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  Epicure, n. One devoted to sensual pleasure. One with sensitive and discriminating tastes, esp. in food or wine. (Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 10th Ed. 1993)
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  CHAPTER ONE


  FRIDAY


  Susie Troutman opened her eyes.


  “Jessie-ka! Is Miss Becky on yet?” she called. Her bed was so warm and comfortable that she didn’t want to get up.


  “It’s almost five, little Pickle,” Jess called from the living room downstairs. “I was just going to wake you up.” Jess always insisted that Susie take a rest after school was out and homework done. Even on Fridays when she had no homework. Susie hated being treated like a baby. After all, she was six and a half years old and in first grade. But it was funny—she always seemed to fall asleep.


  “Oh NOOOO! Miss Becky’s coming on! Gotta hurry!” Susie leaped from the bed, comfort forgotten, her plaid skirt and long thin legs flying. She grabbed her best pearl necklace that Grandma had given her and put it over her head. She jammed her feet, in their navy-blue school socks, into a battered pair of white satin mules with a few shreds of ostrich feathers still waving wearily on the instep. She smoothed her rumpled green-and-blue plaid jumper with the crest of St. Laurence’s School embroidered on the chest. Then she looked wildly around her cluttered little room. “Jessieeeeee! Where’s my Miss Becky? I CAN’T watch my show without her!” Susie wailed. “Blessed Saint Jude, help me find my Miss Becky. Hallelujah and amen.”


  “I’ll help you and Saint Jude find her,” Jess said. She chuckled as she came up the stairs.


  They rummaged through Susie’s untidy room, searching for the Miss Becky doll. Susie was nearly frantic.


  “Miss Becky will be SOOOOO mad if we miss her show!” Susie’s eyes welled with tears.


  “She’s got to be here somewhere, Suz. You didn’t leave her outside, did you?”


  Susie frowned. “Miss Becky doesn’t go outside. She’s got gorey-phobia. Like Mrs. Franey.” Mrs. Franey lived across the street from the Troutman-Grasia duplex and never left her house.


  Jess laughed. Her eyes fell on a small denim-clad doll’s leg peeking out from under the bed. She lifted the dust ruffle. “Here’s Miss Becky! She was under your bed, you silly.” Susie grabbed the doll and bolted from the room, raced halfway down the stairs and stopped.


  “Blessed St. Jude, we thank you for favors received,” she muttered quickly and made the sign of the cross. Then she ran down the rest of the stairs and threw herself onto the sofa. She arranged the sofa pillows carefully around the doll, making sure Miss Becky was comfortable, and settled back to watch her show. Jess followed, smiling at Susie’s eagerness, and sat down next to the little girl.


  “Aren’t you getting too old for this show, Pickle?”


  Miss Becky and Friends was the hottest children’s show on public television. Miss Becky was a little girl who lived on a farm and had all kinds of educational adventures with her friends Henry the Horse, Matilda the Cow and Chucky the Chicken. The characters were all Muppet-type puppets. Susie’s doll was a stuffed toy, soft and cuddly and an exact replica of the Miss Becky puppet on TV. Miss Becky had beige plush skin, brown eyes and curly raven-black hair. She wore overalls and a red and white checked shirt, and a straw hat tied down with a red bandanna. It was Susie’s favorite toy.


  Susie clutched her doll tighter. “Am not too old either, Jessie-ka. Miss Becky is my very favorite.”


  The show was over-sweet and over-cute, with jingly little songs that children sang endlessly after the show was over-the kind of show that made adults leave the room. But Jess actually enjoyed watching the show. A lonely part of her longed to disappear into a magic world where everyone was happy and problems were solved in twenty-five minutes. She could lose herself in the show and in Susie’s delight with it, and forget for a while.


  As the opening scenes rolled across the TV screen, Susie’s gray eyes were as wide as saucers. Jess stroked her long, straight golden-brown hair. Susie was not a pretty little girl—she was thin and gawky, with a narrow face and pale skin—but Jess suspected that Susie would be striking when she grew up. Not a beauty, but a real head-turner nonetheless. Right now, her intense rapture over Miss Becky and Friends was endearing.


