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“A wonderfully joyful ode to good food, best friends, tough choices, and great love. Off the Menu = one delicious read … that comes complete with recipes! So much fun.”

—Alison Pace, author of You Tell Your Dog First

“Smart, sexy, and delightfully buoyant, Off the Menu is, in a word, scrumptious. Stacey Ballis has managed to capture happiness between the covers of a book.”

—Quinn Cummings, author of Notes from the Underwire

Good Enough to Eat

“Good Enough to Eat is like a perfect dish of macaroni and cheese—rich, warm, nuanced, and delicious. And like any great comfort food, Stacey Ballis’s new book is absolutely satisfying.”

—Jen Lancaster, New York Times bestselling author of If You Were Here

“Witty and tender, brash and seriously clever, Stacey Ballis’s characters are our friends, our neighbors, or, in some cases, that sardonic colleague the next cubicle over … Her storytelling will have you alternately turning pages and calling your friends urging them to come along for the ride. And in Stacey Ballis’s talented hands, oh what a wonderful ride it is.”

—Elizabeth Flock, New York Times bestselling author of Sleepwalking in Daylight

“A toothsome meal of moments, gorgeously written, in warmth and with keen observation, Good Enough to Eat is about so much more than the magic of food; it’s about the magic of life.”

—Stephanie Klein, author of Straight Up and Dirty and Moose

The Spinster Sisters

“Readers will be rooting for Ballis’s smart, snappy heroines.”

—Booklist

“A laugh-out-loud hoot of a book. Jodi and Jill are amazing characters. They are challenged by balancing their business lives with style, charm, and grace. A must-read.”

—A Romance Review

“Filled with characters so witty and diverse yet so strong in their passion for friends and family that they could easily be our best friend or favorite aunt … Women of every age will relate to Ballis’s clever yet unassuming story.”

—RT Book Reviews

Room for Improvement

“For those who say ‘chick lit’ is played out, all I can say is think again. Stacey Ballis proves the genre can be funny, honest, clever, real, and, most importantly, totally fresh.”

—Jen Lancaster

“More fun than a Trading Spaces marathon. One of the season’s best.”

—The Washington Post Book World

“Rife with humor—always earthy, often bawdy, unwaveringly forthright humor.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“A laugh-out-loud novel that will appeal to HGTV devotees as well as those who like their chick lit on the sexy side. One of the summer’s hot reads for the beach.”

—Library Journal

“In her third outing, Ballis offers up a frothy, fun send-up of reality TV. Readers will have a blast.”

—Booklist

Sleeping Over

“Ballis presents a refreshingly realistic approach to relationships and the things that test (and often break) them.”

—Booklist

“Sleeping Over will have you laughing, crying, and planning your next girls’ night out.”

—Romance Reader at Heart

Inappropriate Men

One of www.Chatelaine.com’s Seven Sizzling Summer Reads for 2004

“An insightful and hilarious journey into the life and mind of Chicagoan Sidney Stein.”

—Today’s Chicago Woman

“Ballis’s debut is a witty tale of a thirtysomething who unexpectedly has to start the search for love all over again.”

—Booklist

“Stacey Ballis’s debut novel is a funny, smart book about love, heartbreak, and all the experiences in between.”

—Chatelaine.com

“Without compromising the intelligence of her readers, Ballis delivers an inspiring message of female empowerment and body image acceptance in her fun, sexy debut novel.”

—Inside Lincoln Park
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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


This book is dedicated with my whole heart to my extraordinary husband, Bill, my true b’shert, who showed up right on time and made everything in the world bright and beautiful and possible. You are the magic in my life every day, and I am the luckiest girl in the world. Thank you for everything you are, and everything I become when I am with you. I love you more than Pamplemousse.


For Payton and The Lucky Dog, 
and in loving memory of Willy and Otis
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Epilogue

In the Kitchen with Alana and Friends

Good Enough to Eat
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Through the fog of those last ephemeral floaty moments before I fall into deep sleep, I suddenly feel a stirring in the bed next to me. I smile, knowing that as delicious as sleep is, there is something unbearably wonderful about the need for tenderness and contact. I roll over and let my tired lids open, forcing myself back from the brink of the sleep I desperately need, to attend to my sweetheart, who I need more. He looks at me with what can only be described as a perfect combination of love and longing, and tilts his head to one side, dark chocolate eyes sparkling wickedly in the darkness.

“Yes? Can I help you?” I say, my voice slightly roughened with exhaustion.

He lets his head tilt slowly to the other side and he reaches for me with a tentative teasing touch, then stops and just waits.

“You are very demanding, you know that?” I can’t help but laugh.

But what can I do? He is the love of my life. A smile appears on his face and he reaches out again, this time more assuredly, tapping my hand with gentle insistence.

“Okay, okay!” I give up. I can deny this boy nothing.

