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The best love story is when you fall in love with the most unexpected person at the most unexpected place.

For me, that date was October 17, 1994 and the unexpected person who walked in the door that day not only became the love of my life but also my husband and my very best friend.
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CHAPTER 1
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From the very first moment she had stepped aboard the Heathrow flight bound for New York, there had been no room in Rachel McCarrick’s head for any thought which didn’t begin and end with her beloved José.

Was he still standing there at the window, she wondered, wistfully imagining his aquiline nose pressed against the cool glass, his luscious lips mouthing tender words of endearment in his native tongue. And those magnificent, penetrating eyes of his!  Rachel gulped back another pained breath of longing, desperate to imagine how she was ever going to get through the next few weeks of wretched separation.

“You should come with me,” she had begged him as recently as that morning while their friends Lonnie and Fonnie were driving them to the airport. Yet even if he had surprised her and said ‘Si’, it wouldn’t have dismissed the obstacles which lay waiting for her when she got back home to Santa Barbara. Specifically, her family.

“They’ll really love you once they get to know you,” she assured him, surprised at how blithely a lie could dance off her tongue when she knew for a fact that truth lay in the opposite direction. 

Her parents and her grandfather would absolutely hate him. 

Maybe that was part of the attraction, her girlfriend in Paris suggested, the wickedness of snaring a man so completely Bohemian, unwashed and unsuitable that no one would know what to do about it. In the end, Rachel confidently predicted, they’d finally let her live her own life and do exactly what she wanted. And what she wanted right now more than anything was to marry José Madrone and live contentedly ever after in a village unmarked on any modern map.

If he was less than enthusiastic about the idea of matrimony himself, she had been too deliriously happy the past few months to notice. They made a beautiful couple, she thought - the slender, quintessential California girl with shoulder-length, light brown hair and her artist beau, a taller version of Kenny G with dreadlocks. She could already imagine the kind of snit-fit remarks her mother would make about his free-spirited appearance and avant-garde clothing:  “Does he bathe regularly, dear? Does he know how to use a comb? I thought I saw something moving in his hair...”

Conservative as they were, they’d be far too stubborn to look beyond his statement of nonconformity and to see how much talent he had, talent Rachel took special pride in discovering. He plays the guitar and the flute, she’d explain. He can make things out of leather. He can harvest vegetables and herd goats. And oh yes, she’d casually add, he’s also the village midwife.

Okay, so maybe she’d leave off that last one. They’d already be in enough cardiac arrest over the issue that the love of her life didn’t own a single suit or have any employment they’d categorize as particularly gainful. Until she had a ring on her finger, there’d be no sense stressing them out that José would personally deliver the next generation of McCarricks.

Impatient to give her anxiety a rest, she leaned forward to pluck one of several fashion magazines from the side pocket of her canvas tote bag. Fashion. It was the reason she had gone to Europe in the first place, a glamorous arena in which to enhance the knowledge she had picked up in four years of college. Her mother was especially hopeful one of the major houses would come forth with a prestigious job through which she could enjoy her own vicarious fantasy of being the center of everyone’s attention. 

Poor Mom, she thought, averse to repeat the role of marrying Mr. Right and becoming Mrs. Nobody. Granted, Luella McCarrick still had the looks and the figure to carry off her duties as a proper society hostess. For as long as Rachel could remember, though, her mother’s eyes looked as if whoever lived behind them had turned out all the lights and moved away without anyone even noticing. 

She’d never let her own eyes look that way, Rachel had long ago decided. Long-lashed and celadon green, they sparkled in a state of perpetual mischief and curiosity. It was José, though, who added that missing, magical element of changing the way she viewed the world. “Love makes any difficult dream possible,” he told her. At least she assumed it was a close enough approximation, given his grasp of English and her struggle with Castilian were pretty much equal. The fact of the matter was he could be commenting on the weather or talking about mealy bugs on the tomatoes and he could make it sound totally intoxicating and sexy.

She absently flipped the pages and found herself looking at a full color ad for the next Antonio Banderas movie. His swarthy complexion and dark, bedroom eyes reminded her of José. And that roguish way he was standing, daring his enemies to come hither... 

Stop that, her conscience chided. You can’t keep seeing José everyplace you look.

Easier said than done. For the next ten pages, there was something in every picture to remind her of her swashbuckling Spaniard. Was he still standing there at the terminal, too bereft to go back to London with their friends?  Was he missing her as much as she was missing him?  With every agonizing tick of the clock, she was moving closer to home and farther away from where she really wanted to be.

She turned to the next page and, somewhat to her relief, came upon a vintage-looking ad in sepia that held absolutely nothing reminiscent of the man she had just left. 

Old Spice. 

“Do they still make that stuff?” she nearly said out loud. It was her grandfather’s signature scent, a masculine smell he said always reminded him of the open sea and his stint in the Merchant Marine. 