  Today’s theme was baby animals—Miss Becky had found a baby bluebird that had fallen from its nest and wanted its mommy and daddy. Of course there was a little song to go with it:


  

  I want to go home


  To my nest in the tree


  Where it’s dry, safe and warm


  That’s where I should be


  Oh where is my mommy


  And my daddy too


  Why did they leave me?


  I feel so blue.


  

  Jess thought of Ramon-his deep laugh, his warm strong hands. Her throat tightened, and tears began spilling over her cheeks. Susie noticed Jess’ tears and cuddled closer to her. She used the Miss Becky doll to wipe away the wetness from Jess’ face.


  “Don’t worry, Jessie. They’ll come back.”


  Jess hugged the little girl tightly. No, they don’t. And you’ll find out too soon that they don’t, Pickle. A few more tears, this time for Susie, rained down on the girl’s head.


  “The baby bird’s parents will too come back,” Susie said in a reproving tone as she wiped the top of her head with her hand. “I know that already. You’re thinking about Uncle Ramon and Mommy.”


  “You did it again, Pickle. Quit reading my mind.”


  “I can’t help it if I know stuff,” Susie said impatiently.


  “It’s going to get you in trouble someday. I know that much,” Jess replied, wiping her eyes on the back of her hand.


  An odd expression came into Susie’s eyes. “Know what else? You’re going to get in trouble with me. Big trouble.”


  “C’mon, let’s watch the show. You’re creeping me out here,” said Jess.


  “OK.” Susie was instantly absorbed again.


  Jess clicked up the volume on the TV with the remote.


  Forget it, just forget it, she told herself.


  The rain poured down in silvery sheets on the cobblestones in Old City Philadelphia. There were no tourists wandering around on this soggy late afternoon. No one gawking at the brick-fronted, historically certified trinity homes on tiny Ashland Street. Nobody trying to get a glimpse of what was behind the curtained windows of the houses. From these windows, yellow incandescent light filtered through, making watery, pale gold reflections in the gray puddles on the sidewalks. The few people that were out walking moved quickly, hunched under umbrellas.


  On fine October evenings, Philadelphia’s famous Society Hill would be alive with people. The brick-and-wood homes that lined the streets dated back two hundred years and more, and the simple clean lines of the Georgian Colonial style were pleasing to the eye. Tall trees lined the streets, blazing with the reds and oranges of fall color. There were almost-hidden little alleys where the original cobblestones and brick sidewalks still paved the street. There was a feeling of entering a time warp back to the Colonial city—which could be spoiled only if someone decided to park a car illegally in the narrow street.


  There would be voices and laughter and, later, the raucous noises of late partyers stumbling home after an extended happy hour in one of the trendy bars by the Delaware River. For now, there was only the sound of driving rain and the splash of the cars rolling through the rush hour. Suddenly a stray cat yowled in the street. It carried over the splash and thrum of the rain, an eerie sound that made a man who lived in one of the homes on Ashland Street shudder.


  Dr. Bennett Sykes was hunched naked in a chair in the corner of his bedroom. In front of him was a computer, the monitor casting its pale glow on his face. He was checking his E-mail. He had just come out of the shower, and his wavy dark-blonde hair curled damply on the back of his neck. He had one new message.


  He clicked it open and sat staring at the jumble of letters on the screen. After a minute or two, a smile touched his lips. He closed his eyes for a moment, as if in prayer. Then he deleted the message. He squared his shoulders, like a person beginning a large and complicated task.


  He began to type out a reply.


  Across the narrow street, a curtain in an upstairs window flicked almost imperceptibly. A thin woman stood next to the window in the darkened room. She lifted a pair of binoculars to her eyes. Each lens had been carefully hooded to insure that there would be no telltale glare. She focused on Bennett Sykes’ bedroom. Bennett’s sheer white curtains made it seem like she was peering through a mist, lending the scene a dreamlike quality. A sigh escaped her as her eyes took in the broad, bare shoulders, the strongly muscled back, and the slender, nimble fingers dancing over the keyboard. She took no notice of what he was typing. She took one hand off the binoculars and slid it slowly down her body, over her small breasts and flat stomach, and let it come to rest between her thighs.