As soon as he hears that word, he pounces, all twenty-six pounds of him landing with a thump on my chest.

This dog will be the end of me.

“I know, I know, boy, you need some extra-special love time, because you were at doggie day care all day while I was working to put kibble on the table.”

Dumpling rolls over in my arms so that I can scratch his oddly broad chest. He is, to say the least, one of the strangest dogs anyone has ever seen. Which of course, is absolutely why I adopted him. I don’t really know for sure what his lineage is, but he has the coloring and legs of a Jack Russell, the head of a Chihuahua, with the broad chest and sloping back of a bulldog, wide pug-ly eyes that bug out and are a little watery, and happen to mostly look in opposite directions. His ears, one which sticks up and one which flops down, are definitely fruit bat–ish. And when he gets riled by something, he gets a two-inch-wide Mohawk down his whole back, which sticks straight up, definitively warthog. He’s a total ladies man, a relentless flirt, and the teensiest bit needy in the affection department, as are many rescue dogs. But of course, he is so irresistibly lovable he never has a problem finding the attention he desires.

He is also smart as a whip, and soon after I got him my dear friend Barry took him to train as a therapy dog so that the two of them could work occasionally in hospitals and nursing homes and with disabled kids. He has the highest possible certification for that work, and was one of only two dogs out of fifty to pass the test when he took it, proud mama me. Barry is an actor and cabaret performer, and on the days when he is not in rehearsal he often volunteers to “entertain the troops” as he calls it, singing standards for the elderly, doing dramatic readings of fairy tales for kids with cancer, and teaching music to teenagers with autism. He’d seen someone working with a therapy dog at Children’s Memorial Hospital, and when he found out how meaningful that work can be, he asked if he could borrow Dumpling and see if he was the right kind of dog. Dumpling turned out to be more than the right kind of dog; he turned out to be a total rock star, and has become a favorite at all of their stops. The fact that Barry has snagged many dates with handsome doctors and male nurses using Dumpling as bait is just a bonus for him. Dumpling loves the work and I love knowing that he spends at least one or two days a week out and about with Barry instead of just lazing around and getting too many treats from his pals at Best Friends doggie day care.

Dumpling is the kind of dog that makes people on the street do double- and triple-takes and ask in astonished voices, “What kind of dog IS that?!” His head is way too small for his thick solid body, and his legs are too spindly. His eyes point away from each other like a chameleon. One side of his mouth curls up a little, half-Elvis, half palsy-victim, and his tongue has a tendency to stick out just a smidgen on that side. He was found as a puppy running down the median of a local highway, and I adopted him from PAWS five years ago, after he had been there for nearly a year. He is, without a doubt, the best thing that ever happened to me.

My girlfriend Bennie says it looks like he was assembled by a disgruntled committee. Barry calls him a random collection of dog bits. My mom, in a classic ESL moment, asked upon meeting him, “He has the Jack Daniels in him, leetle bit, no?” I was going to correct her and say Jack Russell, but when you look at him, he does look a little bit like he has the Jack Daniels in him. My oldest nephew, Alex, who watches too much Family Guy and idolizes Stewie, took one look, and then turned to me in all seriousness and said in that weird almost-British accent, “Aunt Alana, precisely what brand of dog is that?” I replied, equally seriously, that he was a purebred Westphalian Stoat Hound. When the kid learns how to Google, I’m going to lose major cool aunt points.

Dumpling tilts his head back and licks the underside of my chin, wallowing in love.

“Dog, you are going to be the death of me. You have got to let me sleep sometime.”

These words are barely out of my mouth, when he leaps up and starts barking, in a powerful growly baritone that belies his small stature. The third bark is interrupted by the insistent ringing of my buzzer.

Crap. “Yes, you are very fierce. You are the best watchdog. Let’s go see what the crazy man wants.”

Only one person would have the audacity to ring my bell at a quarter to one on a weeknight.

Patrick Conlon.

Yes, the Patrick Conlon.

Owner and executive chef of Conlon Restaurant Group, based here in Chicago. Three local restaurants, Conlon, his flagship white tablecloth restaurant, housed in a Gold Coast historic mansion, which recently received a coveted second Michelin star. Patrick’s, a homey high-end comfort-food place in Lincoln Park, and PCGrub, his newest endeavor, innovative bar food in the suddenly hot Logan Square neighborhood, dangerously close to my apartment. He also has Conlon Las Vegas, Conlon Miami, and is in negotiations to open PCGrub in both those cities, and a one-off project looming in New York as well.