The ad was a picture of a grinning young man, a sailor from an earlier time excitedly clutching the familiar white container of aftershave in one hand and his duffel bag in the other. The departing captain - with a beautiful woman on either arm - was winking the affirmation that Old Spice was responsible for his popularity. She thoughtfully studied the clean-shaven, boy-next-door sailor for a moment. He was sort of a D.B. Sweeney clone, she decided. Nope, he was nothing like José at all. Definitely not her type. The fact he was a sailor and probably caught all his own meals and threw them - still flopping - onto his plate didn’t endear him very much, either. Fish per se always reminded her of Dewey Fickett and of her parents’ outrageous expectations she was going to come home and marry him. Well, she’d dispel that scary little myth soon enough.

She just hadn’t figured out how.

She looked at her watch again, mentally calculating how long it had been since José last held her in his arms.

“You must be anxious to get home,” remarked the plump matron in the seat next to her.

“Yeah, I guess so,” Rachel murmured, hoping the woman wasn’t going to start talking her ears off and interfering with transatlantic daydreams about Señor Madrone.

The next voice Rachel heard, though, was the English accent of the Virgin Atlantic flight attendant who had helped her stow her makeup bag in the overhead rack.

“Sorry to bother you, Miss,” she said, “but I’ll need you to fasten your seatbelt. We’re preparing for departure...”

With a sigh, she cast a forlorn glance through the rain drizzled window at the Heathrow terminal where it felt like forever ago she and José had parted. 

“Soon,” she mouthed and pressed a kissed fingertip to the glass. “Soon.”

* * *
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“IF I DIDN’T KNOW YOU better,” Harry quipped, “I’d say you were completely out of your mind.”

“You know me better than anyone,” Kevin retorted, “and yes, I probably am.”  He could hear the familiar whistle of the wind through the cell phone at his brother’s end of the line and, for an instant, could imagine the sharp splash of salt water hitting his chin. “You’re starting to break up. Want me to call you back tonight?”

Harry, though, was insistent on hearing how many more people had answered Kevin’s classified ad. “Any more wackos?”

“They’re all wackos,” he replied, trying to hide the frustration in his voice that he hadn’t had a single serious offer since he’d first placed the notice on Monday. At the very least he’d been expecting something like hauling hazardous material across state lines or selling a kidney. Instead he’d been solicited for everything from fathering a child to assassinating a foreign dictator. “Can’t a guy just make an honest fifty grand anymore?” he lamented.

Harry was sympathetic. “Maybe we can come up with something else. Maybe if you just come back home...”

Kevin shook his head. They’d had this conversation too many times already and always with exactly the same result. “I can’t lose her, Harry. Not now and not to something as simple as money.”

“Look, I know what you’re saying but—”

“But nothing. You can’t say you don’t know how I feel or what I wouldn’t do to hang on to her.”

Harry muttered something that the combination of static and wind made it hard to understand. “Maybe it’s not meant to be,” he reluctantly repeated when Kevin asked him what he said.

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that,” Kevin grimly replied, reminded in that moment of how often he addressed his brother as if Harry were the younger of them and not three years older.

“You can pretend all you want but it doesn’t change anything. If she was really meant to be yours—”

“She is mine and I’m not letting anybody else get their hands on her just ‘cause I can’t cough up enough cash!”

The line crackled and went dead. Impulsively, he started to re-dial. Just as his finger hit the next to last number, though, he stopped. Harry was probably just having a bad day. He’d call him back later tonight after he’d had a chance to put into port and grab himself a couple of beers at The Scupper Club.

The classified section still lay open where he’d left it on the kitchen counter. The fact his ad had been enlarged and featured as Announcement of the Week failed to lift his spirits. All the more attention he’d get from the crackpots, he speculated.

It had seemed like an ambitious idea at the time. New York - specifically, Manhattan - was where the kind of serious money was that he needed. It was also far enough away from Nantucket for anyone to catch on to what he was doing. So far, though, it had failed to yield a single dime.

Maybe he was out of his mind. Passion had a funny way of making a man do desperate things.

His brother’s words echoed in his head. 

Maybe it’s not meant to be.

He refused to believe that. Why would she have come into his life the way she did, only to be grabbed away the moment he got close?  Could Fate really be so cruel?

Even his mother, romantic that she was, shared Harry’s view it was time to give up and move on. “You’ll find another,” she’d gently tell him. “It’s not the end of the world if you lose her.”

Kevin, though, didn’t listen to her any more than he listened to his sibling. “If I have to sell my own soul,” he declared, “she’s worth every cent.”

The Big Apple, unfortunately, had yet to produce any buyers.

* * *
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SHE HADN’T TOLD THEM she was coming home. With an equal degree of purpose, she had also managed to sidestep an entire summer’s worth of any mention she’d met the man of her dreams and was deliriously in love with him. Some things, she rationalized, had to be eased into slowly, sort of like an unheated pool during the first, iffy week of Spring. 