  Bennett finished his email and sent it. He linked his fingers and stretched out luxuriously in his chair, like a cat. Then he rose and began to dress for work.


  The woman across the street moaned.


  It had been a long, lousy day. More like a Monday than a Friday. First, the kids woke up cranky and miserable.


  “MOOOOM! Where’s my Taz shirt? I gotta wear it today!”


  “MOOOOM, I hate Frosted Bran Flakes! Can’t we have waffles?”


  “He hit me!”


  “She started it!”


  “You are such a moron, you jerk!”


  “Blow it out your ear, butt-head.”


  “MOOOOOM! Sam called me a butt-head!”


  Kasidy herself couldn’t find a pair of pantyhose without a run. She decided to wear a pantsuit but the jacket had a grease spot on the sleeve. Finally Kasidy got them and herself fed, dressed, and into the minivan. And she was only ten minutes late. During the drive to school in the pouring rain and the snarled-up Center City traffic, Sam and Karen kept up a constant barrage of whining, sniveling, and complaining.


  I’m going to go freakin’ postal, she thought. She turned the radio up in a futile effort to drown them out. Even the anesthetic melodies of the “smooth jazz” station couldn’t cut it.


  When she pulled up sharply in front of Friends’ Middle School with a squeal of brakes, she yanked on the parking brake, turned to them and glared at each one in turn. Finally, they were silent.


  “You two have used up your daily allowance of tattling and whining, and it’s not even eight AM yet. I don’t want to hear any more of this crap when I come to pick you up. Got it?” Kass spoke through gritted teeth.


  Sam and Karen sighed. “OK, Mom.”


  “And I don’t want to hear any tomorrow or Sunday either. Understood?”


  “But Mom, aren’t we going to see Dad this weekend?” Sam asked anxiously.


  Now it was Kasidy’s turn to sigh. “Honey, I don’t know. He hasn’t called.”


  Sam stared at Kass for a long moment. Then he snorted. “Geez. What a jerk. Well, bye, Mom.” He leaned over the seat and kissed her. Then he got out and slammed the door, just a tad too hard.


  “Hey, Karen, this is your stop too.” Kass looked at her sullen daughter.


  Karen was silent. Then she reached for the door handle.


  “You know what? Divorce sucks. ’Bye, Mom.” Karen also slammed the door hard.


  Kass pressed her lips together and drove on to work.


  Kasidy Rhodes was a newly divorced, single mother struggling with a career and two preteen children. Her husband Herb had left her abruptly six months ago, after eleven years of marriage, and entered a midlife affair with one of the paralegals at the law firm where he was a partner. He had been so anxious to get out of the marriage that he let Kass keep the town house on Spruce Street and almost all its contents. He’d taken only his personal belongings. He’d also ripped the very heart out of Kass’ world and taken that too.


  Kass looked in the rearview mirror at the traffic behind her. Sam, I think your father is a jerk too, but I’ll never tell you that, she thought. Herb was the only man Kass had ever really known, biblically and otherwise. He had lived up the street from her in Drexel Hill, and they had begun to date when Kass was fifteen. Herb was six years older than Kass, and seemed so mature and sophisticated to her.


  Herb had been a junior at Temple University, and Kass had been a senior in high school when they discovered she was pregnant with Karen. Kass had married Herb one week after graduation and had gone to work for an advertising agency, first as a secretary and then as a junior copywriter. They lived on her salary and loans from their in-laws until Herb graduated from Temple Law School. He was hired by Edwards, Elliot and Rubin in Philadelphia. By that time Sam had made his appearance. Herb quickly made partner and Kass gratefully retired to become a stay-home mom. To all appearances, they were an upscale yuppie family—successful, upwardly mobile, with active happy kids—until Louisa came along.


  She had met Louisa only once, at last year’s Christmas party, before the affair had begun in earnest. Louisa was a skinny girl with mousy brown hair, glasses and protruding front teeth. But she had a pair of the biggest, perkiest breasts Kasidy had ever seen. She remembered how Herb had hovered protectively around Louisa at the party, stealing glances down the V-neck of Louisa’s tight, metallic gold sweater.


