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“I’m gay.”

“Hmm. That’s nice,” Lisa mumbled as she frowned at the row of figures typed into NetSuite, her business tax program. Something didn’t add up, but she couldn’t figure out where the problem was. With a sigh, she started at the top again and checked every entry against the W-2 and the pile of 1099s on her desk.

“Did you hear what I said? I’m gay.”

Fingers crossed, she hadn’t skipped an item. Or transposed something. Damn it. She had too many returns to complete to get hung up like this.

“Lisa, did you hear me?”

“Mmm,” she muttered. Whatever he’d said, they could deal with it later. She returned to the top of her spreadsheet for the third time to check her entries, but no matter how she searched, she couldn’t find the error.

Matt slammed his hand on the desk. Lisa jumped. “Lisa Novak, for once in your life will you listen to me?”

Oh, for crying out loud. She highlighted the entry she just viewed so she wouldn’t lose her place and swung around to face her fiancé. “Matt Stauffer, I’ve got six days to complete sixteen tax returns. Can’t this wait?”

Matt’s brown eyes almost bulged out of his head, and his face turned red. It was almost like he was mad, which was weird because Matt never got mad. He was always nice with a capital N. It was one of the things that irritated her about her fiancé. For once, she’d like him to say something she could disagree with so they could have an honest discussion for a change, because things hadn’t been good for a while, and they needed to talk. Just not right now.

But since he’d started it. “Okay, sorry, I’m sure it’s important, and I’d be happy to discuss whatever is bothering you, but can’t it wait until after April fifteenth?” she begged.

Matt slapped his hands on top of his head and groaned. “Shit! Lisa, you’re not hearing me. No, this can’t wait. We need to talk now. I said I’m gay!”

Lisa blinked. Gay? Like Gay Pride Day? Like gay rights? Like he liked boys, not girls? That kind of gay? “Gay?” she uttered. “Like... gay?”

His mouth pursed in frustration. “Yes! Gay!”

But, but, but... “But, Matt, you can’t be gay.”

He pinched his perfect nose until the tip turned red. Not a good look. “Of course, I can. And I am.”

“But, uh, since when? You weren’t gay last week. You weren’t gay last month. You weren’t gay when you asked me to marry you!” Lisa glared at her fiancé as he ran his hand through his perfectly styled hair, exasperation on his face like she was the one who delivered a death blow.

“I’m sorry, Lisa, but I am.” He stared at his feet, his shoulders drooping. “I’ve tried to deny it. I’ve tried hard to suppress it. I can’t. I’m sorry. I’m gay.”

“How long have you...” She glared at him. “Known.”

He winced. “A while.”

“How long is a while?” she gritted out.

“I think I kinda knew in high school?”

Oh my God. 

He’d known he was gay when he’d asked her to marry him. He’d known all the years they’d been together, years while she planned their wedding and introduced him to all her friends and family as her fiancé and built hopes and even picked out names for the two children they discussed.

“Why? Why did you do it? Why did you ask me to marry you if you knew you were gay?” She tried to stifle her tears.

His eyes darted to the right, avoiding hers. “Lisa, you don’t understand.”

“No, I don’t,” she answered. What was there to understand? He’d kept secret something that not only affected his life, but hers.

“All our friends. I didn’t want them to know.” He swallowed. “And my parents. You know how they are. If they found out, they would disinherit me.”

The rat! What a crummy excuse. Because it wasn’t like her friends would have a problem with it. Criminy, her friends were the alphabet soup of gender identities. Conversely, his friends. His parents.  

“I hoped... I thought with you it would be different.” He bit his lip. “That I’d feel like, you know. But I didn’t. And then, see, I met this man. And I love him.” His voice trailed off. The hopeful expression he’d worn disappeared, and now he appeared tired, sad, and resigned.

“You love him? Like love, love him?”

Matt shrugged. 

“But you love me.” Her voice came out whiny, her protest feeble at best. It was hard to muster a strong defense when she had started to believe it was true.

“Yeah, I do love you. Only not...” He shrugged again. “Not like that.”

Her heart crumbled in her chest. She thought her life was settled. She’d been so happy—happy, as in feeling pleasure or contented, not happy as in gay, damn it—but now he’d ruined everything. It couldn’t be true. Because, after all, look at the evidence.

“But Matt. You know... Sex.” She cringed even saying it, but it needed to be talked about because they had. Had sex, that was. Although not recently. Actually, more like not in a very long time. Which should have been a clue.

He gave her another one of those lifted shoulder things that said he didn’t have words. “Yeah, well,” he said, red-faced. “That doesn’t mean I can’t. It means I wasn’t into it all that much. Not like—” 

She stomped on his foot. He shrieked. Grabbing his leg, he hopped a few steps, then stopped and glared at her.

“Geez, Lisa, you didn’t need to break my toes.”