But even if you have never eaten in one of Patrick’s restaurants, you have probably seen him on Food TV, where he has two long-running shows, Feast, where he demonstrates home versions of his restaurant recipes and special menus for entertaining, and Conlon’s Academy, which is a heavily technique-based show for people who really want to learn professional-level cooking fundamentals as they relate to a passionate home cook. Maybe you have seen him guest judging on Top Chef, snarking and sparring with Tom Colicchio, Padma getting all giggly and tongue-tied in his handsome presence. Or judging on Iron Chef America, disagreeing charmingly with Jeffery Steingarten at his curmudgeoniest. Or on a booze-fueled tour of the best Chicago street food with Anthony Bourdain. Or giving his favorite foods a shout-out on The Best Thing I Ever Ate or Unique Eats compilation shows. Or maybe you have read one of his six bestselling cookbooks. Even more likely, you have seen him squiring an endless series of leggy actresses and pop princesses and supermodels on red carpets, and read about his latest heartbreaking act in a glossy tabloid. And yes, before you ask, that latest angry power-girl single by Ashley Bell rocketing up the country charts about “settin’ loose the one who cooked my goose” is totally about him.

Why, you might ask, is a world-famous chef and gadabout television celeb ringing my bell at a quarter to one in the morning on a weeknight? Because I am his Gal Friday, Miss Moneypenny, executive culinary assistant, general dogsbody, and occasional whipping post. I help him develop his recipes for the shows and cookbooks, and travel with him to prep and sous chef when he does television appearances and book tours. I also choose his gifts for birthdays and holidays, order his apology flowers for the Legs, as I call them, listen to him bitch about either being too famous or not famous enough, and write his witty answers to the e-mail questionnaires he gets since few journalists like to do actual note-taking live interviews anymore. I let the endless series of the fired and broken-up-with he leaves in his wake cry on my shoulder, and then I write half of them recommendations for other jobs, and the other half sincere apology notes, which I sign in a perfect replica of his signature, practiced on eleventy-million cases of cookbooks and glossy headshots that he can’t be bothered to sign himself.

And on nights like these, when he has a date or a long business dinner, I drag my ass out of bed to make him a snack, and listen to him wax either poetical or heretical, depending on how the evening went.

I quickly throw on a bra and my robe, while Patrick leans on the bell and Dumpling hops straight up and down as if he has springs in his paws, and joyously barks his ill-proportioned tiny little head off, knowing instinctively that this is not some scary intruder, but rather one of his favorite two-leggeds.

Cheese and rice, why are the men in my life so freaking demanding tonight?

“I. Am. Coming!” I yell in the vague direction of the door, turning on lights as I stumble through my apartment.

I open the front door, and there he is. Six foot three inches, broad shoulders, tousled light brown hair with a hint of strawberry, piercing blue eyes, chiseled jaw showing a hint of stubble, wide grin with impossibly even white teeth, except for the one chipped eyetooth from a football incident in high school, the one flaw in the perfect canvas of his face.

Fucker.

I gather up all five foot three of my well-padded round self, with my unruly dark brown curly hair in a frizzled shrubbery around my head, squint my sleepy blue eyes at him, and step aside so he can enter.

He leans down and kisses the top of my head. “Hello, Alana-falana, did I wake you?”

Patrick doesn’t walk as much as he glides in a forwardly direction. Most women find it sexy. I find it creepy.

“Of course you woke me, it’s one o’clock in the good-manned morning, and we have a meeting at eight.” I cringe at my accidental use of my dad’s broken-English epithet. A lifetime of being raised by Russian immigrants, who murdered their new language with passion and diligence, has turned me into someone who sometimes lapses into their odd versions of idioms. The way people who have worked to get rid of their Southern drawls can still slip into y’all mode when drinking or tired.

He turns and puts on his sheepish puppy-dog face.

“Oops. So sorry, sweet girl, you know I never keep official track of time.”

It’s true. Bastard doesn’t even wear a watch. It would make me crazy, except he is never late.

“It’s okay. How may I be of service this, um, morning?” He’ll ignore the emphasis on the hour, but I put it out there anyway.

Patrick reaches down and scoops Dumpling up in his arms, receiving grateful licks all over his face. Damned if my dog, who is generally indifferent to almost all men, doesn’t love Patrick.

“I had a very tedious evening, and a powerfully mediocre dinner, and I thought I would swing by and say hello and see if you had anything delicious in your treasure chest.”

“Of course you did. Eggs?”

“Please.”

“Fine.”

Patrick follows me to the kitchen, carrying and snuggling Dumpling, whispering little endearments to him, making him wiggle in delight. He folds himself into the small loveseat under the window, and watches me go to work.