Even a generous embellishment of Jose’s attributes - not that she’d really have to exaggerate - would have required her to explain why he hadn’t come with her or, at the very least, declared his intentions to her family over the phone. The simple truth that his English was a smidge limited wouldn’t have sufficed with either of her uppercrust parents. Her mother would quietly opine that being language-challenged was no excuse for shoddy manners. Her father and grandfather would just go ballistic about it and start launching on his lack of a job or credit references.

No, she decided, she couldn’t bring her beloved into the picture until she was positive they’d embrace him with all the love and enthusiasm which was due a future son-in-law. Right now, that timeframe hovered dangerously close to Never. 

She was getting depressed just thinking about the dismal predictability of their reaction.

A long, sudsy bath in her suite at the Plaza Hotel failed to restore either her mood or the physical ache of jet lag. Thank goodness she wasn’t hopping another flight that evening. Tomorrow would be soon enough to collect her wits and figure out what she was going to say when she got to California.

Her appetite was still on London time and she tossed aside the room service menu with indifference. What to do, what to do...

A courtesy copy of the newspaper still lay where she’d left it, unread, on the vanity. A brief smile crossed her lips in remembrance of one of her grandfather’s quirks. No matter where he’d gone or how long he’d been there, the very first thing he always had to do when he came back home was to look at the day’s paper. “I just want to know if the country’s at war with anyone,” he’d say. 

Rachel, in contrast, couldn’t have cared less what was going on in any part of the world except the dreamy, romantic one she shared with José. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how she’d tell her parents about the village José and his friends called ‘home’ - a cluster of mountain pueblos that had been abandoned during the dictatorship of Franco. 

Not even a realtor’s bag of creative euphemisms like ‘rustic’, ‘fixer-upper’, or ‘a handyman’s dream’ would have been accurate in describing a primitive settlement that was barely hanging on to civilization by a toenail. So what if it didn’t have electricity, running water, or any neighbors within a good twenty miles?  In Rachel’s starry-eyed view, José and his friends were noble idealists fighting a forgotten cause.

Her parents wouldn’t see it that way. 

Nor would her grandfather. “He sounds like a damned hippie, if you ask me,” he’d declare with a snort in disdain. She’d expect no less from someone who always voted Republican and thought she shouldn’t be allowed to date until she was thirty.

* * *

[image: ]


KEVIN WAS JUST STEPPING in the door with a bag of Chinese takeout when he heard the phone ring. No sense dropping everything and running for it, he decided. Allan’s machine back in the bedroom could pick it up just as easily as he could.

The use of his best friend’s apartment while the latter was away had been a godsend in light of his current finances. 

“Just bring in the mail and put out food every couple days for the cat,” Allan had told him. 

Good as done, Kevin assured him, thankful he had a place to crash and, more importantly, to retrieve messages generated by the ad.

Maybe it was a stupid idea, he reflected, disillusioned he was no closer to getting the money than he’d been the first day he got there. So far, the only thing he’d had confirmed from the experience was that the city was full of idiots...and he’d known that much before he ever left Nantucket.

The outgoing message was kicking on. “This is Allan and I’m not here,” the voice said. “Leave a message.”  A brief pause prefaced the sound of his own voice. “This is Kevin. If you’re calling about the ad, please leave your name and number and I’ll get back to you.”

Okay, so maybe they weren’t exactly Kings of Originality. If they were, they’d be pulling down big bucks in expensive suits somewhere on Madison Avenue instead of eeking out their respective existences wearing jeans. At least his own work kept him happy and outdoors. Allan, on the other hand, had just been promoted to district manager but complained that, as a result, he never saw daylight anymore.

Life was a tradeoff.

The machine beeped and Kevin took a step out of the alcove kitchen so he could hear if it was Harry calling him back.

It wasn’t.

“Hi,” said a female voice. “I’m - uh - calling about this ad you have in the classifieds?”  There was a pause and what sounded like the rustle of papers. She cleared her throat and repeated the contents aloud. “Will do anything legal for fifty thousand dollars...”

She sounded young, he thought. Probably too young to have a checking account, much less anything in it. He was reminded for a moment of the Internet - that virtual playground for eleven and twelve year olds with too much time on their hands and the imagination to check their libidos into chat rooms and masquerade as adults. What was this one going to ask him, he wondered. And where-oh-where were these kids’ parents that they could call up total strangers and make suggestive propositions?

By the time he reached the bedroom, she had finished reading the ad, including the phone number. “So I was just wondering,” she continued, “Well, I mean it’s kind of unusual, don’t you think?  It’s not the sort of thing you read every day.”

“Neither are my circumstances.” 

“I guess you’re not there.”

“No, I guess not,” he said to the machine.

“Well, you don’t have to call me back or anything.” She said it casually, almost as if she assumed he’d know who she was. 

“Good thing, “he replied, “‘cause I don’t have a clue.”

“Like I said, I was just curious about what you were going to do if you got the money...”

Against his better judgment, he decided to pick up the phone. “I’m going to buy a boat,” he said. 