  She glanced down at her own body. Kass was round all over—small round breasts, round belly, round thighs. Years of working out at the Y had taught her, finally at the age of twenty-eight, that she would never be tiny-waisted and flat-bellied like some of the other spandex-clad women there. She made up for it by dressing in tailored clothing that made the most of what she did have.


  What really set Kass apart was above her neck. She had thick, glossy chestnut hair, which she wore in a smooth shoulder-length cut that flattered her face. She had round amber eyes and a full mouth that curved into a lovely smile when she was happy. But these past few months the smiles had been few and far between.


  Her former employer, Holmes Fein & Company, hired her back as a copywriter after Herb left and she realized that his support checks were not going to cover all her expenses. As much as she disliked the daily hassle of getting to work and from work every day, the work itself was much better than staying home, crying over the soaps and brooding about Herb’s desertion.


  She parked her car in the garage across the street and ran into the building. No time to grab a cup of coffee from her favorite vendor on the corner. She pushed her way onto an already crowded elevator, ignoring the frowns and cold stares from the other passengers. She got off at her floor and hurried through the plush, opulently furnished lobby with the big brass letters on the wall proclaiming HOLMES FEIN & CO. Finally she made it to her little desk in the back of the offices.


  The copy for Chez Chiennes Noir, a trendy and expensive restaurant, lay on her desk with a yellow Post-it note stuck in the middle of the page. Mitchell had written in sprawling red letters, HATE IT. TRY AGAIN. Kass had worked on it for hours, slaving over each word. Just then Mitchell walked by.


  “Late again, Kass?”


  “Sorry, Mitchell.” Mitchell was tall, dark and gaunt. He was impeccably dressed in an Armani suit. Everything was perfectly pressed and his shoes had nary a scuff. He looked like he stepped out of a glossy magazine ad. His black eyes fixed contemptuously on the grease stain on her jacket. Kass reddened with embarrassment. Mitchell always made her feel like she was an unmade bed.


  “You saw my note? I want new copy by ten o’clock this morning. Dieter and Raoul are coming by for a lunch presentation at noon and I want to show them a killer ad for Philadelphia Magazine.” Dieter and Raoul were the owners of Chez Chiennes Noir. Kass suspected Mitchell had his eyes on Dieter. Mitchell’s eyes flicked over Kass. “Do a good job on the copy and clean up your jacket and maybe I’ll have you join us.”


  “I’ll do my best, Mitchell,” Kass replied. She wanted to scream.


  “Good girl,” he said, and continued on down the hall. His over-spiced cologne hung in the air behind him.


  Kass’ phone rang. Gritting her teeth, she picked up the receiver.


  “Kasidy Rhodes.”


  “Kass, its Herb.”


  “Hello, Herb,” she replied coolly. “Are you picking up the kids today or not?”


  “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Lou and I have decided to get married in the Virgin Islands. Lou wants to have Sam and Karen come with us. Isn’t that great?”


  Kass was speechless for a moment.


  “You there, Kass? Damn these cell phones…”


  “I’m still here, Herb. How nice for you,” Kass said. She hoped she sounded as icy-cold as she felt.


  “We leave next Friday. The kids will be out of school for a couple of days and then I’ll send them home, OK? So that means I’ll have them for two weekends in a row, this weekend and the next weekend. I went ahead and got the plane tickets for the four of us.”


  The bastard didn’t even ask me if it was OK, Kass thought. She closed her eyes as it abruptly sunk in that the “four of us” no longer included her.


  “Who’s paying room and board for this…excursion?”


  “I am. Geez, Kass, all you do is think about money.” Herb sounded injured, as if he couldn’t believe his ex-wife was such a money-grubber.


  “It’s OK with me, Herb.” Like I had a choice, you asshole. “I assume you want me to call the school and let them know.”


  “That’d be great, Kass. Don’t tell the kids though. Lou and I want to surprise them. Hey, aren’t you going to congratulate me?”


