’s idea?” Raquel’s voice. Raquel’s office.


			I lay perfectly still, worried the hard leather sofa would make farting sounds if I shifted my weight. I wanted to be a fly on the wall in this office for a few minutes.


			Jean-Luc’s beautiful accent gutted me. “Well, it is my father who is proposing.”


			“And he suggested me?” She sounded skeptical, though I had no idea what they were discussing.


			“Actually, no. My mother suggested you.”


			Raquel laughed. “Oh, okay. That makes more sense. Your father does have an ambitious imagination, and it’s sweet of you to think of me. I might have considered this . . . proposition, but it’s a bit of a demotion. No offense.”


			Jean-Luc made a small sound of acquiescence. “Well, if you reconsider.”


			“Thank you for the offer, Jean-Luc. I’m sure someone will jump at the opportunity.”


			Did Raquel just turn down a promotion? The floor creaked, and fabric rustled near me, so I concentrated on keeping my features relaxed. I caught the definite smell of cigarettes, but something else too. Like citrus, if citrus was a man.


			“Ah yes, well. I see. Perhaps there is still some chance I can find someone else.”


			“Well, good luck. But Jean-Luc, take your time.”


			He exhaled. “I’m afraid I don’t have that luxury, Raquel.” I could almost feel him—or his energy, static electricity near my skin. “What about her?”


			I swallowed hard, but it went unnoticed.


			“Mallory? You realize she’s my assistant?”


			“Your assistant, eh? So maybe she would make a perfect, how do you say, compagnonne.”


			Raquel snorted. “That would be quite the project. Look at how she’s dressed. You’d need to start there.”


			Jesus. Despite my best effort, my body shifted as I resisted the urge to stand up and yell, “What the hell is wrong with my clothes?” This was my best outfit.


			“Oh, she’s coming around.” Raquel stood at my side. “Here, take this.” She handed me a cup of water. I didn’t want it, but I took it.


			I feigned confusion. “What happened?” 


			“You have, ehm, fainted.” He was kind enough not to say that I face planted right in front of him. He knelt beside me, his face not four inches from mine. That seductive, slightly naughty, sly, charming smile crossed his face. The soft brown eyes examined mine, seeing me. He touched my forehead, and a shiver crept down my spine. “You are okay, oui?”


			I nodded, wondering if Raquel sensed the straight-up pornography this was for me.


			His eyes moved back and forth. “You have the most unusual eyes.”


			I nearly fainted all over again. I tried to find something appropriate to say in response. What do you say to your boss’s boss, the son of the CEO of the company, the man you’ve dreamed about every night since you last laid eyes on him? What do you say when that man is kneeling beside you and flattering you?


			“Mmm,” he continued. “Les yeux vairons.”


			“What?” I asked. My French was only slightly better than my Klingon.


			“Pardon. It is French. It means eyes of two different colors.”


			“What?” I started to doubt his English. My eyes were brown—like his. Then I remembered my contact lens fiasco. Wouldn’t it be funny if my bad luck turned in my favor for once and Jean-Luc finally noticed me due to some bizarre mishap?


			He ran his thumb across my forehead, and I closed my yeux vairons for the space of a moment. He turned toward Raquel. “It would be best that she stay here for a little while, no?”


			Thankfully, he was facing away from me when the sofa let everyone know about its gastrointestinal issues.


			While I recovered, I watched Raquel, trying to glean what about her wardrobe was so superior to my own. We both wore a dark blue skirt. Hers might have been of a nicer material, and I had to concede that it didn’t stick to her thighs or ride up her ass like mine did. Her blouse was exquisite; I’d give her that. 


			Of course, she kept her hair maintained and her fingernails perfectly manicured. My fingernails looked like they were used as the emery board to file hers. And her jewelry was probably authentic and valuable—particularly the elegant, tastefully stunning sapphire peeking over her neckline. Her watch could be featured in a magazine ad. Okay, so she was justified in her critique. But the fact that I could recognize the distinction had to mean I was capable, with more funds, of emulating her. No?


			Jean-Luc had moved to a chair by the window, laptop perched on his knee, concentrating heavily.


			The year before last, he gave an interview to Capital where he talked about how he didn’t own a television, preferring to spend his time experiencing life—food, friends, and most of all Paris. Watching him now, I wanted to tell him we had so much in common. I also disdained the television, if you didn’t count BBC America. And I loved food. I watched the Food Network all the time. We were in total agreement on our love for Paris, and one day, I would certainly visit the city of lights.


			He glanced up to see me staring. “Are you feeling better?”


			The jig was up. I carefully heaved myself off the giant whoopee cushion. Jean-Luc rushed over and grasped my hand. I nearly swooned all over again from the sparks. Did he sense how his skin touching mine sent goosebumps all the way up to my shoulder? And how did he smell so deliciously edible? I had a crazy urge to yank his wrist to my nose and inhale that intoxicating fragrance. To peel back his sleeve and lick his forearm. To nibble on his neck like a snack.