There was a quick intake of breath at the other end of the line, almost as if he had startled her. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “How long have you been listening?”

“Long enough to tell you’re not serious.”

“Excuse me?” She sounded ruffled, indignant. She also suddenly sounded older than she had at the beginning of her message.

“My ad was serious and professional. I expect anyone who responds to it to be the same.”

“You don’t have to go all huffy about it. I was just asking a simple question.”

“And I gave you a simple answer. Thanks for calling.”  He hung up.

The phone rang again before he could exit the bedroom. This time he answered it directly.

“Why don’t you just go to a bank?” she said.

Did she have her phone on instant re-dial or what? The last thing he needed right now was some crazy person calling him all night. “I beg your pardon?” 

“Most people just go to a bank.”

“Most people have money in a bank,” he answered. “That’s generally how it works.”

“You could get a loan.”

Yeah, like he hadn’t already tried that. “I don’t want a loan. I’d prefer not to have to pay it back.”

There was a definitive ruffle of indignation again. “Oh, I get it. You want someone to just give it to you?”

“No,” he corrected her. “I’m willing to do whatever I have to in order to earn it.”

“Oh.”

There was a long enough pause that he assumed she’d lost interest. Except she hadn’t hung up.

“Still there?” he asked.

“Yeah. Why?”

“Nothing.”  He waited for her to say something. She didn’t. “Anything else?” He didn’t know exactly why he said ‘anything else’ except possibly to make conversation. Was this what the isolation of a big city did to people - make them desperate to connect with someone, anyone?  Even the cat had by and large ignored him, opting instead for its solitude under the living room couch.

“What kind of a boat?” she wanted to know.

“What do you mean?”

“Just what it sounded like. What kind is it?”

“And what I meant,” he replied, “is why do you want to know?” 

“Just curious what you can get for only fifty thousand.”

Only fifty thousand?  Had he heard her right?  “A fishing boat,” he said, a little curtly. 

“Oh. Fish.”  It sounded as if she’d wrinkled her nose when she said it.

“I take it you have a problem with seafood?”

“No. No problem.”

“So why does it sound like you’re lying?”  

“You don’t even know me.”

“Likewise.”

“Why don’t you put it on a credit card?” she asked next.

Her flippancy was beginning to irritate him. “I’m a little bit over my limit.”

For some reason, this struck her as funny. For an even weirder reason, her laughter struck him as sweet, melodic.

“Well,” she said at last, “I hope you get what you’re looking for.”

She hung up before he could even say ‘thanks’. Thanks for being the only caller in the batch who had even wished him well for trying.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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The phone rang two hours later and he picked it up, assuming the caller to be Harry.

It wasn’t.

“Is this Kevin?” asked a female voice.

“Yes?”

“You probably don’t remember me. We talked earlier about your boat?”

“Oh yeah. You’re the one who thought I should put it all on plastic.” He wondered what had prompted her to call him again. Maybe she was as bored as he was.

“I’ve been doing some thinking.”

He couldn’t imagine why but decided not to say so out loud. 

“You’ve probably had a lot of offers already.” she continued.

“Sure, the phone has just been ringing off the hook.”

“So if I’m calling too late...?”

He pointed out it was only ten minutes after eight.

“What I meant is whether I’m too late to make you a deal.”

He arched a brow in suspicion. “What kind of deal?”

She took a deep breath before plunging in. “You need to buy a boat,” she reminded him. “And I need someone to do me a really, really big favor.”

He took the opportunity to refresh her memory he only did favors that were legal.

“Oh, it’s legal,” she quickly insisted. “Really.”

“That’s an awful lot of ‘reallys’ you’re throwing around here. What’s the catch?”

“No catch. I just thought maybe we could sort of help each other out.”

“What are you saying?” he asked. “You’ve got a boat up your sleeve?”

“No, but I do have money in the bank. Are you interested?”

“I’m listening.”

“I need to ask you something first.”

“Fire away.”

She hesitated. “What do you look like?”

I knew it, he thought. Another New York wacko. “I thought you said you were serious.”

“I am but what does that have to do with what you look like?”

“Maybe I just want to know why you’re asking.”

She hesitated again. “That’s not exactly easy to explain.”

“Try me.”

“Okay, let’s just say you need to look right for the part or it’s not going to be convincing.”  The words tumbled forth in a rush as if she believed she had to say them fast or they wouldn’t come out at all.

“‘The part’?” he repeated. “As in ‘acting’?”

“Yeah, I guess maybe you could call it that.”

“Well, it either is or it isn’t.”

“Okay, it is. Now are you going to tell me what you look like?”

“So you’re a casting director or something?”

“Yes” she told him, not really feeling it was lying. Wasn’t she directing the course of her own life and happiness?  She just wasn’t doing it on a stage. Semantics. “So what do you look like?”

“Average,” he replied without hesitation.

“Average?”

“Yep. Just your Average Joe. Average height, average weight, average—”

“How old are you?”

