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    Nic Tatano


    I've always been a writer of some sort, having spent my career working as a reporter, anchor or producer in television news. Fiction is a lot more fun, since you don't have to deal with those pesky things known as facts.


    I spent fifteen years as a television news reporter and anchor. My work has taken me from the floors of the Democratic and Republican National Conventions to Ground Zero in New York to Jay Leno's backyard. My stories have been seen on NBC, ABC and CNN. I still work as a freelance network field producer for FOX, NBC, CBS and ABC.


    I grew up in the New York City metropolitan area and now live on the Gulf Coast where I will never shovel snow again. I'm happily married to a math teacher and we share our wonderful home with our tortoiseshell tabby cat, Gypsy.


    Follow me on Twitter @NicTatano.


    


    

  


  
    For Myra … who makes everything beautiful.


    


    And Steve … the brother I never had.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    “Dating you would be like dating Mike Wallace,” said the dark-haired hunk, who could easily be considered for a certain magazine’s Most Beautiful People issue.


    Before you get the wrong idea about that comment, let me say that I do not in any way, shape or form physically resemble the legendary reporter. I’m actually a slender redhead with emerald-green eyes, classic high cheekbones with a constellation of freckles, little dimples when I smile, and a whiskey voice that sounds like it lives in a smoky bar and channels Demi Moore. Tonight it’s all packaged in a brown-paper wrapper consisting of a bulky sweater and pants, while my hair is up (as it always is) in a tight bun and my eyes peer through Coke-bottle glasses. Gotta maintain the journalistic credibility. If you wanna be taken seriously as a woman in my business, you can’t play the glamour card.


    But as for the Mike Wallace comment, I am the city’s most recognizable and feared investigative reporter who channels the 60 Minutes icon every chance I get.


    So I sorta get what the guy’s saying, but then again I don’t. Does he mean that he admires my work as much as that of the broadcasting legend? Or that when he kisses me he’ll be thinking of an eighty-year-old guy who’s dead?


    So I said, “I’m not sure how to take that.”


    He leaned forward and I felt his knee gently brush mine, sending a subtle jolt of electricity through my body. “Oh, it’s a compliment,” he said with a smile. “I mean, everyone knows you’re the best reporter in town.”


    I tried to hold back a smile but couldn’t as I looked at this Greek god with the chiseled jawline sitting before me in a dark-gray windowpane suit. The rest of the bar faded to grayscale as he provided the only color in the room. His deep-blue eyes became beacons as I caught a faint whiff of Fendi cologne. A subliminal daydream whipped through my mind and I saw myself being carried to the bedroom by those broad shoulders, my legs wrapped around his slim hips.


    However, given enough ointment, there’s always a fly.


    “But … ” he said.


    Oh shit, here it comes.


    Again.


    “I just know if I asked you out you’d probably run a background check on me and unearth any skeletons I have in my closet. And I would never be able to lie to you. I mean, no one lies to Belinda Carson and gets away with it.”


    Investigative reporter red flag alert. “Does that mean you lie to all the women you date?”


    “I didn’t say that—”


    I leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “But you have lied to women before or you wouldn’t have brought it up.”


    “Why do you think that?”


    “Your previous statement implies that you have been less than truthful with previous girlfriends. What aren’t you telling me?”


    He looked to one side, flashed a crooked smile. “Geez, lady, turn it off.”


    “Turn off what?”


    “The investigative reporter thing. What’s next, hot lights and thumb screws?” He downed the rest of his drink and stood up. “Look, I don’t think this is gonna work. It was nice meeting you, Belinda.” He shook his head and smiled. “Wait till I tell the guys at the office I got interrogated by the Brass Cupcake.”


    Yeah, that’s my nickname in the Big Apple, courtesy of those clever headline writers at The Post. Great for journalism, a killer when trying to meet men.


    The colors returned to normal in the trendy watering hole. Half the crowd leaned against the brass rail running the length of the dark oak bar, while the Tiffany lamps above the small round tables provided subdued light to the other half. My best friend Ariel Baymont slid her tall, willowy frame into the next chair and quickly noticed the previously occupied seat at our table was now empty. “What happened to the total package who was here five minutes ago?”