			His eyebrow dipped, and I realized I’d seized on to him like I’d hooked a massive fish and was preparing to reel it in. I rolled forward to help him haul me to my feet. As soon as I was steady, he patted my back and made sure I was good to walk out the door, and I floated to my desk on dreams of romantic potential.


			Maybe my luck was changing.
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			What Luck


             

			I rummaged around in my top drawer, searching for my spare glasses with a glance at Raquel’s office. Jean-Luc might come out, and I didn’t want him to see me with two brown eyes and glasses that rivaled Grace’s, but I also didn’t want to get a migraine.


			I needn’t have worried. Sometime around four, Jean-Luc and Raquel left her office for the day. He didn’t pause long enough to gaze into my brown eyes, but as he passed by my desk on their way out, he did turn toward me, and these were his exact words: “Good night, Mallory.”


			Swoon.


			I put the final notes into the laptop, stretched, and started thinking about whether I would have time to go buy a more revealing shirt before morning. My phone buzzed, so I dug it out of my purse.


			Benji had texted: If you go to the gym with me, I’ll feed you after.


			He always promised that. I didn’t know if he thought I was fat and needed to be lured to the gym with food or if he used the gym as an excuse to have company for dinner. For a while when he was still engaged to Sandra, he stopped dragging me with him. But now that he was free again, I found myself cycling with him a couple of times a week. It had its benefits—my muscle tone had never been so great. 


			I texted back: Carbo load? I could already picture the chicken parm swimming in tomato sauce with a pile of noodles.


			Chair wheels eek-eek-eek-ed across the floor, and I had a sneaking suspicion Benji was rolling over to talk to me. He burst forth on his chair-mobile, rounding the corner into the no man’s land between the edges of the cube forest and the executive office castles where I sat like a sentry standing guard. I watched him lurch little by little, pulling himself forward with his feet, stubbornly refusing to stand and walk over, or push his chair. I couldn’t tell him he was being lazy because it clearly took far more energy to travel via scooting than to walk.


			Finally, he parked next to me. “Hey how are you doing after your spill.”


			I bent my head so he could see the egg-sized knot emerging above my eyebrow. I must have hit my head on my desk on the way down, and it still hurt.


			“Holy shit, your forehead! Hold on!” He knocked over his chair in his haste to abandon it and rushed out of view. He returned holding a blue compression pack pilfered from the rarely used emergency kit. It was cool, not cold. He draped it across my forehead, then absently reached over and knocked my David Tennant bobblehead, causing it to say yes over and over and over. I snatched it and shoved it into a drawer.


			Benji snickered. “Oh, my God, why didn’t I see it before? With the trench coat and that spikey hair, Jean-Luc looks exactly like your Doctor Who guy. All he’s missing are the Converse sneakers and a sonic screwdriver.”


			“No, he doesn’t.” He really didn’t. I turned my chair around to face in the opposite direction. If I ignored Benji long enough, maybe he’d go away.


			He spun me back around to face him, eyebrows waggling. “Maybe he’ll ask you to be his companion!”


			I started to laugh in spite of myself, but then it hit me. “Hey, Benji. Do you have any idea what companion means in French?” I tried to mimic the accent.


			“Doesn’t everything in French mean lover?” He managed to make the word sound dirty.


			“Come on. I thought you were so good at French.”


			“It means what it sounds like. Companion. Or friend. Why?”


			 Maybe he’d been on to something the first time. “You don’t think there’s anything going on between them?”


			“Between who, Nancy Drew?”


			“Raquel and Jean-Luc. She said something.” I couldn’t remember exactly what the words were. “It left me wondering.”


			“For his sake, I hope not. She’d eat him alive.” He picked up a company brochure and thumbed through the glossy pages. Almost as an afterthought, he said, “Then again, he is a Chevalier.”


			“What’s that supposed to mean?”


			“Pascal Chevalier is a shark. Jean-Luc seems like a decent guy, but he’s got his dad’s shark blood.”


			“They’re not sharks.” I sniffed at his ignorance. “A couple of weeks ago, Pascal posted a picture of himself on a balcony with the Eiffel Tower in the background, and he wrote: Romance is not dead.” I sighed. It had been written in French, but my browser translated it. I envied Pascal’s wife, Nathalie, for finding a man who still loved her after so many years. “Sharks don’t believe in romance.”


			He barked out a laugh. “Because social media is an accurate reflection of real life.”


			“Well, I think you’re just a cynic.”


			“Me?” He pushed my shoulder gently. “How did I get dragged into this?”


			“You’re the one maligning Jean-Luc’s family.”


			“You forget I’ve been to France and met his parents.”


			“If you’re so down on the Chevaliers, why do you keep working here?”


			He shrugged. “And miss out on your sparkling wit? Besides, why are you still here? Wasn’t this going to be a stepping stone?”


			Raquel had always promised me there would be room to grow, hinted at a promotion. I went back to what I’d overheard in the office. “What if there’s a position opening? I thought I overheard Raquel turn something down, and Jean-Luc asked if I was qualified. Of course, she told him I wasn’t.”


			His mouth twisted. “She’d be crazy to let you go.” 


			“Maybe Jean-Luc’s looking for an assistant. She said it would be a demotion for her. She mentioned Jean-Luc’s father.” I shifted the ice pack. “Maybe Pascal needs one.”