Between culinary school, a year and a half of apprentice stages all over the world in amazing restaurants, ten years as the personal chef of talk show phenom Maria De Costa, and six years as Patrick’s culinary slave, I am nothing if not efficient in the kitchen. I grab eggs, butter, chives, a packet of prosciutto, my favorite nonstick skillet. I crack four eggs, whip them quickly with a bit of cold water, and then use my Microplane grater to grate a flurry of butter into them. I heat my pan, add just a tiny bit more butter to coat the bottom, and let it sizzle while I slice two generous slices off the rustic sourdough loaf I have on the counter and drop them in the toaster. I dump the eggs in the pan, stirring constantly over medium-low heat, making sure they cook slowly and stay in fluffy curds. The toast pops, and I put them on a plate, give them a schmear of butter, and lay two whisper-thin slices of the prosciutto on top. The eggs are ready, set perfectly; dry but still soft and succulent, and I slide them out of the pan on top of the toast, and quickly mince some chives to confetti the top. A sprinkle of gray fleur de sel sea salt, a quick grinding of grains of paradise, my favorite African pepper, and I hand the plate to Patrick, who rises from the loveseat to receive it, grabs a fork from the rack on my counter, and heads out of my kitchen toward the dining room, Dumpling following him, tail wagging, like a small furry acolyte.

“You’re welcome,” I say to the sink as I drop the pan in. I grab an apple out of the bowl on the counter and head out to keep him company while he eats. I’d love nothing more than a matching plate, but it is a constant struggle to not explode beyond my current size 14, and middle-of-the-night butter eggs are not a good idea.

Patrick is tucking in with relish, slipping Dumpling, who has happily returned to a place of honor in his lap, the occasional morsel of egg and sliver of salty ham. Usually I am very diligent about not giving the dog people-food, but I don’t have the energy to fight Patrick on it, especially since I am feeling a bit guilty about how little time I have had to spend with the pooch lately. Barry is out of town playing Oscar Wilde in a Philadelphia production of Gross Indecency, so it has been all day-care all the time for the past three weeks, and another three to go. So a little bit of egg and prosciutto I can’t argue with. Patrick manages to inhale his food and pet Dumpling nearly simultaneously with one hand. With his other hand, he is fiddling with my laptop, which I left open on the table when I went to sleep, after a night of working on new recipes for his latest cookbook. He pauses, and looks me right in the eyes.

“Damn, girl, you make the best scrambled eggs on the planet.” Patrick is a lot of things, but disingenuous is not one of them. When he lets fly a compliment, which is infrequent, he makes eye contact and lets you know he means it very sincerely.

I let go of my annoyance. “I know. It’s the grated butter.” I can’t stay mad at Patrick for longer than eighteen point seven minutes. I’ve timed it.

“I know. Wish I had thought of it.”

“According to the Feast episode about breakfasts for lovers, you did,” I tease him. I’m not mad about this. It’s my job to help him develop recipes and invent or improve methods. And since I am petrified at the idea of being on camera or in the public eye in any way, shape, or form, he is most welcome to claim all my tricks as his own. Lord knows, he pays me very, very well for the privilege.

“Well, I know I inspired the idea.” He’s very confident of this, thinking that I came up with the technique to enhance his dining experience when he foists himself upon me in the middle of the night, which I also think he believes I secretly love.

He is enormously wrong on both counts.

I came up with it for Bruce Ellerton, the VP of show development for the Food TV Network and senior executive producer of our show. Bruce comes to Chicago periodically to check in on us since we are the only show that doesn’t tape in the Manhattan studios, and he and I have been enjoying a two- to three-day romp whenever he is here or I am there for the past four years. We are, as the kids say, friends with benefits, and I like to think we enjoy a very real friendship in addition to an excellent working relationship and very satisfying sex. We have enough in common to allow for some non-bedroom fun, and easy conversation. We also have a solid mutual knowledge that we would be terrible together as a real couple, which prevents either of us from trying to turn the relationship into more than it is. We stay strictly away from romantic gestures; no flowers or Valentine’s cards or overly personal gifts. If either of us begins dating someone seriously, we put our naked activities on hold.

Or, I’m sure we would, if either of us had time to actually date someone seriously.

Bruce’s favorite food is eggs, so I developed the recipe for him one evening when bed took precedence over dinner and by the time we came up for air, take-out places were shut down for the night. Patrick is blissfully unaware of the special nature of my relationship with Bruce, so I just let him think they are “his” eggs.

“You inspire all my best ideas. Or at least you pay for them. So was tonight business or pleasure?” I crunch into my apple.

“Biznuss,” he says around a mouthful of toast and egg. “The New York investors want to push the opening back a few months. Michael White is opening another place around the same time we were going to, and everything that guy touches is gold, so we don’t want to end up a footnote in the flood of press he will get. Mike is a fucking amazing chef, so I don’t want to invite any comparisons. Let him have a couple months of adulation, and then we’ll open.”

Patrick, to his credit, is a chef first and a television personality second. He keeps a very tight rein and close eye on all of his restaurants, develops all the menus in close consultation with his chefs de cuisine, who train the rest of their staff in his clean and impeccable style. For all his bluster, and as much as he has the vanity to enjoy the celebrity part of his life, the food does come first, not the brand. He is at the pass in each of his Chicago restaurants at least once a week, and checks in on his out-of-town places once a month or so. And he is secure enough to recognize when someone else is really magic in the kitchen and to not want to muddy the media waters. Having eaten at almost all of Michael’s restaurants over the years, I can’t blame Patrick for wanting to bump his own stuff to let the guy have his due. The words culinary genius come to mind immediately and without irony.