    I exhaled, shook my head and looked down into my nearly empty glass.


    “You did it again, didn’t you?”


    “Yeah,” I muttered, then slugged down the remainder of my rum concoction.


    “Trying to drown your sorrows?”


    “I would, but the little bastards have learned how to swim.”


    She wrapped her arm around my shoulders and I leaned my head on hers. “Aw, sweetie, we’re going to have to work on your bedside manner.”


    “You’re assuming a man has been remotely close to my bed.”


    She pulled back and gave me a soulful look with her ice-blue eyes. “Well, all is not lost. We’ll try again this weekend. Anyway, the cute guy who was hitting on me earlier wants to go someplace where we can talk.”


    “So you’re taking him home.”


    She shrugged, then started to twirl her honey-blonde hair with one finger. “We can talk there as well as anyplace.”


    I raised one eyebrow. “Talk. Right.”


    “You know, I can see why you’re such a good reporter. You really are a human lie detector.”


    “Yeah, I might as well change my name to Polly Graph.”


    “Cute. Anyway, we still on for Saturday night?”


    “Thanks to my aforementioned bedside manner, my dance card is clear.”


    She leaned over and kissed me on the side of the head. “Great. I’ll see you then. Hang in there, Wing Girl.”


    ***


    Before we go any farther, I should explain the “Wing Girl” concept and how it applies to me, since that is my current after-hours nickname.


    As most women know, a good-looking guy will often cruise the bars with a “wing man” at his side, the theory being that men in pairs can separate women in mismatched pairs (one attractive, one not), using a divide and conquer tactic designed to liberate the good-looking woman from the skank. This presumes that the hot girl will not take off and leave her unattractive friend to fend for herself. The wing man swoops in like a dog after a pork chop and takes one for the team, chatting up the skank while his friend moves in on aforementioned hottie, who no longer feels obligated to keep her homely friend company and is thereby freed to engage in extracurricular activities.


    It’s a little different for those without a Y chromosome, and totally opposite in my case. Here’s the deal. When it comes to attracting the opposite sex, I am to my friends what a puppy is to a single guy.


    Ariel and my circle of friends have dubbed me “Wing Girl” because I end up taking one for the team every time. However, the strategy my friends use is backwards. Since I am a very recognizable member of the media, it’s a case of moths, meet flame. I’m not sure if it’s the fame thing or the challenge of possibly nailing the Brass Cupcake, but it works, drawing in attractive men who I naturally turn off, leaving my friends with very delectable leftovers. My friends always end up with positive results while I finish the evening without so much as a request for a phone number. My Wing Girl moniker started out as a term of endearment, something fun, but lately it’s beginning to wear thin.


    I don’t mean to repel men like a Star Trek force field. Really, I don’t. But as I approach the big three-oh, I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever be able to drop my “prosecutor from hell” persona when I’m off the clock. And I really want to. Before that other clock, the biological one that’s ticking louder every day, strikes twelve.


    Because, and don’t ever tell my boss this, beneath the brass lies a real cupcake looking for her perfect icing.


    ***


    “Cupcake, you really nailed the Senator last night.”


    My boss, the grizzled Harry Coyne, whose face is so wrinkled it would tie up a dry cleaner for a day, smiled as I took a seat at the conference room table for the morning meeting, his daily sit-down with the dozen reporters on the dayside staff.


    “Thanks,” I said.


    Now, before we get the PC police involved in this, let me explain a little about newsroom language. We usually call each other by last names or, in my case, nicknames. And you might think that a man calling a woman “Cupcake” in the office would violate a litany of sexual harassment laws and cause thousands of dollars of “emotional stress” to the recipient of said nickname. But since I’m cool with it and the rest of the staff knows it, it’s not a big deal.