			“That would be a precarious position.” He reached up and peeked at my forehead. “It doesn’t look fatal. Are you up to doing the machines today?”


			Oh, God. I slumped. Before I could say anything, he added. “You can do it. You’ve been doing the cycles for six weeks now. Time to mix it up, biggest loser.”


			“Okay, but I reserve the right to stop after the first rep on any machine.”


			He scoffed. “Oh, no. You are doing the full thing. If you expect to eat the veal parm I’m making.” He reached over and ran his finger across my chin. “You’re already drooling.”


			I smacked him. “Okay, you win. But there better be wine.”


		    


           [image: squiggle2]


            


			Of my own accord, I would never set foot in a gym. I needed someone like Benji to force me to it. After his engagement fell through, he began exercising with a vengeance. At first, I assumed he was coping with the break up. Then I wondered if he thought he needed to make himself more marketable. After a few months, I came to the conclusion that he liked exercising but wanted the company.


			And I liked his company, so he kept me accountable. Win win.


			The glass door to the gym opened as we approached it, and the devil herself, Benji’s ex-fiancée, Sandra Lewis, stepped out, blocking our way. How awkward. She was busy twisting her golden blond hair back, forearms blocking my view of the face I’d wanted to punch for too long. Not just to rearrange her perfect aquiline nose and pouty lips, but to make her hurt like she’d hurt Benji.


			In order to achieve true tit-for-tat, I’d have to become engaged to her and then sleep with the doorman, but I wasn’t above simple physical violence. My maturity may have been stunted in my youth.


			Benji took a step back and looked at his feet until Sandra pushed past us and disappeared down the hall. She didn’t seem to notice us, and I decided not to open that can of worms. Without saying another word, we split up to dress in our respective locker rooms, then met in the gym.


			After our warm up, he nodded in the direction of the wall of torture. The first machine on the end was the leg press. The last time, we started there. But Benji walked right past it and sat down at the chest press.


			“Upper body?” I said. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


			“I am not, sweat hard.” He did a poor Bogart impersonation. “You wanna go first?” 


			“No,” I sulked. I sat back and watched him press off his ten in quick succession. “Slow down, or you’re going to pull something.”


			I adjusted the weights and lay back. Whenever we did the upper body machines, I had to pull the pin out altogether. It was humiliating. This time, I wanted to at least lift a single black weight. I struggled but managed to do all ten of my chest presses with Benji egging me on like a drill sergeant. 


			“Come on, Pech. Don’t wuss out. Three more. You got this.”


			I exhaled on each of my final presses. “Shut. Up. Benji.”


			We moved over to the lat pulls, where I thought of new insults for Benji. I did not enjoy his company in the slightest by this time.


			“PULL, Mallory. You can do this. Good! ONE.”


			“Evil son of a whore.”


			We did ten on each of the machines and then circled around for another repetition. By the end of the second circuit, I seriously regretted my show of strength. I was on my fifth bicep curl when I felt my muscle up and die. 


			“I can’t do this. Can I change the pin?”


			Benji didn’t argue with me but pulled the pin out. “There you go. Have at it.” He walked away from me and went to sit by the door.


			I jumped up and followed. “Hey, you were the one who wanted to do the machines. Don’t get all pissy with me now. I did a lot better than last time.”


			His face which had been tense with anger softened. “Yeah. I know it. You did great. It’s just . . . I’m just . . .”


			“It’s Sandra?”


			“No.” He yanked at his shoelaces. “I don’t care about Sandra.”


			“Could have fooled me. Want to talk about it?”


			He sucked on his front teeth as he turned away from me, which I took to mean he didn’t want me to see him cry. I laid an arm over his sweaty, gross back.


			“You know,” I said, “Sandra was a fool.”


			His face melted into a smile. “Yeah?”


			God, she really was. There was nobody on earth quite like Benji. He was smart, so smart, and funny, oh my God, was he funny. And thoughtful, just all around the nicest guy, even when he was pretending to be mean.


			“She’s probably kicking herself for losing such a hot stud such as yourself.” I chucked his shoulder to lean in on the joke, but honestly, Benji was about as cute as they came with his stunning blue eyes that I’d envied forever and a smile that rivaled the sun.


			His eyes cut back toward me, no sign of tears. “Hot, am I?”


			I wrapped my arm all the way around his neck and locked him into a bear hug, with his face nearly pressed into my cleavage, so I could noogie his head. “Hot and smelly.”


			I was lying. He actually smelled nice. Comforting and familiar, like fabric softener and Fiji. The deodorant, not the country.


			He laughed then relaxed into me with a sigh, and my teasing turned into a real hug. “Thanks, Mal.”


			We didn’t talk about Sandra or Jean-Luc or anything to do with work during dinner, mainly because we ate like rabid wildebeests after a workout, and soon he was walking me across lower Manhattan to the Battery Park ferry.


			Benji had a monthly PATH card for frequent trips to Jersey City. But a gentle breeze blew across the dark moonlit bay, and we couldn’t resist the open-air ride across the water. I told him he didn’t need to see me all the way home, but he insisted he needed to walk off the heavy dinner. A little woozy from the wine, I held his arm until we reached the front of the boat.