Fury burned its way up her esophagus and filled her mouth with hot words. She was sure his toes would heal a lot faster than her heart. “Oh, yes, I did,” she told him. “Because you broke my heart.” 
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CHAPTER ONE
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His thighs burned. His heart raced. The wind whistled in his ears. He loved the speed. He loved the danger, loved the risk. A mistake, a small miscalculation and that would be it, road pizza. The thought that he could be dead at any minute made him feel alive.

God, he loved his job.

At his destination, Josh rode his bicycle, Betsy, onto the sidewalk and dismounted in front of the imposing prewar building. Or at least he tried to dismount because, once again, he forgot to rubber band the cuff of his jeans and now ragged threads of denim were tangled in the bike chain. Crap. One would think he’d learn, but, as usual, his mind was on speed, not unimportant things like the cuffs of his jeans. He straddled his bike, then bent to the side as he tried to untangle the strands from the crank gear.

His foot slipped off the curb. His balls slammed into the top bar. Pain shot up his spine to his head, possibly exploding his brain, retreated to his stomach, where it threatened projectile vomiting before it subsided back to his crotch. 

Goddamn son of a booger, that hurt. He closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath through clenched teeth. Shit, shit, shit. There went his sex life.

Well, it wasn’t like he had much of a sex life to begin with. Eighty-year-old men in nursing homes got more nookie than Josh Albright.

He waited for the pain to subside to a level where he no longer wanted to lose his lunch, then, holding onto Betsy, he tugged on his pant leg, this time being more careful of the family jewels. His pant cuff came loose at last, and he gingerly dismounted. Propping Betsy against a pole, he wrapped a heavy chain around the frame, through the wheel, and locked Betsy up. This was what bicyclists needed to do in Manhattan. If they didn’t lock up both the frame and the wheel, when the rider came back five minutes later, they might find a frame without a wheel or worse, a wheel without a frame, even if the bike was old and crappy like Betsy. 

But crappy or not, Josh loved Betsy, with her chipped orange frame and her missing fenders. They’d been together since he was fifteen. It was his longest relationship.

He limped, the pain still radiating up his spine, through the building’s brass revolving doors over to the security desk. “Hey, Omar,” he said. “Package for Bernstein.”

Omar bared his super-white teeth in a smile. “Wonderful to see you again, Mister Josh. Please to go up,” he said and waved Josh toward the elevator.

Josh got on the elevator, his heart thumping in his chest as it whizzed upward. One foot tapped the steel floor. He could see his reflection in the mirrored walls and, crap, he looked like hell, his face pink from exertion and his hair jutting out in crazy tangles from under his helmet. He yanked off the helmet and stuck it under his arm. 

The door opened. Stepping into the long, winding hallway, he made his way down one hallway, then another until he reached the sleek modern lobby of Bernstein and Howard. He approached the young blond woman sitting at the front desk. “Delivery for Ms. Novak,” he said, his chest tight with anxiety.

Her eyes fixed on her computer screen, the receptionist held her hand out. When nothing hit her palm, she wiggled her fingers but never spared him a glance.

Oh, no, not happening. “I’m supposed to deliver this personally to Ms. Novak.”

She lifted her gaze. Her blue eyes widened, along with her smile. “Hi, Josh,” she said in a breathy voice. “Remember me? Heather Weiss?” She leaned her elbow on her desk and propped her chin in her hand. “Poor baby, you’re all hot and sweaty. Can I get you a water? A Coke?” Her eyelashes fluttered. “Me?” Wink, wink.

Argh. “No thanks, I’m okay. I need to deliver this package to Lisa Novak.”

Her glossy pink lip pooched out. “Why is it only when the package is for Lisa Novak does it have to be personally delivered?”

A hot flush heated the tips of his ears and seeped into his cheeks, no doubt coloring his face as fiery as the red City Speeds t-shirt he wore. He ran a nervous hand through his hair in hopes the motion would make him more presentable, but was sure it wouldn’t. His light brown hair—which needed a trim, and possibly some industrial-strength hair product—was totally untamable, but at least he had a full head of hair, unlike his father. 

“Um,” he mumbled. Crap, he was so lame.

Heather delivered an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “Oh, for Pete’s sake. Go. Give Lisa her package.”

He bolted through the open doorway into the area where all the junior CPAs sat. Once inside, he surveyed the cubicles. Not that he needed to search; he knew where she was. Cubicle number ten, second aisle over, second cubicle from the back. He hesitated and tugged on his left ear, something he’d done to calm himself since childhood. His skin itched, and his heart beat like crazy in his chest as he tried to screw up a little courage. 

Yeah, no, he could stand here all day and yank his ear off and it wouldn’t make him any braver, so he started walking. All those clever lines he’d spent hours late at night thinking up ran through his brain as he passed cubicle after cubicle.

First on his clever line list: Hey, Lisa, fancy meeting you here. Urgh. Wasn’t that the one everyone used because they thought they were so slick? So, no.