  “I’ll see you tonight, Herb. Gotta go.” Click.


  Married. Herb was actually going to marry his little Barbie doll. The realization slammed into her like a punch in the solar plexus. She ran to the ladies’ room before Mitchell could see her cry.


  Mitchell had read over the copy Kass put on his desk promptly at ten.


  “Now that’s much better,” he said. “‘The tranquil atmosphere of the streamlined, pastel-shaded Art Deco décor’—Dieter will love it. You’ll have to join us for lunch.”


  Kass could not believe that he liked the copy that she threw together in twenty overwrought minutes better than the copy she spent a full day on yesterday, but Mitchell was the boss.


  Lunch was not a pleasant experience. They went to Le Jardin, an alfresco restaurant near Rittenhouse Square. Since it was pouring rain, the sidewalk tables had been crammed into the tiny, steamy dining room, and it was so crowded and noisy Kass couldn’t hear herself think. Mitchell and Dieter were immediately engrossed in conversation, leaving Kass to talk to Raoul. The only thing Raoul was eloquent about was food, and he tasted every dish that was served to them, reaching rudely across to take forkfuls from other people’s plates. Then he would describe in excruciating detail how he could make it better, bringing his face so close to Kass’ as he spoke that she could see the remains of what he’d just tasted in his moustache.


  Kass was bored to tears. She was no gourmet, and she thought any meal that she didn’t have to cook or clean up after was just fine. Raoul’s monologues were nearly as intolerable as his breath, so she drank a bit too much wine in an effort to endure him without screaming. By the time they returned to the office, Kass had a raging headache. She spent the rest of the afternoon in Mitchell’s office, strategizing the ad campaign for Chez Chiennes Noir. Mitchell’s potent cologne didn’t help her headache at all.


  The day’s hard rain had made the city streets into dirty brown rivers, and when she left the office at five, traffic was messier than usual. A fifteen-minute drive took forty-five, and when she got home Herb had picked the kids up from their after-school program and brought them back to the house to pack for the weekend.


  The big town house, built in the 1820’s, had been Herb’s pride and joy. Marble steps, worn down in the middle by over a century of feet entering and leaving, ran up from the sidewalk to the red brick three-story home. Grecian marble pillars, gray with age, framed the tall wooden door with the important-looking brass doorknocker in the form of a lion’s head. There was a tiny courtyard to one side of the steps, enclosed by an elegant wrought-iron fence.


  The house looked warm and welcoming, with white shutters and doors and the multi-paned Colonial windows. As Kass drove by, in search of a parking spot, she was overcome by self-pity. Herb had just walked away from his precious house—and her—as if we were a couple of used Kleenexes. She parked in the street and came in through the front door, shaking off her umbrella. As she came in, she could hear excited shouts and laughter.


  Herb was sitting on the chintz-covered sofa. From the flushed and sparkling expressions on the kids’ faces, she guessed Herb had told them about his wonderful wedding plans.


  “Mom! Mom! Guess what! Dad’s taking us to the Virgin Islands next weekend!” cried Karen excitedly.


  “Yeah, and we get to miss two days of school!” Sam said.


  “I’ve never been to a wedding before! This is going to be soooo cool!” Karen was dancing around the living room like a prima ballerina. Herb sat back on the sofa with a self-satisfied grin.


  Kass’ head throbbed painfully. The day’s anger and frustrations burst inside her like a warhead, blasting away her last shreds of self-control. She glared at her children and her ex-husband, her face flushed with rage.


  “Hey! What happened to ‘Hi, Mom. How was your day?’” she snapped.


  The kids stopped and just stared at her. For a moment, Kass felt like the Grinch who stole Christmas, but then the anger swept in again. The last time she’d seen the kids so happy was before Herb left. Nothing she had done with them since had produced this kind of delighted reaction. Now Herb was going to marry his bimbo and the kids were in ecstasy. Go to hell, all of you, she thought.


  Herb looked at her. “Aw, Kass, lighten up. They’ll have a great time. Lou is really looking forward to having them there. We’ll take good care of them.”