“Thirty. How old are you?”

“That’s awfully personal, isn’t it?”

He laughed. “My, my, a little defensive, are we?”

She gave an exasperated sigh. “Twenty-four but that has nothing to do with the problem.”

“No?”

“Are you married?”

“No. Are you?”

“Not yet,” she replied.

He whistled. “That answer certainly begs some interesting questions. So what’s this ‘problem’ you’re talking about?”

“Look, I’d really rather not go into it over the phone, okay?  I just need to know whether you’re - uh—” she was scrambling for the right word.

“Whether I’m what?”

“Encumbered.”

“‘Encumbered’? That’s a funny way of putting it.”

“You’re not making this any easier.”

“Sorry. Do I get my money now?”  He was teasing but she didn’t seem to take it that way.

She took another deep breath. “All right, let’s just say - hypothetically, of course—”

“‘Hypothetically?”

“Just work with me on this, okay?”

“Whatever you say, lady. It’s your dime.”

“Suppose someone wanted you to go with them on a trip to California.”

“Is that ‘someone’ you, perchance, or somebody else?”

“Would you just let me finish?”

“Do I get to go to Disneyland?”

“What?”

“You’re talking over two thousand miles away. I figure if I’m going to go that far, I should at least get to ride ‘Splash Mountain’.”

“Fine.”

“Fine what?”

“You can go to Disneyland. Can we get back to my problem, please?”

“Go ahead.”

She picked up where she left off. “So let’s just say that, while you were there, you had to pretend to be someone you’re not...”

“Hmmm,” he mused.

“Was that a ‘no’?

“No, it was a ‘Hmmm’. There’s a difference if you listen closely. Want to hear it again?”

She groaned. “I knew this was a stupid idea. Never mind. Let’s just hang up and forget I even called—”

“No,” he cut in, surprising himself he’d want to keep her on the line. “Keep talking. Please. I promise I won’t say another word ‘til you’re done.”

There was a long pause. “So would you be free to do it if it was for a really good reason?”

There was another long pause, this time at Kevin’s end.

“Are you still there?” she anxiously inquired.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Were you done?” 

“Smart aleck.”

“It’s part of my charm. And in answer to your question—” he drew out the suspense. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“Just what it sounds like. I don’t know.”  

“Well what would it take to convince you?”

“I don’t know that, either, but all this yakking on the phone doesn’t seem to be getting us anywhere.”

“You can say that again,” she agreed. “So what do we do now?”

“What do you want to do now?”

She mulled it over a moment. “We could - uh - meet in person?”

He wasn’t sure if she was making a statement or asking his opinion. “Pretty bold. And what’s that supposed to accomplish?”

“I don’t know but I’m hungry and if I keep talking to you all night, everything will be closed.”

“I thought nothing ever closed in New York,” he said. “Isn’t that what you people are always bragging about?”  As if on cue, the lyrics to a Frank Sinatra song floated into his head.

She promptly set him straight that she wasn’t one of ‘those people’. “I’m from California. Santa Barbara.”

He nodded in recognition of the name. As little as he knew about the city itself, he did know it took money and plenty of it to live there. Maybe she really did have fifty thousand up her sleeve...

She interrupted his thought by asking whether he’d ever been to Sardi’s.

“Yeah sure,” he facilely lied. “Go there all the time.”  At least he’d heard of it. Even in Nantucket, the name Sardi’s was synonymous with Broadway -  the gathering place where many an actor anxiously waited out the first night reviews to hear if the show he or she had just performed in had the legs for a long-term run.

“I can be there in half an hour,” she said. There was suddenly a breathless excitement in her voice.

“Are you serious?”  He debated whether to mention he’d already eaten dinner. Then again, it was Chinese. He could probably be hungry again in a heartbeat.

“I’m absolutely serious. Aren’t you?”

“Okay, Sardi’s it is then. Half an hour.”  As he hung up, he realized he had absolutely no idea how he was going to pay for a meal at one of New York’s most famous restaurants.

Which was only slightly less daunting than the realization he’d totally forgotten to ask her name or how he’d know who she was when he got there.

* * *
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“SO DO YOU THINK I’M doing the right thing?”  

It was the first time Rachel had stopped talking ever since she’d slid into the back seat of the cab, concurrently jazzed and terrified by what she was about to do. Her listener - a swarthy little man with a turban and expressionless, dark brown eyes - had made no comment as he expertly maneuvered his vehicle through the streets of Manhattan. By his ongoing silence, she assumed he was giving her dilemma his undivided thought and objective analysis. Not until that very moment as he eased the car to the curb in front of Sardi’s, however, did it occur to her maybe he just didn’t speak any English and hadn’t understood a single word

“I feel like such an idiot,” she said, punctuating it with a chuckle of awareness that no, he hadn’t understood that remark, either. 