Lisa, I know you’re busy today, but can you add me to your to-do list? Okay, that one he’d found under ‘Clever PickUp Lines’ on the internet, but now, walking down the aisle and muttering it to himself under his breath, he realized it also was a big fat no. His steps got slower and slower, like his brain, until he reached her cubicle. He shuffled his feet to alert her to his presence.

She glanced up. “Yes?”

His heart leaped. Oh, man, she was gorgeous. She had beautiful hair, long, dark, and shiny with a luxurious wave that framed her perfect heart-shaped face. It took no imagination at all to envision that silkiness wrapped around his hands while he made love to her. And she had this adorable nose. A perfect Bewitched kind of nose that had him under her spell. And her eyes, a light brown with green tints. He wanted to tell her he could drown in her eyes. 

Yeah, that was what he wanted to say. Instead, he blurted out, “Package for you, Ms. Novak,” and held it out for her to take. Hearing the words come out of his mouth, he grimaced. 

Shit. Hopeless. 

She took it from him with a perfunctory smile. “Thanks.” Her gaze returned to her computer.

Crap. What was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he talk to her? It wasn’t like he was a total idiot. Every day he talked to friends, acquaintances and complete strangers—okay, granted sometimes his conversations veered into the realm of weird—but Lisa Novak made him so hot and bothered that his tongue did this bizarre thing where it got stuck to the roof of his mouth and nothing but babble came out. Peanut butter mouth.

Lisa glanced up again, a frown on her face. “Do I need to sign something?” she asked.

“No.” He heaved a sigh, turned away and trudged up the aisle to the reception area and back through the winding hallways. Stepping into the elevator, he rode down, mentally whacking himself upside the head. 

God, he was such a doofus! 

Outside, he unchained Betsy and jammed his helmet back on. He had five more deliveries to make, and he was behind schedule. He mounted up and pulled into the Madison Avenue traffic, swerved around a Yellow Cab, sped between two lanes of cars and barely beat the red light at the cross street, leaving behind a cacophony of honking cars. For the first minute or two, he berated himself for his lame performance, but then one of those stupid, slow pedicabs pulled in front of him and it was either death by pedicab or evasive action. With a jerk of his handlebars, he yanked Betsy onto the sidewalk, veered around a bunch of startled tourists, then back onto the street, narrowly avoiding a black SUV. The SUV screeched to a shuddering halt.

The driver thrust an arm out the window and gave him the finger.

“Same to you!” Josh yelled, grinning. SUVs; the entitled hogs of the road. 

He made a right onto the next street against traffic. More honking, but too bad. Upon reaching his destination, he squealed to a halt outside the tall prewar office building. A quick dismount, chain around a pole, then he dashed inside to make his next delivery.

God, he loved riding.

* * * *
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LISA LEANED BACK IN her chair to stretch. Her back was killing her, and her eyes had permanently crossed. Too much time at a computer, too much time in one position. Even her feet hurt. It was these boots. Too hot, too tight. From now on, even though it was against company policy, it would be sneakers. Sneakers never let her down. 

Heather Weiss bounced around the corner of Lisa’s cubicle and threw herself into the chair next to her desk. Several dozen folders fell to the floor. Lisa gave Heather one of those stares meant to intimidate, but Heather was one of those people who didn’t know from intimidate. Her intruder simply grinned and blew a big pink Bazooka bubble.

“What did Josh have to say, huh?” Another bubble. “He’s so cute. Don’t you think he’s, like, totally scrumptious?”

Lisa blinked. Josh? “Josh who?”

“OMG, Lisa, what do you mean Josh who? Josh Albright. Josh, the guy who delivered your package.”

Lisa replayed the last few minutes in her mind in an effort to pull up an image of the guy. All she remembered was someone tall with unkempt brown hair. “That guy from the messenger service? With the shaggy hair? That guy?”

Heather rolled her eyes. “Geez, Lisa. Of course, the guy with the shaggy hair. And the gorgeous blue eyes, the broad shoulders and the tight ass. That guy.”

That’s not how Lisa remembered him, but if that was what Heather thought, then whatever. “If you’re interested, go for it.”

Heather gave Lisa a pout. “Nuh uh. He’s not interested in me. He’s got the hots for you.”

“Gee, thanks, Heather. Exactly what I want; to be the object of affection of some random weirdo.”

“He is not weird!” Heather paused. Her eyes darted first right, then left, then right again. It was like watching the pendulum on a grandfather clock. Tick tock tick tock. Sooner or later, the little hand would reach the hour and intelligence would strike. 

Lisa waited.

Bong. “Okay, yeah, he’s a little weird, but only because he likes you. Which I don’t understand, because all the guys here say you’re frigid. I mean, who says no to a date with Bill Danford? He’s like the most gorgeous guy in the office.” With that announcement, she flounced away.