  “Oh, they’ll have a wonderful time. You’ll play with them and buy them whatever they want—all the things you never did while we were married—and then it’s back to reality and boring old Mom who’s tired all the time from busting her ass to keep them fed and clothed. Well, fine. Go!” Kass ran to her room, sobbing, and slammed the door. After a few minutes of hushed conversation, the kids left with Herb and didn’t even try to say goodbye.


  Later, when she had cried herself out and her headache was gone, Kass was mortified at her outburst. She thought about calling the kids over at Herb’s, but she was sure Herb had told Louisa all about his bitch ex-wife’s temper tantrum. I simply can’t face speaking to that woman right now, she thought. Not even for Karen and Sam.


  She microwaved a diet dinner and ate it without tasting it. She took off her work clothes and threw them into a pile on the floor of her room. She put on her sweats, which made her look twenty pounds heavier. It’s not like there’s anyone around to see me, or to care what I look like, she thought.


  The person she wanted most to talk to would only see her words on a computer screen.


  Kass went into the tiny den that used to be a pantry and turned on the computer. It beeped and blinked and hummed as it went through its start-up routine. Herb had gotten it as a Christmas present for himself, about two months before he moved out. Kass had been uninterested in it, but the kids liked it and used it.


  It was Karen who had introduced Kass to the wonders of cyberspace. Kass had come in one evening, after listening to Karen click away for about two hours.


  “What are you doing there, sweetie?” she had asked.


  Karen jumped, a little guiltily. “Um, this is a chat room, Mom. I’m talking to my friends.”


  Kass had read all the bad press about chat rooms. How dangerous they were, and how nobody but sex-crazed perverts hung out in them. Her first instinct was to scold Karen and turn off the computer. But she looked at the screen and saw at least ten different names. There were all sorts of odd abbreviations Kass didn’t understand, but as she read what people were typing, she realized it was a fairly innocuous conversation. Typical ten-year-old girl stuff. One person named “Cybergrrrl” was fervently singing the praises of Justin Timberlake.


  Kass was drawn to it in spite of herself. Karen fidgeted as her mother stared at the screen.


  “Mom, it’s a monitored chat room. For kids. I know all the rules about not giving your real name and personal information and stuff. Please don’t make me turn it off. PLEEEEEASE?”


  Kass looked at the screen, and at her daughter’s face. “Show me how this works,” said, surprising herself with her sudden interest.


  As Kass explored the Internet, she found a chat support group for divorced parents. Here people aired their gripes, heartbreaks, and rage over their ex-spouses, their kids, and life in general. Kass became a regular in the group and found chatting online with like-minded people a cheap and easy kind of therapy. It helped her to adjust to a life she hadn’t chosen.


  She needed badly to chat tonight. When the computer finished its beeping and blinking routine, she logged on.


  “You’ve got mail,” said the cheerful electronic voice. Kass clicked the mouse to open the note.


  TO: mamakass


  FROM: DR.B


  RE: where have you been?


  Hey {{{{{{{{mamakass}}}}}}}}}}}I missed you this week. I’ll be online Friday until about 8 or so. Look for you then.


  Kass had to smile at all the hug symbols Bennett had put around her screen name. With a few more mouse clicks, Kass quickly found her chat room.


  “Please be there, B,” she whispered. “God, do I need to talk to you.” The chat room was nearly full to capacity, which surprised her. “But then, what else do lonely people do on rainy Friday nights? Geez, it would be nice if a few of us went out once in a while so they could tell us if there’s still life out there,” she muttered as she checked the list of people in the room. She sighed with relief when she saw the name she was looking for.


  Hi all, she typed. Hey there B.


  DR.B responded HEY THERE {{{{{MAMAKASS}}}}. How are you tonight?


  Lousy, Kass wrote. Really lousy. Louisa lousy. LOL.


  DR.B used the ‘whisper’ icon to respond to Kass so no one else could read what he wrote. Tell me all about it. You must be really down.