“So, late spring then?” I’m mentally adjusting my own schedule, since whatever Patrick does inevitably impacts my life not insignificantly.

He takes the last morsel of toast and wipes the plate clean, popping it in his mouth and rolling his eyes back in satisfaction. “Yup.”

“I’ll go through the calendar with you tomorrow and we can make the necessary changes.” Crap. I have eight thousand things to do tomorrow, or rather, today, and this was not one of them.

“Sounds good. You just tell me where to be and when and what to do when I get there!”

I wish. “How about you be at your house in ten minutes, and go to sleep …”

He laughs. That is not good. That means he is choosing to believe that I am joking so that he can stay longer. There is not going to be enough caffeine on the planet to suffer through tomorrow. Er, today.

“So guess what started today?” He smirks at me, pushing his empty plate aside and moving my computer in front of him.

“I can’t begin to imagine.”

“EDestiny Fall Freebie Week!”

Oh. No.

“Patrick …”

“Let’s see what fabulous specimens of human maleness the old Destinometer has scraped up for our princess, shall we?” He chuckles as his fingers fly over the keys, logging into the dating site with my e-mail and password, settling in to see what new profiles the magical soul-mate algorithm has dredged up for me. It should be the last thing I would ever let him do, or even tell him about, but my ill-fated brief stint as an online dater somehow became part of our business practice. And it is my own damn fault.

Dumpling nuzzles under Patrick’s chin, another betrayal, and I clear Patrick’s plate and flatware, and go to wash dishes, while my bosshole in the other room yells out that there’s a very nice-looking seventy-two-year-old bus driver from Hammond, Indiana, who might just be perfect for me.
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I should go to bed, but the computer is taunting me.

RJ. 49. 6’0”. Lives in Chicago. No kids and doesn’t want any. Internet media consultant. Likes wine, cooking, travel, art, music, reading, his job, his family, and his life. About twenty-five words that say nothing, and yet, all hit me where I live. No profile picture. No hobbies or favorite films or inspirational quotes. Really, the bare minimum of information you can put online and have your profile accepted by EDestiny. But something about it has haunted me all day, ever since I spotted it during Patrick’s assault on my account last night.

It is nearly eleven p.m., and I have just gotten home after a brutal day of meetings, six hours of recipe testing, and a long after-work therapy session with the latest casualty of Hurricane Patrick, a new show prep cook just out of culinary school who was on the receiving end of the famous “Fifteen Minutes on Knife Skills” rant. Patrick asked for carrots in batonnet and celery root in allumette, or large sticks and small sticks, and got everything in fine julienne, or very small shreds. Easily remedied, and a classic newbie error, but Patrick is nothing if not precise, and since this was a test run for an upcoming shoot of a stir-fry episode of Academy, where size and shape of ingredients is paramount, he just lost it.

“Are you FUCKING KIDDING ME?” Patrick swept her station prep onto the floor in one wide swipe of his arm, sending little bits of carrot and celery root shreds flying in the air like confetti, and equipment clattering to the floor. “Exactly what mail-order culinary school did you graduate from? Incompetent Twat U? This is unfuckingacceptable. You might not have noticed, but I have a few things on my schedule. One of them is NOT supposed to be looking over your sad little schlumpy shoulder to make sure you know how to CUT SHIT UP. There are only two options here. Either, one: you actually don’t know the difference between batonnet, allumette, and julienne, in which case you are desperately underqualified for this job, and whoever hired you is going to need both a proctologist and a podiatrist to get my foot out of their ass. Or, two: you DO know and just don’t give a crap, and you figured I wouldn’t notice, which makes you both a dumbass and about half an inch from fired.” Her lower lip began to tremble. But when Patrick gets on a roll he makes Gordon Ramsay seem maternal.

“So, let’s all gather around and have a lesson this afternoon, shall we? Because obviously we have lost our passion for precision around here. Someone get me a fucking knife and some goddamn carrots.” They magically appeared at the station in half a second, and for ten minutes he turned a pile of carrots into perfect, even batonnet, allumette, julienne, fine julienne, large dice, medium dice, small dice, brunoise, and fine brunoise like some sort of human food processor. Each piece in each category was identical to all its compatriots, as if made by a machine. Minimal waste, station clean, every little pile complete and perfect. Patrick trained under both Marco Pierre White and Thomas Keller. He got his temperament from the first and an almost OCD level of perfectionism from the second. I often wish it had been the reverse. The whole time he was cutting, he muttered maniacally to himself about what a waste of time this was, mentioning, as he loves to do, that his time was worth approximately twenty-seven-hundred dollars an hour, and that everyone should be paying him for the lesson. When he finished, he picked up a leftover carrot, pointed it at her face, telling her to, “Get it right, or get gone,” biting the tip off viciously for emphasis, and then headed to his office and slammed the door.