Lisa watched her leave. Ack! Was that what everybody thought? Because she’d said no to one of the partners? Because she stared right through creepy Craig-with-the-humongous-ego. And rolled her eyes when Jake-of-the-two-left-feet broke his thumb attempting a handstand to impress her. Was that what everyone thought of her? If so, gah!

She didn’t have time for this shit. With a shake of her head, she turned back to her computer and opened another file. October 15th—the last day filers who’d asked for an extension could file—was around the corner and that stack of files Heather so cavalierly pushed to the floor still needed to be completed.

She tried to focus, but it was no use because the words ‘all the guys say you’re frigid,’ said in that condescending tone rang in her head. 

She leaned back in her chair. Damn, maybe Heather was right, maybe there was something wrong with her because here it was, four months since she’d moved into New York City for a fresh start and maybe a little fun, and all she’d done so far was work, then ride the subway home to her crappy one-bedroom apartment that cost way too much for a fourth-floor walk-up in Harlem where she ate the Mexican food she’d picked up at the local bodega then fed the leftovers to her cat Lucy, who loved her only for her food. 

How the hell had that happened? What happened to the fresh start she’d promised herself when she left New Jersey behind?

Her phone rang. She checked the number on the screen. Dana, Matt’s sister, the only one who hadn’t dumped her like she was three-day-old garbage when she left Matt. Not that she blamed everyone since she didn’t tell anyone other than her parents the truth. It pissed her off that Matt coerced her into lying about the reason for their breakup so his dad wouldn’t find out he was gay and disinherit him. 

“Whazup, girl?” Dana asked.

Lisa groaned. “I just realized my life sucks!”

“Aw, come on. How bad can it be? You’re young, single, beautiful, and living in Manhattan, land of hunky guys, every one of whom would love to romance you out of your panties.”

That was why she loved Dana. She always said the right thing to make a girl feel better. Sad to say, it didn’t work this time. “Dana. I’m twenty-eight, which is almost thirty, which is almost geriatric in the world of dating. My life is one big fat dating abyss.”

“Oh, for pity sakes, Lisa. You are not old. You need to put yourself out there. You know, join a club—” 

“I hate clubs.”

“So, go to a baseball game.”

“I hate baseball.”

“Try running. Guys run.”

“I don’t run. My knee.”

“Christ on a crutch, Lisa, stop. Listening to you is like listening to a eulogy at a funeral.”

“Hey! That’s mean. I’m fun. Remember at Rutgers when I snuck into the Theta Delta Chi house while all the guys were at a football game and spread Cool Whip all over their sheets? What could be more fun than that?”

“Yeah, yeah, so you were fun ten years ago. You need to have some fun today. You need to get out there and meet some guys. Hell, you need to get laid!”

Crap. Did she? Hard to tell, because at his point, she’d almost forgotten what sex was like. “I don’t need a man right now. I have a stack of 1099s to keep me plenty busy,” she mumbled.

“Pfftt. When a 1099 can give you an orgasm, we’ll talk,” Dana said and then was gone.

Geez. Her phone rang again. If she’d checked her phone screen to see who was calling, she wouldn’t have answered, but she did answer, and it was her mother. No!

“Why haven’t you called me, young lady?”

“Mom! I called you last week.”

“Monday. You called on Monday last week. And now it’s Wednesday this week.”

Lisa slapped her forehead. “Mom, I don’t need to report in every week. I’m a grown woman.”

“And I’m your mother.”

No disputing that. “Okay, I’m sorry. I’ll try to do better.”

“Oh, no need. I know you love me.”

Lisa wanted to kill the woman. “Mom, why did you call?”

“Your father and I wanted to invite you and Matt to Thanksgiving next month.”

Oh, for Pete’s sake. “Mom, I’m not engaged to Matt anymore. I told you that.”

“I realize that, but that doesn’t mean you couldn’t be engaged again.”

“No, I can’t.”

“Of course you can.”

“No, I can’t.”

Big sigh from her mother. Damn it, that usually signaled her mother was just getting started. “Lisa, you know I always wanted a lawyer in the family, and you hooked a perfectly good one. Then you threw him back.”

“Barbara?” her father’s voice came from the background. “Is that Lisa? Did you say she threw up? I hope she’s not pregnant.”

“Geez,” her mother muttered, then said, “Martin, Lisa isn’t pregnant,” to her father. Her father got weirder by the day. Her mother wasn’t such great shakes in the normal department either.

“Mom, be nice to dad. He can’t help it.”

She sighed. “I know. He’s always been the absent-minded professor, so this should be nothing new, but ever since he retired, he seems to delight in pushing my buttons.”

“Mmm. Now, about Matt. When are you two getting back together?”

“Mom, stop. I told you he’s gay.”

“Gay, schmay. I’m glad he’s happy, but he could be a lot happier married to my daughter. Okay, never mind, there is plenty of time before Thanksgiving for Matt to come around. I’ll give him a call this afternoon.”