			Once the ferry chopped across the water, the wind picked up my hair, and I suddenly wished I had a light sweater. I had a brief desire to lean back against Benji and let him wrap his arms around me to buffer against the wind, but apart from brief sympathetic hugs, pressing myself against him would have crossed the line we had long ago implicitly agreed to. I had experienced too many gut punches of rejection, and Benji knew the nut kick of a broken engagement. At least, if we never put our friendship at risk, I’d never have to worry that Benji wouldn’t be there for me.


			It’s not that I was never tempted to test the limits. In fact, I often wondered whether we could pull off a successful When Harry Met Sally. Who wouldn’t want to have it all: friendship, romance, and hot sexual chemistry? But sex was transactional, and though I’d always felt an attraction to him, there was no guarantee a fleeting moment of bliss wouldn’t fuck up what we had going. As for romance? I secretly suspected most of that was performative. Benji made sure I had chocolates and roses on birthdays and Valentine’s, if I wasn’t seeing anyone else. Why did my boy friend need to be my boyfriend?


			And Benji never questioned the status quo, so there we were. Perfect.


			He left me at the street entrance to my apartment. I made him promise he’d take the PATH back since it was a closer walk to the station than all the way back to the ferry. As soon as I closed the door, I stripped down and jumped in the shower to de-stinkify from our workout. Lost in thought, I worked the shampoo into a thick lather.


			And then the deep bass tones of something far away went, BOOM.


			And with no further warning, I was plunged into total darkness.


			The water slowed to a trickle, and I stood, dripping suds, in my altogether. I climbed out and toweled off as best I could so I could look out my bedroom window. Darkness as far as I could see. Jersey City was having a blackout.


			My luck never failed me.
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			Lucky Break


			 

			The line at the coffee shop reached all the way out to the door. Coffee. Needed. Now.


			Sometime past midnight, my lights had flickered on with all the fanfare of a carnival coming to town, waking me from a restless sleep. Dried shampoo crunched in my hair every time I moved. But I couldn’t complain. Poor Benji. I’d insisted he take the PATH instead of the ferry home, and he’d been stuck in the tunnel for an hour. He should have never taken my advice.


			The back of my fist covered my mouth as I muffled a deep yawn and stretched. Maybe I’d get a double shot.


			Inching forward toward the cashier, I scanned the tables to see if I recognized anyone. I loved to watch people and try to imagine what it might be like to be them. Some days I played a game I called Jealous or Lucky where I figured out if I’d rather be them or me.


			A businessman sat alone at a table near the door. At eight-thirty in the morning, his wrinkled suit already showed pit stains. He punched his phone violently and exhaled dramatically every few seconds. Maybe a drug deal had gone bad, but I imagined he’d been up all night because his wife finally caught him with his secretary. Having nowhere else to go, he’d wandered the streets in his business suit. Once the sun rose and normal traffic resumed, he’d found himself in his natural habitat—the coffee shop. And his wife wasn’t answering her phone. No question—lucky to be me and not him.


			I took two steps forward. 


			A boy at the counter along the window had headphones jammed in his ears. His coffee went completely ignored as he bent over a fat textbook, scribbling notes. He’d glance out the window periodically, and I got the feeling his eyes didn’t see past whatever he’d just read on the page. I imagined he was a college student studying for a final exam. I took in his clothes and where he chose to stop for coffee and decided he also had an internship with one of the big companies around here. He might be a business major, perhaps working in the day and getting his MBA in his spare time. If so, I was jealous. That was my ultimate dream.


			Finally, I reached the counter. My usual barista wasn’t there, so I glanced at the name tag on the girl working the cash register. “Hi, Cheryl.”


			“Cheryl,” she corrected, pronouncing it like Chernobyl.


			Reflexively, I asked, “What?”


			“Cheryl. Like Cherry.” Her lips were one long line of apathy. 


			“Where’s Ryan, today? I hope he’s not sick.”


			She shrugged. “Can I take your order?”


			So much for being friendly. “I’ll take a raspberry latte—make that with skim milk please. And a double shot of espresso. And I need an iced chai.”


			“Name?”


			“Mallory.”


			I paid and went to wait over by the community notices wall. A flyer listed massage services by Ron. I tried to imagine calling Ron and taking him up on his offer, wondering if this wasn’t some sly way for Ron to find a date.


			“Order ready for Jerry.”


			Two different flyers offered guitar lessons. A pair of kittens needed a good home. 


			“Order ready for Mike.”


			Tucked in the corner, Laurent promised I could learn conversational French in as little as 7 days. I snorted. After two years of college French, I still couldn’t converse. But I reached up and pulled the number off anyway. You never knew. And what if I managed to catch Jean-Luc’s eye?


			“Order ready for Mary.”