She began vigorously rummaging in the tote bag for her wallet, wishing she’d taken the time to switch her essentials to a smaller purse. The fact of the matter was she’d used up most of that time changing from one outfit to another before she’d settled on a modest, blue knit dress which - thankfully - didn’t need pressing. The panic of running late and having him think she wasn’t coming, though, had then resulted in a hasty choice of pumps she didn’t realize were totally wrong for the dress until she stepped out of the hotel. Maybe the darkness would hide her fashion faux pas.

The driver was quietly regarding her in his rearview mirror.

“Okay, here we go,” she said as she extracted a couple of bills from her wallet. “Keep the change.”

Just as she handed it to him, she noticed in horror she had inadvertently included an extra twenty dollar bill. Too embarrassed to ask for it back, she purposely delayed her exit in the hope he would notice the mistake himself and politely return the excess. 

He glanced down once, then lifted his head so that his dark eyes solemnly met hers in the mirror’s reflection. 

“You are doing the right thing,” he said in a low, heavily accented voice.

She wasn’t sure which startled her more - the fact he spoke English or that he had somehow misinterpreted the twenty as payment for his advice. Either way, it was nice to know another human being agreed with what she was doing.

“Thanks again,” she said, as she closed the door and hurried toward the entrance of the restaurant. 

She was, thus, well out of earshot when the driver murmured in quiet postscript, “And you are also an idiot.”

* * *

[image: ]


SHE WASN’T GOING TO show up.

He wasn’t exactly sure how he’d arrived at that conclusion, only that it was ten minutes past their appointed meeting time and the only people to arrive since he got there had been couples or older men.

His imagination began to spin. Maybe she’d been in a horrible accident. Maybe she’d changed her mind. Maybe - because this was, after all, a large wicked city - she and her friends were back at the apartment and stealing everything in it. Everything of Allan’s, of course, since what little he’d brought with him from Nantucket could comfortably fit on the head of a pin.

He casually looked up to see the maître d’ was watching him. Again. Well, all right, so he couldn’t blame the guy for being suspicious. They’d gotten off to a bad start when Kevin had told him he was meeting a friend, a friend he could subsequently neither describe nor attach a name to. “I’ll just stand over here out of the way and wait for her,” he’d said. 

As the hands of the clock slipped past nine, though, it was becoming increasingly apparent the only thing he was doing was taking up space. He had by now identified most of the framed caricatures which were a trademark of Sardi’s theatrical ambiance. He had recognized at least two of the older waiters off to the left as bit players he’d seen in some movie. He’d also had more than one opportunity to ask himself again what he was doing there in the first place. His conscience was more than willing to supply the refrain that it was because he’d lost all common sense in this zealous quest of his to have— 

The maître d’ abruptly intruded on his thoughts to ask him whether he’d care to wait for his ‘date’ in the bar.

“She’s not exactly a date,” Kevin replied. “She’s a—” what was she?  The longer he fumbled for a word, the worse it was going to sound when it came out. “You know, I think I’ll just step outside a sec for some fresh air,” he announced. 

From the look on the maître d’s face, it was probably one of the better ideas he’d had all evening.

As he got to the door, he narrowly missed colliding with a young woman in a blue knit dress who was just coming in. 

“Miss Rachel!” he heard the previously sullen host now gleefully exclaim. “How long has it been?!”

It took her nearly an entire minute to extricate herself from the enthusiastic bear-hug of the man who had been one of her father’s boyhood friends. “You’re here with the family?” he eagerly asked, looking around as if he expected them to suddenly materialize out of the woodwork.

“No, no,” she explained. “I just got back from Europe. I was there for the summer.”

“Europe!” He emitted a deep sigh of fond remembrance and proceeded to ask her where she’d gone.

“Oh here and there. A little bit of everything.”  She glanced around to see if there was anyone sitting at a table by himself and projecting that he was waiting for company. “Listen, Tino, we can catch up on everything later. I’m sort of meeting a friend.”

Tino’s eyes grew large as proverbial saucers. “A friend!” he repeated with unabashed delight and gave her another hug.

It was clear to her from his reaction he’d assumed the relationship was romantic. “Actually, it’s just a business associate.”

Even this was cause for gushing on Tino’s part. “Our little Rachel all grown up and doing business!” he exclaimed. “And only yesterday you were just this high!”

Before he could hop back on the train to reminiscence, she asked if he’d seated anyone in the last few minutes. “I was running a little bit late,” she said.

“Your friend, what does he look like?”

She panicked, then suddenly remembered Kevin himself had already provided a passable description. “He’s just average,” she said with a casual shrug. “The most average guy you’d ever want to meet.”

Tino couldn’t remember anyone who fit the ‘average’ description. “There was someone who just left,” he reflected. In Tino’s opinion, though, the boy had been much better looking than Rachel implied.

Her heart started to race. “So what exactly did he look like?”

Tino thought about it a minute. “Tall. Broad shoulders. Brownish hair.”

“What else?”

“Clean-shaven.”  Cliché that it was, he also added, “Boy next door.”