  DR.B was Kass’ favorite online friend. He had been married to a woman named Sylvia, who had left him for a ski bum fifteen years her junior she met when they vacationed in Colorado last year. Syl and her gigolo were living on the hefty spousal support checks he had to send each month. He could be bitingly funny about Sylvia and Trent and the money, but he never whined about his ex-wife like some of the other men in the room did. Part of DR. B’s charm was his humor and wit. And he always seemed genuinely concerned about her and her happiness. She often thought, If only people were like this in “real life”, the world would be a much better place. More good warm hugs to be had, too.


  Kass typed furiously, whispering back to Dr. B about her bad day, her jealousy of Herb and Louisa, how the kids she loved so much were so happy about their father’s wedding that it just killed her…


  When Kass had finished her long paragraph of griping and sent it, there was a long pause. No reply.


  Still there, B? Sorry if I bored you, she typed.


  ZZZZZZ, came the response.


  LOL, she typed. She really did laugh out loud.


  Where do you live, MamaKass?


  Kass paused a moment. Oh well, what could it hurt, she thought.


  Fifth and Spruce Streets in Philly, she typed back.


  You’re kidding!! I live on Ashland Street in Society Hill. Just a few blocks away!


  Kass was astonished. This man, who she’d confided in, developed a friendship with, and wished so hard was “real”, lived within walking distance of her. The coincidence was mind-boggling. Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she replied.


  WOW! Who would have guessed? I’ve been talking to you for all these months & I never knew you lived so close! Ashland Street—we’re practically neighbors!


  What would you think about meeting F2F? I’ve often wondered what you look like.


  I don’t look like much. 5 ft. tall, reddish hair, hazel eyes, 135 lbs.


  Sounds good to me. I’m 6ft tall, brown eyes, blond hair, 170 lbs.


  You sound yummy. Surprised no one’s snapped you up yet.


  Well the wrong one did.


  LOL, B.


  Haven’t found the right girl yet. Working nights doesn’t help.


  A voice inside Kass’ head said he probably was really short, fat and bald. But if that were true, then why would he want to meet face to face? And he had been thinking about her. Wondering about her. Nobody thought about her anymore. In her loneliness, Kass forgot all about the rules she so strictly enforced on Karen.


  After a minute or two, So what do you think? flashed onto Kass’ screen.


  Kass took a breath. OK, she typed. When and where?


  Dinner. Tomorrow. There’s a new restaurant, Chez Chiennes Noir. I’m one of their regulars. Know where it is?


  Yes.


  OK. Seven o’clock. Meet me in the bar.


  How will I know you?


  You’ll know me.


  I can’t believe I’m going on a date. But I feel like I’ve known you forever.


  Me too. I can’t wait. This is going to be fun.


  OK. Seven at Chiennes Noir.


  You got it. Gotta go get ready for work. See you tomorrow.


  Wait! What’s your name? In case I need to ask for you.


  Bennett.


  Kass stared at the screen for a long time after Bennett logged out.


  I have a date. A real live dinner date with a man. A man I’ve never met, but who is one of my closest friends. Well, hot damn! She smiled for the first time that day.


  She noticed that another of her cyber-friends was trying to get her attention.


  WAKE UP MAMAKASS, Merry had typed.


  Geez, don’t shout. Hurts my ears, replied Kass.


  LOL Mama. You and Dr. B were whispering about something, weren’t you? Are you OK?


  Very OK. Merry—turns out he lives near me & he asked me for a date!!


  Merry typed nothing for a minute or two. Kass checked the lag time.


  You there, Merry?


  Merry suddenly left the chat. She must have moofed, thought Kass. Kass logged off also.


  As she got ready for bed, she decided to go to Strawbridges’ tomorrow and buy a new dress. Maybe some new shoes and perfume too. I’m acting like a teenager, she thought. But it’s been twelve years since I was on a real date. She looked in the bathroom mirror and smiled at herself. Her eyes shone and her cheeks glowed.


  Part of her mind whispered that she could be making a big mistake, but she ignored it.


  “Fuck you, Herb, and your bimbo bitch, too,” she said to her reflection.


  Her reflection laughed back at her.


  On Ashland Street, a woman slammed her fist down on her computer keyboard. A few of the keys popped off and flew to the floor.