She sniffled for the rest of the day, and I had to take her over to Nightwood after work and let her vent. Twentysomething angst is enormously tedious, but some oversight of the culinary underlings is part of my job, so this comes with the territory. I don’t do the hiring; Food TV and Patrick’s executive assistant do that, so it wasn’t really my ass on the line for bringing her on. And Gloria runs the test kitchen, so she is in charge of training, and I don’t doubt that she was very forthcoming about how important precision is to Patrick. But I do try to keep an eye on show prep as it is going on, and am usually able to spot a potential problem and get it fixed before Patrick is aware of it. I try not to get attached; the show is a meat grinder, and by the time you learn someone’s name, they are out the door. I mentally call them by their most obvious attributes. At the moment we have Neck Tattoo, Geek Glasses, Orange Clogs, Bubble Butt Bike Boy, and little snifflepuss whom I’ve been thinking of as Sad White Girl Dreads, who sat across from me sweating chardonnay and asking me if she shouldn’t just quit. To their faces, they are all just “Chef.” They think it is a mark of respect and honor, but it really just saves me wasting mental space on name retention.

Six months into my “tryout,” I had been on the receiving end of my own first Patrittack. I hadn’t had time to caramelize onions the way Patrick had asked for them. He started cooking, reached for the onions, and then abruptly stopped the shoot. He came around from behind the stove and towered over me.

“Miss A-la-na here seems to think that my pork medallion with caramelized-onion pan sauce is a little heavy-handed, that the onions need a lighter touch, a less intense flavor. Do you think the recipe needs altering? Hmmm? In your INFINITE wisdom and experience?” His voice dripped with sarcasm, smug and smooth and utterly contemptuous. And I was not in the mood.

“In my HUMBLE opinion,” I began, equally quiet and calm, and no less scathing, “the recipe indeed needs some lightening. And since you ostensibly hired me to help make you look good and ensure that the recipes you put out in the world can actually be successfully produced by the general population, you should trust that I am going to take your recipes and make them better, and leave it at that. I do things the way they should be done, and you cook your dishes like a good little boy and STAY OUT OF MY ASS.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the studio. No one moved, no one breathed, no one made eye contact. Patrick took the world’s longest inhale, and while I braced for venom or violence, I refused to unlock my gaze from his, standing as tall as I could manage, spine straight, full of piss and vinegar. He threw his arms around me, braying with laughter. “Ladies and gentlemen, I am officially just the face. Meet the boss.” He backed up, bowed deeply at my feet, and began applauding. Slowly, cautiously, the rest of the crew began applauding too.

I sighed, and my ass unclenched. “Well, if I’m the boss, can you shift your sassy self into high gear and get this shoot done? It’s my niece’s first birthday, and if you keep fucking around and whining about onions, she’s going to be headed off to college before I get to her party.”

“You heard the lady. Let’s get this done already so we can go home.” And while it wasn’t the last time I ever caught hell from Patrick, it set the tone for the rest of our relationship.

I look at the sniffling girl in front of me.

This is not my first time at this rodeo. If she had been angry at how she had been treated, called him names, told me she hated him for humiliating her and making her feel small, I would have told her to tough it out, get through the whole season and then she’d be able to write her own ticket. It would have shown an instinctive awareness of the insanity we all deal with, and an ability to cope.

But the ones who dissolve in soggy emotion, they don’t last, and this one had completely gone off the rails into self-loathing-how-could-I-disappoint-one-of-my-idols mode, so I assured her that no one would blame her if she didn’t want to return, and that I would be happy to write her a recommendation for a new job; food television is not for everyone. She drank way too much wine and picked at her salad and by the time we were done I had gently led her to decide for herself that it would be best to tender her notice in the morning.

By the time I got home, I couldn’t focus on work; I just needed to veg out. I put on one of my Julia Child DVDs for happy background noise, grabbed my laptop for perhaps a little online retail therapy, and let Dumpling plop on the couch beside me.

I scritch him behind the ears, and he puts his little head on my knee. “You know the difference between batonnet and allumette, don’t you, boy?” He lifts his head, licks my knee once, decisively, as if to say, “Of course I do, silly two-legs,” and then puts his head back down and closes his eyes. When I open the computer, it shows the last page I was looking at.

EDestiny.

RJ. Wonder what that stands for? I shouldn’t care, I know. Online dating just doesn’t work for me.

When EDestiny began doing their freebie events, I would log in, just to amuse myself with all the terrifically perfect guys I was missing out on. They apparently really missed my monthly contribution to their bottom line, and stepped up their game volume-wise, sending me the very young, the very old, and the very scary. The recently released and the practically deceased. The stamp collectors, coin collectors, and, for all I knew, body part collectors. They sent me not only my COUSIN Sam, who we all think is gay anyway, but then one of my sister’s chiropractic partners, who is not only also most likely gay, but so deeply closeted that he is currently married.