She wanted to know what he was wearing. Clothes, after all, would be an important factor if she expected him to pull off the charade of the century.

“Jeans, I think,” Tino replied. “Open shirt. A sportcoat.”

“You said he left?”

“Yes?”

“Did he say where he was going?”

Tino was about to shake his head when he looked over to see that the young man he’d just described was now walking back in the door. “Is that him?” he asked, pointing him out.

And in that dumbstruck moment of not knowing how to reply to something she didn’t know, her lips seemed to answer on their own. “I certainly hope so,” they said.

* * *
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SHE INSISTED AT THE outset dinner was going to be her treat. Much as her generosity expanded the choice of affordable entrees, Kevin nonetheless felt compelled to be conservative. For all he knew, she could slip out and stiff him for the whole meal. “The chicken looks interesting,” he remarked.

“Chicken?” she said as if surprised. “You’re not having fish?”

He regarded her with amusement over the top edge of his menu. “Just because I know how to catch them doesn’t mean it’s all I eat.”

“Oh.”  Even in the candlelight, he could see a blush of color come to her heart-shaped face. “I guess there’s a lot about fishermen that I don’t know,” she confessed.

“And there’s a lot about you that I don’t know. Like your last name, for instance.”

She squirmed a little in preface to her answer.

He was making her nervous. He wondered why.

“So you’re from California,” he continued. “What are you doing in the Big Apple?”

“Actually, I just got off a plane from Europe.”

“Really?  Then we have a lot in common.”  She looked at him questioningly. “I just got off a bus from Nantucket.”

She laughed. God, but she had a great laugh. And an absolute killer smile. He found himself wondering what he could say to make her laugh again.

“You’re probably wondering why I called you here,” she said. This time, it was Kevin who laughed.

“You do have my curiosity tweaked.” It remained so for a few minutes longer as they placed their orders with a white-haired waiter who looked like Dick van Dyke.

“So what is it I can do that’s worth fifty thousand dollars to you?” he asked when the waiter had gone.

She demurely folded her hands and proceeded to explain. “Okay, there’s this guy back home my parents really want me to marry...”

“And I take it you don’t?”

“Exactly. Anyway, now that I’m back from Europe, they’re going to start putting mega-pressure on me to do something about the relationship.”

He scowled. “Why don’t you just tell them it’s not what you want?”

She rolled her eyes. Beautiful, deep green eyes. “You don’t know my parents.”

“Go on.”

“So my thinking here is that if I could show up with someone else...”

“Meaning me?”

“Meaning you...to introduce to everybody as my fiancé.”

“Wait a minute—”

“Let me finish—”

“You don’t have to. I’m not getting roped into a phony marriage, not even for fifty grand.”  Before he could grab the words back, he heard himself add, “Not even for someone as drop-dead gorgeous as you.”

To his relief, she didn’t seem to hear that last part.

“You’re not getting roped into anything,” she insisted. “That’s the beauty of it.”

“I’m not following you.”

“Plain and simple, you only have to pretend we’re engaged. And only for a couple weeks max.”

He arched a brow. “And then what?”

“And then you go away. Boom. We never see each other again.”

“What about the guy?”

She dismissed it with a carefree toss of her silky hair. “Oh, he’ll be old news by then,” she declared with confidence. “Trust me.”

Kevin snapped his fingers. “’I’d Rather Be Rich.’”

“Excuse me?”

“It just now came back to me. Maurice Chevalier, Sandra Dee, Robert Goulet, Andy Williams?”

“What are you talking about?”

“My mom used to make us watch old movies. Anyway, this one’s about an heiress that needs a stand-in fiancé so her dying grandfather will know she’s going to be happy. Your grandfather’s not dying, is he?”

“Not any time soon.”

“Well, that’s good. I mean, on a lot of levels.” He grinned. “So I guess I’m playing Robert Goulet. This doesn’t mean I have to sing, does it? I mean I’ll give it a try if you really want me to...”

She rolled her eyes in exasperation. 

“I’m annoying you, aren’t I?”

“Yes,” she replied. “that’s one word for it.”

“And for all this, you’re willing to part with that much money?”

“Why not?”

“Here’s another idea,” he proposed. “Why don’t you just pay Andy Williams the fifty thousand to go away?”
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CHAPTER 3
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She was awake before the first slant of daylight made its way through the myriad of Manhattan skyscrapers. It took her a moment to remember where she was, a moment followed by a sigh of relief she had only been dreaming. Or was it more like ‘nightmaring’?

The dream had started out pleasantly enough. 

She was running through the winding, dirt streets of the village, playfully pursued in slow motion by a bare-chested José, his dark dreadlocks flying in the breeze. She was wearing stylish Italian sandals with ankle straps and a sleeveless gauze dress of pale mauve, she recalled, accented at the bodice with the embroidered pattern of orchids and graceful herons. From her earliest recollection, Rachel’s dreams had always been replete with detailed fashion; her adulthood fantasies were no exception.