  “Goddamn you, Bennett Sykes! If I can’t have you I’ll be damned if that little slut will!” Hysterical laughter filled the room as the woman yanked the keyboard out of the computer and began smashing it against the desktop.


  A young couple strolled down the historic street, under the shelter of a single umbrella. Even with the splash of the rain and the windows closed they could hear the unsettling sound of the high-pitched laughter and of splintering plastic being pounded mercilessly. They paused for a moment to listen.


  “Wonder if it’s domestic violence if you’re beating up your appliances?” said the young man in a feeble attempt to be witty.


  “Maybe it should be. Weird, huh?” the girl replied. She shivered a little and clung tightly to her boyfriend’s arm. “Let’s get moving.”


  They began walking a little faster down to Pine Street, escaping from the noise.


  When Susie’s mother got home from work, Jess crossed the front porch and unlocked the front door of her own house. She turned on the lights, illuminating the shabby furniture, the old console television, and the worn carpet with its matted pile. The only pictures on the yellowed living room walls were two photographs—Jess’ First Communion portrait and her high school graduation portrait. There was a whiter rectangle on the wall where another picture had hung until recently.


  Everything in the house was almost as it was before her father died. Jess looked around the depressing little room and sighed deeply. She missed him so much.


  Jess’ mother had disappeared when she was a year old. Her father, Ramon, tended to his single-parent duties with a fierce devotion. He adored his daughter, and she took great pleasure in living up to his every expectation. She made straight A’s in school, became the star of the swim team and was a soloist in the school choir.


  Ramon Grasia was a stocky, homely man who had emigrated to Philadelphia from Puerto Rico when he was a teenager. He worked as a bus driver for SEPTA, getting by on his salary, but he wanted more for Jess. He gave up smoking when Jess was five, and used the money he no longer spent on cartons of cigarettes to buy lottery tickets. He would pull her close to him and let her hold the tickets. “Querida, when we win I will take you all over the world.” He would have her get out her geography book and they would plot a trip around the world. They spent hours discussing each country they would visit—the languages, customs, terrain, cuisine—enjoying the fun of learning together.


  Or he would say, “I will build you a beautiful house,” and Jess would run for her colored pencils and paper. They would sit at the kitchen table, drawing pictures of homes. Ramon clutched stubs of pencil in his big fist, scribbling away as enthusiastically as his little girl, making grand architectural creations that would have been impossible in real life. Years went by and Ramon never won the jackpot, but he and Jess didn’t mind. It was so much fun just to dream together.


  When she entered high school, he would tell her, “When we win, you will go to college.” That would spark a discussion of which college Jess would attend and what she would major in. Jess brought home college catalogues from school and they would pore over the glossy pages. Ramon compiled lists of the best-paying jobs for college graduates. Jess hoped for a scholarship, so Ramon encouraged her in her athletics and music, losing a lot of overtime in order to attend Jessica’s concerts and swim meets, but it didn’t matter. He had to be there for her.


  But in the end, there was no scholarship. There was only enough money for Jess to go to vocational school. She became a medical technician, and went to work in the pathology department of Hahnemann Hospital in Philadelphia.


  That summer, Ramon’s lottery numbers finally came up. He was the sole winner of a two million-dollar lump-sum jackpot. He and Jess had their pictures in the paper. Susie’s mother tipped one of the local TV stations off to her neighbors’ lifelong dream-come-true tale, and they sent a reporter and cameraman to cover their trip to Harrisburg to collect the lottery check. Ramon looked into the camera and grinned, his strong arm around his fair-haired daughter’s shoulders – a bit of a reach for him. “Harvard Medical School is very expensive,” he gravely informed the invisible audience. “When my daughter goes there she will need this money.” The reporter and lottery officials laughed.


  “Man, those two look so different,” muttered the cameraman, focusing on Jess’ shy, lovely face. “Day and night. Definitely her mother’s daughter.”


  Ramon invested his winnings carefully and continued working for SEPTA. Jess spent her afternoons filling out college applications. A month after the trip to Harrisburg, a man boarded Ramon’s bus. The skinny man’s
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