			Benji was right. Jean-Luc had never spoken to me much, but he hadn’t entirely ignored me. Yesterday probably marked the first time he ever truly saw me. And I wasn’t exactly at my best. But I still liked to think that one day, he’d notice me sitting at my desk and stop, surprised he’d overlooked me for so long. He’d ask me out for dinner. One thing would lead to another, and we’d go back to his hotel room. I’d say something hilarious and charming. He’d be awkward and tentative, but with a deep yearning that would make him bold. We wouldn’t be able to stop ourselves, and he’d push me against a wall and kiss me, gently at first, but then passionately.


			“Order ready for Holly.”


			And then he’d obviously ask me to marry him. We’d travel the world in first class. He’d fire Raquel and give me her job. Except in Paris. I hadn’t worked out the logistics. Maybe I wouldn’t have to work anymore. I’d raise little Jean-Lucs in the French countryside.


			“Order ready for George.”


			Of course, Benji would have to move there too. My new husband wouldn’t begrudge me the company of my oldest friend.


			I sighed and looked at my watch. Ten minutes had passed. I walked to the counter. “Excuse me, Don. Is my order going to be ready any time soon? I’m gonna be late.” I wasn’t going to be late, but I wasn’t going to be early either. I liked to beat everyone else in because they already thought I did no work, and strolling in at nine-thirty wouldn’t correct that impression.


			“What’s your name?”


			“Mallory.” I pursed my lips, trying to hide my impatience. All the years I’d come here, and they usually greeted me like an old friend. I made it a point to know all their names. I guess only Ryan paid attention.


			“I don’t see an order for Mallory.” He pointed at two cups sitting on the counter. The name Mary was written in black grease pen on the side. “Could this be yours?”


			Deep sigh. I picked up the now lukewarm coffee and rapidly melting iced chai. As I approached the exit, my eyes fell on a couple standing in line, oblivious to the world around them. The girl leaned back against the taller boy, his arms wrapped around her, holding her hands across her chest. Her eyes closed, and his face nestled into her hair, kissing her or smelling her—I didn’t know. I exhaled as I pushed the doors open. Definitely jealous.


			 


           [image: squiggle2]


            


			I carried the two cups into the lobby in one hand, pressed against my chest, trying to fish out my identification at the same time. Once through the turnstiles, I rounded the corner to the elevator bank, and there he stood, waiting.


			The elevator dinged open, and I picked up my pace. Jean-Luc and I and five other random individuals were riding the elevator alone together. I cursed myself for my neglected appearance. I’d straightened my hair out again, but in my rush, I’d completely forgotten about my supposed two-toned eyes until I was standing beside Jean-Luc, wearing my dorkiest glasses. Not to mention, my forehead sported the yellowing remains of a bruise. I sighed. It wasn’t like my attempts the day before had caught his attention for longer than a heartbeat, anyway.


			Still. Here was my chance to talk to him, and I couldn’t think of a thing to say.


			I thought back to the second time Jean-Luc had visited when we’d shared an elevator. That day, he’d asked me, “Seventh floor, right?”


			Today, he once again saved me from breaking the ice. He smiled down at me, eyes crinkled adorably. “Marie-Laure, right? No, wait. Mallory.”


			“Right.”


			“Marie-Laure is my sister’s name. I remember thinking it would be a coincidence. It is an unusual name over here, I think.”


			“Yes, it is.” I was killing it at the witty repartee.


			“But, of course, Mallory is also French. I don’t know many girls who have that name now though. It is—”


			“It’s bad luck. Yeah, I know. But what’s in a name, right?” I flashed my defensive smile, the one that said, I’m in on the joke. See? I’m smiling.


			“I was going to say that it is a beautiful name.”


			Oh. That was sweet. I relaxed and stared at the lit-up numbers, racking my brain for some small talk. I sniffed surreptitiously, hoping to catch his scent, but all I could smell was my own coffee. Unfortunate.


			We stood quietly as the elevator rose until he finally broke the silence.


			“You must like coffee.” He laughed at my two cups.


			Tongue-tied for a clever response, I said, “I do.”


			Where was a justice of the peace when I needed one?


			We stopped at the second floor, and one of the random strangers got out. The doors closed.


			“Who’s the other coffee for?”


			“Benji. Do you know him?”


			“Benji? Does he work upstairs?”


			“Yes. He’s a director of inventory control.”


			The elevator stopped again, unloading three more strangers. It was just me, Jean-Luc, and the sweaty FedEx guy.


			“Do you mean Benjamin Chance? Yes. We have met many times.”


			“Oh.” My foot tapped, and I stopped it. My mind raced for something more to say to him. But the elevator came to our floor, and the doors began to open right as I thought to ask, “How long are you here?” 


			This gave me a chance to turn my face up toward his. He had these impossible eyelashes that went on forever. And those lips were so soft they could advertise Chapstick. Jesus, it was like he was destined to run this cosmetics company. I took this all in as I moved forward to exit the elevator car.


			Jean-Luc’s hand flew up. “Mallory!” 


			But it was too late. The elevator had stopped above its ordinarily predetermined position and wasn’t flush with the floor. Of course, I saw all this as my foot landed on empty air. I couldn’t stop myself from throwing my hands up to break my fall. The coffee and chai launched forward like a couple of caffeinated missiles in the direction of Grace, who waited patiently for her turn to ride the elevator.