She could feel the heat of his breath on her neck as he drew closer and immediately surrendered herself to his capture, a delicious shudder of carnal anticipation coursing through her entire body. She felt the firm grasp of strong fingers around her upper arm only a fraction of a second before she was swept - roughly  and weightless - into the crush of his manly embrace. With powerful, insistent hands locked firmly against her spine and pressing her against his steel-hard contours, there was no escape, no respite from the animalistic passion that consumed the height, depth, and breadth of her mortal soul. 

As she tilted her head back, with eyes closed, her lips were smothered by a moist, sensuous kiss that was as urgent as it was exploratory. Like the soldering heat that joins two metals, they were undeniably one, bound together for all eternity. With hot blood pounding in her brain and her knees trembling from weakness, she struggled to give voice to her emotion. 

“I love you!” she cried out. 

And in that brief space of time that his lips were not on hers, she heard him proclaim he loved her, too.

Except it wasn’t the voice of her beloved Spaniard, José. 

In horror, she recoiled to discover she was being seduced by—Oh ick!  The Fish Guy!   Even worse, he was clad in some dorky antique sailor get-up and reeked of Old Spice.

It was enough to jolt her instantly awake.

Why would I dream about him, she thought with a shiver, trying to rub the sleep and the bad memory of it all from her eyes.

For a second, she wondered if she hadn’t dreamt about dinner, too. No, there was her blue dress hanging over the back of a chair across the hotel room and her shoes where she had kicked them off in opposite directions.

It must just be the jet lag, she rationalized.

She looked over at the bedside phone and felt a pang of disappointment that there was no red light flashing that she had a message.

He’d said he’d call with his answer.

She mentally replayed their conversation at Sardi’s, remembering she’d been smart enough not to reveal her true reasons for the deception. Not that he looked like the type to turn to blackmail or anything, but she just couldn’t be too careful. Telling him about her involvement with José would be pretty lethal ammunition if he suddenly decided fifty thousand wasn’t enough for his stupid boat. What if he went to her parents with the truth?  Things could get ugly and, as it was, she had enough details to worry about without a partner turning against her.

Partner.

Okay, so they hadn’t exactly come to any real agreement when they parted after dessert. “I’ll think about it,” he’d said. The last image she had of him was with his back to her as he walked away from the cab she’d called to return her to the Plaza.

He needs the money, she reminded herself, trying to stay optimistic. He was desperate.

For that matter, so was she.

* * *
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KEVIN HELPED HIMSELF to a second cup of coffee. An early riser by habit, he’d been up before dawn as well, though not for the same reasons that were currently vexing Rachel McCarrick.

Without bothering to turn on a light or pull on a pair of shorts, he was seated at Allan’s computer. It didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for.

McCarrick.

The first dozen hits he made were lengthy dissertations about corporate holdings. The McCarricks - whoever they were - seemed to have their fingers in a variety of revenue-producing pies. He still wasn’t inclined to believe that the woman he’d met had any direct connection. McCarrick was just a name, he reasoned. She could just as easily have told him she was a Murdoch or an Eisner.

By the time he’d reached the profile of oil magnate Walker McCarrick, though, he realized he’d struck pay-dirt. McCarrick, retired, lived in Santa Barbara, California. His only son, Stuart, was CEO of McCarrick Enterprises, also based in Santa Barbara. A one-sentence reference buried on the social page in a recent LA Times named Stuart and Luella’s only daughter.

Rachel Olivia McCarrick.

She had told him the truth last night.

Before he could contemplate what any of it meant, the phone jarred him back to the present. With one deft lunge, he had the receiver in his hand. 

“Hey there,” he said, reasonably confident it was her and that she couldn’t wait until a more reasonable hour to hear his decision.

“Hey there yourself,” said Harry. “Where the hell have you been?”

With anyone else, he might have tried to disguise the disappointment in his voice. “You mean last night?”

“I left you two messages. You’re not still mad about yesterday, are you?”

Kevin explained he’d gotten back too late and was going to call him first thing that morning.

Naturally, Harry wanted to know where he’d been.

“Oh, just out, walking around.”  That much, at least, accounted for the lateness of the hour. Instead of trying to find a bus, he’d decided to walk the distance back to Allan’s apartment, an ambitious plan that not only got him lost twice but introduced him to a side of New York that looked infinitely better from a distance.

Harry immediately launched into a lecture that he could’ve gotten himself mugged.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t so you don’t have to make a big deal.”

“So where did you go?” Harry asked.

“Geez, Harry, you’re beginning to sound more like Mom every day.”

“And what’s wrong with that?” a second, female voice on the phone wanted to know.

“Oh hi, Mom.”

“Don’t ‘hi’ me, mister,” she said. “Harry told me about the ad.”

“What ad?” he innocently inquired.

“Give it up, Kev. I told her everything.”

Kevin clucked his tongue. “Harry, Harry, Harry . Your nose is going to grow sooooo long...”
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