It became a game. The more I didn’t pay them, the more often I was offered free weekends and special deals, and peeks at new matches, not one of whom was remotely someone I would want to meet on the street, let alone become romantically involved with. They sent me four guys with more tattoos than skin, three spectacular mullets, a classic Jheri curl complete with “Thriller”-era pleather jacket, and one guy who called himself Metroman and described himself as a modern-day superhero. I got matched with a guy in medium-security prison, who swore that getting caught embezzling was the best thing for him, since he was able to kick his cocaine habit in prison. A guy who bred chinchillas in his basement. And one of my former professors from Northwestern, who had given me a C, made shitty comments on all my papers, and whose expression behind his bushy Claus-esque beard always looked as if he had recently smelled something unpleasant. Which he probably had, because I would not have been in the least surprised if that face fur contained morsels from a decade’s worth of school cafeteria meals.

A good 80 percent of my matches lived anywhere from fifty to five hundred miles away. At least 50 percent of them were ten years older or younger than my requested limits. And 100 percent of them were not remotely dateable, at least not by me. I started actively booing at the TV anytime I saw the happy spokescouples on the EDestiny commercials.

My three best friends from high school, Mina, Emily, and Lacey, had turned our monthly Girls’-Night-In date into Official EDestiny Night. They would come over for snacks and cocktails and we would go through my new profiles for the sheer hilarity of it. Emily is a ghostwriter for a New York Times bestselling chick lit author, and would take the opportunity to make up little impromptu stories about each guy and what our life together would be like. Some of which were so hilarious that you can now see them played out rather painfully by the likes of Katherine Heigl in the big-screen adaptations of the novels she writes. Somewhere in the middle of each get-together she sneaks away to call her husband, John, to tell him how much she loves him and how lucky she is to have him, since she is reminded of what else is out there.

Lacey, the VP of marketing for a local chocolate manufacturer, and herself an experienced online-dater, would just hand over another peanut-butter-bacon bonbon and shake her head. Lacey is a serial monogamist, who dates an endless series of men in uniform—firemen, policemen, servicemen—each for about six to nine months before taking a few months off to be alone with her dog, Jaxie, and then start all over again. And Mina, head recruiter for a Chicago-based executive consulting firm, would try once again to convince me to let her recruit a boyfriend for me. After all, the boyfriend she recruited for herself was pretty fantastic, why wouldn’t she have equal success on my behalf? But I had learned long ago that you actually probably don’t want to know what kind of guy your besties think you ought to be with. It always says as much about what they think of you as what they think of him, and I find a certain comfort in being ignorant of what my pals might envision for me.

My favorite EDestiny offering was the guy we call “Tiny Furniture Man,” whose profile picture showed him oddly posed, leaning on a dresser from behind. At least, we assumed a dresser until Emily pointed out that since EDestiny loved to send me the little ones, it might in fact be a nightstand.

“Look at me! I am this much taller than this piece of furniture!” Emily said, wiping tears from her bronzed cheeks. Emily is an unapologetic tanorexic with thick, wavy blond hair that is always perfectly coiffed.

“I’m totally bigger than this nightstand,” Lacey piped up, folding her long legs underneath her, and tossing treats to Jaxie and Dumpling, who had collapsed in a pile of panting fur at her feet after an hour of playing.

“The fact that I am leaning on it from behind to hide an enormous goiter should not deter you in the least,” Mina chimed in.

No one at Whitney Young High School would have thought we’d end up friends. I matriculated as an unapologetic band geek, playing an adequate if uninspired second-chair flute, dating other band geeks for the convenience of it. I was short and overweight, with frizzy curly hair that was waiting impatiently for the invention of mousse, which was still a year away. Mina was a gorgeous almond-eyed African American girl with killer cheekbones, who simply decided she was in charge, got elected president of the freshman class (and subsequently sophomore, junior, and senior, the only student in school history to serve for four years), and eventually led the debate team to three consecutive city championships and two state titles, while handily maintaining a solid A average and one besotted boyfriend per annum. Emily was a cheerleader of the whip-smart and snarky (but not mean girl) variety. She was also head of the Young Republicans (a shockingly big club during the Reagan era), always perfectly put together, and dated the quarterback of the football team, whomever that happened to be at the moment. Lacey was an athlete, five eleven, strong as anything, played varsity softball and basketball, ran track, and tended to always be dating friends of her older brother, who was in college ROTC.