“Don’t you dare! We are not engaged any longer.” The start of a headache tightened in her temples.

“Not engaged? Eh. Who cares? Things can change.”

How did you argue with that kind of logic? “Okay. Fine. Whatever. Gotta go. Give Dad a kiss from me. Bye,” she said, and ended the call.

It only took Lisa a minute after her mother hung up for her to begin to worry. If Machiavelli had a direct descendant, her name would be Barbara Novak. To prove it, Lisa only needed to remember her sister Amy, and how her mother schemed and manipulated until Amy found herself engaged to Nick, Barbara’s best friend’s son. I just want my children to be happy. Married, was Barbara’s response. 

And, yikes, now Lisa was next on her hit list. Unless she did something now, she’d end up married to Matt whether either of them wanted it or not. 

She glanced around the office, wondering if one of her co-workers might know someone they could set her up with. But no. Other than her and Norma—who was a hundred-and-ninety-years old and who would die at her desk, not that anyone would notice since Norma looked mummified most of the time anyway—everyone else in the bullpen was a guy. Nope. Guys were useless for that sort of thing. So how was she supposed to meet someone?

Lucky her, she knew the perfect person to fix the problem. She picked up the phone.

“Heart-2-Heart, Amy speaking.”

Hearing her sister’s voice made her smile. Her sister was a goof, but a lovable goof. And also the owner of Heart-2-Heart, a successful matchmaking service. Her sister had stated many times in the last several months she wanted to use Heart-2-Heart to find Lisa the man of her dreams. “Amy, remember when you promised I wouldn’t die an old maid? Well, I’ve decided to throw off my mop cap and have some fun. I’m ready for that match you promised me.”

“Yes!”

* * * *
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A DATE. GOOD LORD, was she going on a date? It was at least ten years since her last first date. Maybe she wasn’t ready. Her hand hovered over the zip file Amy sent, her stomach knotted when she remembered their conversation. 

“I’m going to find you the perfect guy,” Amy promised.

“No one’s perfect.”

“Matt sort of was,” Amy muttered, clacking away on her computer keyboard.

“Sure he was. Handsome, smart, rich. Gay!”

“Okay, there was that one little flaw,” her sister admitted.

“Amy, I don’t want perfect.” Perfect was asking for trouble. 

“Don’t you want someone handsome? Someone smart? Maybe even someone rich?”

“Okay, yeah, I like a good-looking guy as much as the next girl. Definitely want someone smart but mostly I want a nice guy who doesn’t lie.” 

“Like that’s easy to find,” Amy muttered and hung up. And sent her this zip file within an hour. 

It was so long since she did the first date thing, Lisa wasn’t sure if she knew how to do the first date thing anymore. She’d met Matt her freshman year at Rutger’s University and that had been it for her. 

So how did people date these days? Was she supposed to call the guy, or would Amy have him call her? Or maybe email was best? Because email gave you time to contemplate what to say, plus it didn’t involve emoji shorthand. She hated emojis. They gave her the creeps, all those weird little yellow faces with their weird little expressions, some which shouldn’t be allowed in public.

On second thought, despite the emoji possibilities, texting might be better. If her date turned out to be a serial killer, the police could use the texts to find her killer. Although, it was possible they could do that with emails too. Probably even cell phone calls.

This was so complicated.

Okay, so once they set up a date, then what? Did she offer to go Dutch or let him pay? Should she kiss the guy or wait for him to pucker up first? Was it okay to have sex on the first date now or did the three-date rule still apply?

Crap, she sounded like she was a hundred years old. Maybe she and Norma should double date.

After a quick peek around the office to make sure no one was watching, she opened up the zip file Amy sent. Whoa! Amy sent her twelve guys. It was like Harry and David’s Fruit of the Month Club; one guy for every month of the year. Hopefully, there were no prunes in the bunch; she hated prunes because, well, you know, prunes.

She clicked on the first attachment—for fun, she’d call him Mr. January. The picture opened first. She cocked her head. Not bad. 

He had a nice smile, and she liked his name, Eric Reagan. She browsed his profile. He was thirty-one, worked in HR and liked to play tennis. Okay, he’d do for a start.

She’d start with a text. Or maybe an email. Or would a call be better? Of course, there was always a letter. Last she heard, the U.S. Post Office was still in business.

Argh. She’d have to think about it. 

* * * *
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JOSH DISMOUNTED IN front of his apartment building. He took a minute to catch his breath while enjoying the sight of Gramercy Park across the street before slinging his backpack off his back, and wheeling Betsy through the door the doorman held open.

“Good evening, Mr. Albright,” Enrico greeted him with a big smile. “Welcome home.”

“Josh,” Josh reminded him for the thousandth time in the last two years. “Mister Albright is my father.” Unfortunately.

“Yes, sir, of course. Whatever you say, Mister Albright.”