			Thankfully, Grace was spryer than her appearance would have credited her, and she dodged the on-coming drenching. I figured this out after the fact since, by that time, I lay on the floor, holding my ankle and asking, “Why?”


			Benji came flying through the glass doors and knelt beside me. “What the hell?”


			Jean-Luc knelt down on my other side. “Are you okay?”


			Together they helped me stand. I put pressure on my foot and winced. With both boys propping me up, I managed to make it to my own chair.


			Jean-Luc crouched before me on the floor, my foot on his knee. He turned my ankle from side to side, checking for breaks. As his eyes were cast down, I gawked at him, openly leering. A slight scruff shaded in his otherwise smooth complexion. A deep groove that occasionally appeared as a pronounced smile line marred one of his cheeks. Somehow that flaw only made his features more devastating. And he held my foot.


			He lifted his eyes. “You have a tattoo.” I started to pull my leg back before he could get a good look. But I gave in when he traced a finger across my skin. “I know carpe diem, but what does carpe diam mean?”


			“Um. Yeah. It means seize the basketball.” I wasn’t really sure they had basketballs in ancient Rome, but it was my favorite of the many Internet translations. At Jean-Luc’s confusion, I added. “It’s misspelled. The tattoo artist made a mistake.”


			Because of course he did.


			Kneeling at my feet, he might have been proposing marriage. His expression grew serious, but the corners of his lips curled ever so slightly, impish. “Is seize the basketball your life motto?”


			I snorted and looked up to see Benji holding out a cold compress. Jean-Luc took it and placed it against my ankle. “Why don’t you get it fixed?”


			Benji answered, “Her tattoo? Because it’s a perfect example of irony.”


			Jean-Luc twisted around to face Benji. “In what way?”


			“When Mallory seizes the day, she throws caution to the wind. She could’ve caught that error if she’d taken five minutes to proofread the temporary stencil. That tattoo is Mallory in a nutshell.”


			I might have been irked by his teasing, but back when I’d first shown him my fucked-up tattoo, angry and blubbering, Benji had Googled the phrase, and we’d giggled ourselves sick over the possible translations. And now I couldn’t fix it because I cherished that memory.


			Jean-Luc lifted my foot onto my desk and straightened, stretching his back. I couldn’t help speculate how that move might have looked shirtless.


			Benji wagged his finger at me. “We’re running out of ice packs, Nancy Kerrigan. What happened anyway? I mean, you’re a klutz and all, but—”


			Jean-Luc half-sat on the desk. “It was the elevator. It did not stop at the right position.”


			Benji’s eyes lit up. “See? She never looks before she leaps.”


			“I’m sitting right here. I can hear you,” I reminded him.


			Now that I was taken care of, Jean-Luc gave me an encouraging farewell and went into Raquel’s office. Benji stayed a minute longer.


			“Did you plan that?”


			“Plan to sprain my ankle? Yeah. Stick around. For my next act, I’m going to swallow knives.”


			He pushed my hair out of my face for me. “Still going with the straight hair, I see.”


			I shrugged. “You don’t like it?”


			He half-smiled. “I like it, but it makes no difference. You’re goofy either way.”


			He teased like normal guys flirted, and I returned the compliment. “Shut up, Benji.”


			I leaned forward to punch him, but he jumped back, chuckling. “Careful, ninja. You might break a wrist.” He disappeared around the gray perimeter of Cubeland.
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			Devil’s Own Luck


			 

			The exterior walls of the executive offices were floor to ceiling windows, but they spared no glass for the walls separating the executives from the proletariat. Raquel could take a nap in her office, and nobody would know. She probably was taking a nap in there. Meanwhile, my desk, enclosed in neither office nor cube, left me exposed to anyone passing by. If I so much as filed my nails, someone raised a judgmental eyebrow. The fact was, I did most of Raquel’s work, and she just corralled people together and made blanket announcements. I wrote her emails. I sent her correspondence. I reviewed the personnel evaluations. Yeah, go ahead and scowl at me, Julie from IT. I know you sit at your desk watching Loki fanvids all day.


			 I’d been asking for a promotion for years, and Raquel promised to train me to do what she does, so now I did more challenging tasks, but my station hadn’t improved. The problem was, I didn’t want Raquel’s work, I wanted her position, and the only person who could promote me to it would be her. Or someone from the French office. Someone like Jean-Luc.


			The door slowly creaked open as Jean-Luc emerged, putting one arm through his suit coat. I had a brief overwhelming desire to shove my face into the fabric and inhale. He always smelled so damn interesting.


			“We will discuss this further after lunch, yes?”


			Raquel followed him out and stopped in front of my desk. She addressed the entire room, and heads popped above cube walls like meerkats. “We’re heading over to Ruby Foo’s. Everyone is welcome to join us.”


			I grabbed my purse and coat and limped toward the elevator bank. Benji sidled up next to me. “Pu pu platter!”