But there we were, freshman year, sitting in first-period biology, hating life and crushing on Adam Ant, having snagged the four chairs in the back of the room. And when the super-popular blond bombshell in the front row misread “organism” as “orgasm,” the four of us made eye contact, and before the end of the period, little folded notes were flying back and forth along that row like we had invented the method. By October we were completely inseparable—thank god everyone had two-way calling for group discussions, and for Lacey’s parents being so generous about allowing sleepovers. Despite losing one another for a bit during college and immediately following during the era before e-mail and cell phones, we reconnected at our five-year reunion and discovered that we liked the women we had become just as much as we loved the memories of the girls we had been. So we agreed to make a once-a-month date so that we didn’t lose each other again. And for the past fourteen years, we have kept that date pretty sacred. We don’t talk on the phone or get together much beyond that one night a month, except for big parties and the occasional birthday and random girls’ weekends. But we are the kind of friends that don’t need to spend all our time together, as long as we keep the connection alive.

“Okay, seriously, where the fuck do they find these guys?” Lacey asked, incredulous.

“Um, are you really one to talk?” Mina raised one perfectly threaded eyebrow. “Didn’t your last date from Match take you to Hooters?”

“He did, but just for the wings,” Lacey said, smirking.

“Yeah, and he subscribes to Playboy for the articles.” Emily snorts.

We all convulsed in laughter, poured another round of gimlets, and I got up to answer the door. That was the night Patrick showed up unexpectedly in the middle of our entertainment. And I’d been drinking just enough to let him in, and let him participate.

“Wait a minute,” he said, swigging a gimlet and finishing the last piece of beet bruschetta and pointing at me. “Has she ever once met any of these guys?”

“Hell, no,” Emily said. “None of these guys are even worth the free drinks.”

“She might be missing out on her soul mate.” Patrick dipped his finger in the hummus and let Dumpling lick it off.

“Nah, I’m reasonably sure her soul mate isn’t a card-carrying member of the Tea Party!” Mina said.

“Or related to her by blood,” Lacey offered

“Or a little person,” Emily added.

“Or older than her dad,” Mina says.

“Or living in the Upper Peninsula,” Lacey pipes up.

“Besides, she is not going to settle, ever again,” Emily assures the room.

“Yeah, she is not going to just date someone to date someone. It is going to have to be the right someone,” Mina declares.

“She’s waiting for The One. As well she should,” Lacey says.

“But she better not be too picky, or she will be alone forever,” Patrick says.

Oy. “She is right here, and she would prefer you not talk about her as if she were not present.” It was more than a little irking to watch Patrick win over my girlfriends. I knew that after he left I would be attacked for saying snippy things about him and be told that, generally, I was too hard on him. Patrick had an amazing ability to seduce everyone in my life, so unless I was going to make all of my friends and family members come hang out with me at work to witness the consistent insanity and occasional cruelty that he possessed, I was destined to have everyone in my private life love him.

Ever since that night, he has looked forward to the EDestiny freebie events and checking out my possible future lovers with a vengeance. The girls and I got bored with the game nearly a year ago, shifting our monthly evenings to focus almost exclusively on catching up with the antics of whatever current batch of Unreal Housewives are facing divorce, bankruptcy, wardrobe malfunction, or the release of an auto-tuned dance single. But every two or three months, Patrick will remind me that “the game is afoot!” and I have to suffer his opinions of the profiles the Destinometer sends my way.

But last night, this profile, this RJ … something just struck me about it.

Forty-nine. So, age-appropriate. Lives in Chicago, geographically desirable. Six feet tall, so I presume, you know, legs. Not that one should have to ask net or gross with such things, but history makes us wise. Likes all the things I like. No picture, so probably a troll. Minimal info, so perhaps not so good with words, could be looking for a green-card marriage. Then again, could already be married. Probably ultra-conservative Tea Party Republican. Or just a liar, plenty of those out there in cyberspace. Most definitely not my soul mate.

But despite the litany in my head, and the instinct to just log out and go to bed, I do something I have not done on this site, not ever.

I click the “Invite Destiny” button, which sends this mysterious RJ a preset list of three questions that I picked so long ago I don’t even remember what they are.

From the other room I hear Dumpling flop off his perch on the couch and come clicking purposefully down the hall to find me. He licks my ankle and then sneezes three times in quick succession, which is his sign that he needs to go out. I look at the screen.

“Congratulations! You have initiated contact with RJ from Chicago! Good luck, and remember, your Destiny is right here!”

My stomach turns over, and I close the computer quickly.

“C’mon, Mister Man, you know you are my real soul mate. Let’s go out.”

As much as I love Dumpling, I always do remember Maria’s sage, if scatological advice. “The man in your life, ’e should not require you pick up ’is poop, hmm? A dog, that is a good frrrriend, a companero. But not a man. You get a rrrrreal man, and then ’e picks up the poop.”

I clip on Dumpling’s leash, and grab a blue bag and some treats from the bowl by the door. And before I get completely out the door, a brief thought flits through my brain.

I wonder if RJ likes dogs?
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