Josh shook his head in despair. He didn’t know why he bothered. No matter how many times he reminded him, Enrico would continue to call him Mister Albright.

Enrico reached down below the security desk, pulled out a FedEx envelope and handed it to Josh. “Package for you, Mister Albright.”

Okay. One more time. “Josh.”

The doorman broke out in a grin. “Of course, Mister Albright. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

There, see. Hopeless. Taking the envelope, he turned and walked with his bike to the elevator. When the car arrived, he loaded Betsy into it and rode upstairs. No way would he leave Betsy in some dirty old storage locker in the basement. She’d get lonely down there all by herself, plus there were bugs, and damp and maybe even rats. 

Reaching his floor, he dipped first into his jeans pockets for his keys but found nothing but a wadded up tissue so reached inside the side pocket of his backpack. Damn it. Still nothing. He tried the other side pocket. Then the front pocket. Well, crap, he’d done it again. He set the backpack down on the floor and rooted through it then upended it, dumping all the bits and pieces of his life all over the hallway carpeting. Nothing inside either, just a bunch of used candy wrappers, bits of notepaper with his reminders written on them, an extra pair of clean socks, and his cell phone.

Damn it. With a groan, he lifted the welcome mat and grabbed the key he kept there. Not the most secure place to keep his spare key; however, he needed to hide the damned thing somewhere and a fake rock sitting in an apartment hallway would be a little obvious. Inserting it, he opened the door then stuck the key back in its not-so-secret hiding place.

He wheeled Betsy to the back bedroom, stowed her away after giving her an affectionate pat, then walked back to the almost empty living room, thinking once again, that he ought to buy some furniture. At least a couch so he’d have something to sit on to watch TV. Not that he watched any TV these days, because watching TV would necessitate installing internet service and he had an issue with the internet these days.

Anyone seeing his living room would say he had an issue with furniture too, but it was the idea of actual shopping that gave him hives. Of course, he could always order something online but that necessitated access to the internet, and it was already established that he had this internet issue. It would also mean buying a computer, another thing he had an issue with. He’d think about it, but knowing himself like he did, he wouldn’t think about it too long. These days, except for his phone since he needed it for his job, he was on a break from all things technology. 

Although in the last week or so he’d had this very cool idea—

No, uh-uh, no technology. 

Discarding the furniture dilemma, he tore open the FedEx envelope. Well, crap. More shit his father, Edward, thought he should sign. 

Like he would sign anything that man had a hand in. He tossed the papers on the breakfast bar, went into the kitchen and made a tuna fish sandwich. After scarfing it down, he went to his bedroom, took a quick shower then dressed in clean jeans and his favorite Guns N’ Roses T-shirt. Ready, he left his apartment and walked the few blocks to his appointment.

“Right on time, Josh,” Dr. Bob said when he saw Josh at the door. He waved Josh inside, a smile on his narrow face, his brown eyes behind his thick glasses warm with understanding. He was bald, except for a fringe of white hair. Josh often wondered if all psychiatrists were required to have that Sigmund Freud look in order to be psychiatrists or if, after being psychiatrists for a number of years, they inevitably resembled Sigmund Freud.

“Have a seat.” The doctor motioned to the chair, as usual.

And as usual, Josh made his way to the couch, which elicited the usual groan from Dr. Bob. Josh slid down into a reclining position on top of its blue plush surface and moaned with pleasure. He had a love-hate relationship with this couch. For that first minute, right after he lay down, the couch hugged him, warm and soft and cuddly, reminding him of his childhood bed and his comfy quilt that smelled like his mother and Downy fabric softener. After that came the other agonizing forty-four minutes.

Dr. Bob took his place in his wing-back chair. “How have things been, Josh?”

“Okay.”

Josh knew Dr. Bob had a certain expression on his face, but the great thing was, since he was reclining, Josh couldn’t see it. 

The fact that he couldn’t see Dr. Bob’s disgruntled expression was the love part.

“All right, fine, it’s not so okay. I saw her again today, and I couldn’t say a thing. Just ‘Package for you, Ms. Novak.’ I felt like a total idiot. And I had all these come-on lines prepared, and I rehearsed them to myself, like you suggested, but once I got there, my brain spazzed out. I’m sure she thinks I’m a moron.” And admitting his failure was the part he hated the most.

“How did you feel about that, Josh?”

Aggghh! “I told you! I felt like an idiot.”

“Hmm. So, you did. Well, you know you’re not. You have a couple of hang-ups but I’m sure, with more work, you can overcome your issues.”

He knew he wasn’t an idiot so why bother to respond. It wouldn’t matter even if he did, Dr. Bob had his own agenda.

“Let’s go back to where we left off last time, shall we? Has anything changed?”

“No. I still feel the same way.”

“I don’t understand this problem. Tell me again why you feel so guilty.”

As far as Josh was concerned, there were a million reasons—actually twenty million reasons—to feel guilty because all those millions had the potential to make him exactly like his father. 