			“It’s called dim sum, you dipshit.” I knocked him with my shoulder. People sometimes mistook us for frenemies because of our constant bickering and gentle name-calling, but it would have been weirder to call him honey or darling when our friendship already bordered on flirtatious. Besides, we never said anything truly hurtful. Teasing was our way of expressing that we were good. If Benji ever did call me something nice, I’d probably worry he was mad at me. I shot him an imperial glance. “And you’re not sitting next to me.”


			He shook his head with an exaggerated sigh. “If you’re planning to sit by him, you might want to pick up your pace there, Turbo.” He lent me his elbow, and I took it so I could get to the elevator before everyone else. I did thank him for the assistance, though my tone may have sounded suspiciously sarcastic. It made him laugh anyway.


			When we arrived at the restaurant, Jean-Luc sat at the head of the long table with Raquel to his right. I managed to grab a chair fairly close to him.


			Benji had installed himself to my left. “Are you going to eat that?” He reached for my last dumpling, and I waved him off with my fork.


			I leaned in so I could hang on Jean-Luc’s every word. I knew I was thisclose to becoming a groupie, but the timbre of his voice gave me shivers. “It is in the seventeenth arrondissement.” Those eyes landed on me as he explained, “In Paris, we have twenty arrondissements which are like neighborhoods.” His gaze shifted away from me and over to Grace, who had locked in on him. “The seventeenth is perhaps not so very exciting. It is just north of the Avenue des Champs-Élysées. Perhaps you will have heard of it?”


			All the women at the table were nodding. Benji muttered, “Oh, please.”


			Jean-Luc turned toward Benji. “Please?”


			Benji looked as though he’d gotten caught with his hand in the cookie jar. I bit my lip to keep from laughing. But then Benji said, “Mallory here lives in Jersey City. It’s not very exciting, but it’s just south of Hoboken.”


			If I’d been a cartoon, steam would have poured from my ears. I kicked Benji, hard, under the table. 


			“Ouch! What?” he asked.


			Jean-Luc, gracious as always, simply said, “I have not visited any of the boroughs outside of Manhattan.”


			Benji snorted. “New Jersey isn’t a borough.”


			“Shut up, Benji,” I whispered. And for a wonder, he did for the rest of the meal.


			When we left the restaurant, the rain fell in earnest. Due to my hobbled ankle, I dreaded the slow walk back to the office. But Jean-Luc hailed a taxi, and it rolled over as if he’d thrown out a fishing line and reeled it in. I assumed he and Raquel would climb in and leave us schlubs to hike in the rain, but Raquel said she wasn’t coming straight back to the office. 


			Jean-Luc held the door and gestured me toward the waiting cab. “My lady, your chariot.”


			I blushed, and Raquel rolled her eyes before turning to walk away up the sidewalk. It was only about two blocks, but nice to have the luxury of a ride in the rain. I climbed in, and Benji slid in as well, right between me and Jean-Luc. My jaw dropped in disbelief, and I murdered him with my deadliest scowl.


			A few minutes later, the taxi pulled up in front of the office building. Jean-Luc paid the driver, flipping bills off an actual roll. It stabbed me with a memory so clear of my uncle, who’d had plenty of money but not so much time for me. If I’d needed funds to go to the movies or whatever, he’d fish a wad of cash out of his pocket and slide me a fifty without so much as a glance at me. My friends thought I had it made, but I would have traded the money in a heartbeat for a real family.


			Now, I rarely had more than two twenties back to back in my wallet. The most valuable thing I carried was my driver’s license. I didn’t drive, but it represented hours spent at the DMV.


			Inside the lobby, we shook off the rain that was undoing an hour of flat ironing.


			Benji appeared next to me. “Your curls are back!” he said. Just like that. As if it weren’t the most obvious thing in the world. 


			I narrowed my eyes at him. He of all people knew how I struggled with my frizzy hair, but he just smiled like he’d meant it as a compliment.


			We walked to the bank of turnstiles, and I reached back to grab my purse to produce my handy-dandy security badge so I could scoot on through. But there was no purse there. I turned around like a cat chasing its tail to see if it might be hiding behind me somehow. “Oh, shit.”


			Jean-Luc stood to my side, waiting for me to go through first. “Is there a problem?”


			I confessed, “I think I left my purse in the taxi.”


			He showed his badge to the security guard, put his hand on my back, and led me through the gate that the guard had opened for him. “We’ll sort it out.”


			While I was panicking, Benji had already disappeared. Always the gentleman.


			I went through my mind trying to think how I’d function without my purse. I didn’t have much money, but my driver’s license was in there. Oh, God, and my PATH ticket, my keys, and my phone. Fuck fuck fuck.


			When we got to our floor, I walked with Jean-Luc to my own desk. He opened the door to Raquel’s office, but she hadn’t returned yet. “One moment.” He went in and closed the door behind him.


			I tapped my fingers on my desk. I couldn’t sit still, so I went over to Benji’s cube. His laptop was there, but he was away. Where the hell could he have gone? I reached for my phone to text him before I remembered it was lost. Irrationally, I kicked his chair. Where was he when I needed him?


			I wandered back to my desk and saw Jean-Luc draped on the corner, looking like a GQ magazine cover. My thoughts definitely breached the corporate code of ethics and conduct.