“Even though we talked about some techniques for releasing your guilt, you haven’t let go of one thing. I’m not sure I’m doing you any good.”

Well, crap, now, on top of his other guilt, he also felt guilty about disappointing Dr. Bob. “Yes, you are,” Josh mumbled. 

“Josh, then you need to admit you are not your father!”

“Can we talk about Lisa again?”

Dr. Bob groaned. ​

FACEBOOK WARS

To: monalisa121 

From: Dana2000 

Lisa! Holy shit! Have you looked at your mother’s Facebook page???? You need to look right now.

Oh, crap. What now? Lisa opened her mother’s Facebook page and there—OMG—was something she’d hoped never to see. 

Barbara Novak: Monday at 9:23AM

This is a picture of my beautiful daughter and her wonderful fiancé, Matt. Taken at their engagement party. Don’t they look perfect for each other?

Connie Perez 

Aww! They look so cute! And he’s so handsome.

Stephanie Kaufman 

What a nice-looking couple.

Gina DeMaio 

When’s the wedding?

Rochelle Garrett 

Who’s the groom? He looks familiar.

Sylvia Stern 

Barbara, didn’t you already post this about a year ago?

Lisa Novak 

MOM! What are you doing!!! Why did you post a picture of Matt and me? Take it down!!!!! ​
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lisa took the subway home. She hated the subway. There were too many people for too few cars. It was like sardines in a can, including the oily part, like the greasy-haired guy with the wandering hands and bad breath pressing himself up against her back. She glanced over her shoulder and leveled a glare at Mr. Oily.

“Knock it off,” she told him.

He smiled back, a guileless smile he thought said, “Who me?” but actually it was more, “Okay, sure, it’s me. What are you going to do about it?”

Damn it, she missed her Toyota Camry with its built-in GPS and its freak-free zone.

Well, there were ways to deal with freaks. Lifting a foot, she stomped on Mr. Oily’s instep with her heel. He screamed. The train pulled to a stop at the station, and the doors whooshed open. He pushed his way off the train, but only after he gave her a what-the-fuck-lady glare.

One more stop. Thank God. Even though it was early October, it was over ninety degrees and she’d somehow picked a car with no air conditioning. By the time she exited the train, she was sweating like a pig. Sweating like a pig. Why did people say that? She was sure pigs didn’t sweat.

Now to home, where, oh joy, she got to climb four flights to reach her un-air-conditioned apartment and then she’d sit on her couch to eat the leftover burrito in her refrigerator because her apartment was too small for a dining table. She missed the big two-bedroom apartment she and Matt had shared in New Jersey. Although, she didn’t miss Matt. It wasn’t that she needed a man although, dammit, she did miss a man’s arms around her, making her feel loved and treasured. She missed the cuddling late at night in bed.

And, well, crap, she missed the sex. Yeah, she admitted it. She missed sex. Shit. Dana was right. She needed to get laid.

Climbing the stairs to street level, she made a left onto the avenue and started walking, her thoughts still on this dating thing she was dreading more and more. Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as she thought. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, tapped on the file Amy sent and read Mr. January’s description again. The information hadn’t changed since she looked at it this afternoon. Should she or shouldn’t she. She couldn’t decide. Maybe later, after she’d eaten, she’d be able to make a decision.

Sticking the phone into her pants pocket, she jerked to a stop when a car whizzed in front of her. She jumped back onto the curb. Oh, crap. Red light. That was a close call.

She looked around. Nothing seemed familiar. Where the hell was she? Looking up, she stared at the street sign. Holy shit. 107th. This wasn’t her neighborhood. Turning in a circle, she realized she must have gotten off at the wrong stop rather than her stop at 116th Street.

What the eff?

Was it possible to implant a GPS gadget in her brain because she sure needed it. She had the worst sense of direction in the world. She turned and looked in the direction she just came from, then checked over her shoulder in the direction she thought she was supposed to go. This was so dumb. It wasn’t like Manhattan was difficult to navigate, the streets were numbered, and amazingly, they were numbered sequentially. That should make it easy, right?

Wrong. Where most people possessed an inner GPS, Lisa’s radar focused on locating Converse tennis shoes.

She turned in a circle again, almost certain she needed to turn around. She peered down the street, hoping to see the subway entrance she’d exited out of, but the subway entrance was too far away to see. Rats. Pulling out her cell phone, she tapped on the map app hoping it would orient her.

“Lost, sweetie?”

Of course she was lost. Normal people didn’t walk around in circles muttering to themselves. She turned to stare at the old lady. The woman gave her a sly grin and leaned on the wire shopping cart piled high with everything she owned.

“Need help?” the lady nudged.

She hated to admit she couldn’t figure out how to find her way home, but then Lisa was known to get lost in her parents’ five-bedroom house so why should this be a surprise?

“Yes,” she said. “119th Street?”

The old lady observed her for a minute. “Shall I point the way?” she asked.

“Oh, yes, please.”

The old lady cackled. Then held her hand out.

“What?”

“I help you, you help me.” Another cackle and outstretched hand.

Seriously? Shaking her head at her own gullibility but helpless to say no unless she wanted to wander the streets of Harlem for the next few hours, Lisa reached into her pocket, pulled out a one-dollar bill and put it in the old lady’s hand.

The old lady studied it, then Lisa, disgust clear on her face. “Geez Louise, honey. What? Do you think it’s 1950 or something? What the fuck am I gonna do with a dollar?” She held her hand out again.

Lisa glared at the woman, determined not to cave. The woman stared back, mouth pursed tight, determined to win. Lisa figured she was younger, stronger, smarter—better dressed—so how could she lose. Right? The bag lady tilted her cart in preparation for leaving. 

Taking out her wallet, Lisa begrudgingly handed her a five. 

The woman sighed. “Come on, honey. Look at me,” she said, sweeping her hand from her head to her feet. “Rags. Shoes not worthy of the name. I haven’t seen a hairdresser in years,” she said like that was a fate similar to dying of the Bubonic Plague. “I’m hungry. And cold.”

Oh. My. God! “It’s ninety degrees, woman.”

Something flickered through the woman’s eyes, hopefully guilt, but probably not. “Okay, so I’m not cold but give it a month and I could be. And I am hungry.”

“I gave you six dollars. Go buy a meal.” Good Lord, now she was arguing with a bag lady. Talk about being reduced to the lowest common denominator.

That got a snort. “Where? McDonalds? Please. I don’t eat at McDonalds.”

“You’re a bag lady!” Lisa exclaimed.

Lisa remembered in the Shrek movie, there was this big-eyed expression Puss-in-Boots got when he stared into the camera, all sad and pathetic. It was the same look Lisa got from the bag lady. So much for being younger, stronger, smarter—better dressed. Nope, she was simply more gullible. Pulling a ten from her wallet, Lisa slapped it into the woman’s hand. “Now point the way.”

The woman, who clearly had a few loose screws, danced a little jig, twirling her finger in the air and singing “Happy days are here again” then pointed over Lisa’s shoulder. Feeling stupid, and a lot poorer, Lisa turned and started walking in the direction the woman pointed.

“Good luck, honey. Yer gonna need it,” the crazy lady called, and began singing again.

Yeah, yeah. So she was ridiculous. Waving a hand over her shoulder, she walked the necessary fifteen blocks. A left on 119thStreet, half a block from the avenue, up the stairs and she was home. She’d told herself she needed a little more fun in her life—and right now, that might, or might not, mean sex—but getting lost in Harlem and getting ripped off by a bag lady wasn’t what she’d had in mind.

Once inside, she gave her cat Lucy a quick scratch. Viewing her miniscule space, her eyes narrowed. It seemed different somehow, felt different, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Weird. 

“Give me a sec, Lucy, I’ll get you some food.” She bent to get the cat’s food bowl to find it was full. That was weird too. Hadn’t Lucy eaten?

Maybe she was so tired she was imagining things. Shrugging off her strange thoughts, she retreated to her eight-by-ten bedroom, took off those too-heavy, too-hot boots, then stripped out of her slacks and blouse. She carried the boots to her closet and set them next to her seven pairs of Converse shoes, the purple ones, the orange ones—her favorite—the red ones, the sequined ones, the pink ones, the normal black ones, and the neon green ones. She loved her sneakers. Okay, so high-top sneakers didn’t scream CPA, but who cared?

Most women who liked shoes were into high heels, but she wasn’t most women.

Because who would want to spend money on shoes that threw their back out then sent them to the podiatrist needing bunion surgery? Nope, it was sneakers only for Lisa. She’d even bought a pair of silver glittered ones to wear with her wedding dress. However, even though she’d liked them, they were now at the Goodwill along with her dress where some other weird girl would buy them to get married in. If, for some freaky reason, she was forced to wear regular shoes, she had a pair of black flats.

She ran a quick glance over her collection. Hmmm, tomorrow the pink ones.

Satisfied with her decision, she zapped her dinner in the microwave and ate, flipping through the channels on the TV while she thought about her life. The question was, was she ready to meet a man and move on? Answer: she was tired of being alone. She was tired of not having someone to share her life with. 

And yeah, she was horny.

She pulled up Eric Reagan’s picture again. She was still debating that call-him/text-him/email him thing but in the end she decided to text him because, duh, possible serial killer. Not that she believed he was a serial killer. But they were out there. Research said at any given time there were up to fifty serial killers operating in the U.S. That meant one per state. But who said New York had only one? After all, this was New York, where everything was supposedly bigger and better.

Or was that Texas?

Regardless, who was to say that all those serial killers who should be somewhere else wreaking havoc weren
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