			“So I have called several taxi companies, and they will be looking for your purse.”


			I melted. “Thank you, Jean-Luc!”


			He leaned forward, “Unless you need to go home this evening, why not come with me? We could go to my place and then aller manger.” 


			Was he inviting me to spend the night with him? While that thought made me weak at the knees, my quasi-Catholic up-bringing would never have allowed me to accept such a brazen proposition without at least a sham show of resistance. At least not before we’d had dinner together.


			My confusion must have been obvious. “We will go eat. You must learn to speak French so you can visit Paris.”


			“I’ve always wanted to visit Paris,” I confessed, picking up the Eiffel Tower knickknack, the closest I’d ever been to the real thing. “My French is beyond hopeless.”


			“Like all things it takes practice and motivation.” He graced me with a smile born from years of utter confidence in one’s status, beauty, and charm. “So tonight, you will come back to my hotel?”


			Talk about confidence. My weakened knees buckled, true, but I wasn’t simply going to have a fling with him. Was I? What was he thinking? “Jean-Luc, I couldn’t possibly.”


			He seemed to catch my meaning because he protested, “Oh, no, I don’t mean—” 


			Flustered, he stood and pushed his hand back through his perfectly coiffed hair. A lock fell down on his forehead, still behaving admirably. “I only meant you could change into something, ehm. I could pick you up something.” His eyes fell on my legs, and I noticed my skirt had somehow or other ripped along the seam. I looked like hell. 


			“I see,” I said. “Yes, okay. But only for dinner. I can stay with a friend tonight.” Surely Benji would put me up.


			Raquel swung around the corner like an express train rolling through the station. She didn’t speak a word but pushed into her office and closed the door. Jean-Luc excused himself and followed her, leaving me to sit at my desk, out of the loop.


			Thirty minutes later, Benji appeared. 


			“Where’d you go?” I asked him.


			“Oh, you noticed I was gone? I didn’t think your focus extended beyond Mr. Seventeenth Arrondissement.”


			I scowled at him. “You can go now.”


			“So you don’t want this?” He held out my purse.


			“Where’d you find that?”


			“The taxi driver gave it to me.”


			I stared at him, waiting. He was enjoying this, damn him. “Tell me, Benji. Tell me now.”


			“I heard you say you’d lost your purse, so I raced outside to try to catch the cab.”


			“Of course, you did.” Of course, he would do that. I should never have believed he’d abandon me in my hour of need.


			“I did. But the cab was gone, so I Googled the company, called the dispatcher, and gave them all the info. They radioed the driver who found your purse and brought it back here.” His eyes lit up as he regaled his daring deeds as though he’d fought a dragon and lived to tell the tale. He was so cute when he got excited, I had an urge to lay a hand on his cheek, but then my brain tripped over that thought. It was a momentary short-circuit that sometimes happened, when I couldn’t help wondering what if. What if we were slightly more than just friends? Benji finished with an overly humble shrug. “Really, no big deal. I knew you’d need your keys to get home tonight.”


			“Thank you, Benji. That was—” I started. Then Jean-Luc emerged from Raquel’s office, and I forgot what I was going to say.


			“Oh, you have found your purse?” he asked. 


			“Yeah, I guess I’m not stranded in Manhattan after all.”


			I tried to laugh off the disappointment. I’d started to believe that what had seemed like bad luck might turn out to be a blessing in disguise, that getting stranded would lead to a long dinner with significant gazes and sparkling conversation. But thanks to Benji’s good deed, I had no reason to stay in town, no reason to go back to Jean-Luc’s hotel, and no reason to go out to dinner with him. I didn’t mention this. Maybe the offer would stand.


			Benji nudged my shoulder. “Hey, you up for karaoke tonight?”


			I whipped my head around and glared at him. 


			Jean-Luc asked, “Is this what you do here for fun?”


			I said, “Never,” just as Benji said, “Sometimes.”


			I wanted to tell Benji to shut up, but he kept talking.


			“You should come out with us. The place we go to is in Jersey City. I live down in Battery Park, so I take the PATH over. Or the ferry if I’m feeling jiggy.”


			I could see Jean-Luc mulling it over. Any chance of a nice quiet dinner out with him was going bye-bye, and I was powerless to salvage it. This was officially the worst day ever.


			“Jersey City, huh? I would be curious to see this New Jersey.”


			Benji snorted. “Yeah, it’s a tourist’s paradise. Don’t forget to visit New Jersey’s tallest building.”


			Glaring at Benji had no effect. I eyed a roll of scotch tape—I could lob it at him.


			Jean-Luc sat on the edge of my desk and leaned toward me. “Would you come with me to my hotel so I may change? And then you could take me with you to your home?”


			My stomach fluttered.


			I threw a smug glance at Benji and caught the shock registering across his face before he could master his expression. “Sure.” I was gloating, but I didn’t care. My luck was turning back again.


			“And then we will do the karaoke?” Jean-Luc looked like a child finding out he might get to ride a pony.


			I took a deep breath. “We can do that too.” But I sure as hell wouldn’t be singing. Not now. Not in front of Jean-Luc.
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