    Of course, the first time Harry called me Cupcake, the human resources troll happened to be within earshot and her harassment-sniffing dogs confirmed that this improper term of endearment was, in fact, being used by men in the newsroom. I explained to her that it originated in The Post, we all thought it was funny (as well as dead-on appropriate), I actually liked the nickname, and considered it a compliment. The troll, a two hundred pound fireplug, actually typed up a release form, which I had to sign saying I approved of the term and would not sue the station nor hold anyone accountable should I suddenly decide to become offended. That night after the troll went home, one of our photographers went down to her office with a chisel and added the prefix “In” to the “Human Resources” nameplate outside her door. Now she had the nickname “Inhuman Resources,” which spread through the station like wildfire and stuck like superglue.


    Back to the original comment, in which Harry highlighted the fact that I nailed the Senator. While this might have meant something sexual had I been a Washington, DC intern in a blue dress, the term “nailed” in the news business meant that I exposed some serious shit about a politician, in this case a New York State Senator.


    And you have to understand where Harry’s coming from. He broke into the business in the dinosaur age, when smoke-filled newsrooms were populated by nothing but men and the only women in the building were secretaries. When the women’s movement was making inroads into the biz, the men lived by the mantra “keep the broads out of broadcasting” as they fought an unsuccessful battle. Harry is still old-school on the subject of equality in the television news industry, thinking most women are simply eye candy, but he loves me because he says I’m “one of the guys.”


    You beginning to see my problem?


    Harry just turned sixty, and doesn’t look a day over seventy-five. The shock of white hair and the closely cropped matching beard doesn’t help. His gray eyes are framed by a flock of crow’s feet. He’s short and stocky, maybe five-six, with a bay window from too many trips to the tavern across the street for a cold one after the newscast. The trademark red suspenders harken back to a bygone era. He paced around the glassed-in conference room channeling DeNiro with that baseball bat in The Untouchables, whacking a ruler into his hand as he recapped the previous newscast. “Yessir, damn fine reporting.” Tap, tap, tap. He stopped behind the reporter who would be this morning’s victim, fortyish general assignment reporter Bob Evanson, then rested the ruler on the man’s shoulder like he was knighting the guy. “She woulda done a better job on your piece last night.”


    Evanson looked over his shoulder as fear crept into his dark eyes. (Evanson, it should be noted, is a product of Catholic school and therefore has a genetic fear of rulers.) “All the facts checked out, Harry. What was wrong with it?” he asked, voice cracking.


    “Oh, nothing was wrong with it,” said Harry, continuing his parade around the room. “You didn’t go for the kill shot. You had the guy and you let him off with a slap on the wrist. Softball questions.” Tap, tap, tap. “Just lob the damn things over the plate like it’s a beer league.”


    “I thought my questions were valid.”


    “Yeah, they were valid, but soft. The Cupcake woulda nailed his ass to the wall and lit up a cigarette afterwards on the set.” (Interesting visual that would no doubt land me on the front page of The Post.) He stopped, then turned to face the reporter. “You know the difference between you and her, Bob?” He pointed the ruler at Bob, then me.


    Evanson rolled his eyes and exhaled audibly. “No, Harry. What?”


    “You’re too nice. You never go for the jugular. What makes her a great reporter is that she’s a bulldog with absolutely no social skills.”


    My head jerked back like I was hit with a blow dart.


    “Ouch,” said feature reporter Stan Harvey, who was sitting next to me. “That one left a mark.”


    Harry glanced at me with his best attempt at an apologetic look. “No offense, Cupcake.”


    “None taken,” I said, lying through my slightly quivering lips.


    And for the first time in my eight years in the business, I almost showed emotion.


    Almost.


    But I felt it.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Most interventions are surprises, hitting the target when he or she least expects it. In most cases, the focus is on someone with a drug or alcohol problem. Friends get together and confront the person, hopefully forcing that person to take action and deal with the problem.


    So I was surprised when I walked into Ariel’s impeccably decorated apartment on Saturday afternoon and found her and my two other closest friends sitting in a circle next to a whiteboard on an easel. It kinda stuck out amidst all the antique furniture.


    “Let me guess,” I said. “This is either an Amway meeting or you haven’t noticed this whiteboard clashes with your decor.”


    “Wing Girl, we need to talk,” said Ariel, patting the empty space on the dark-brown leather couch next to her.


    “What the hell is going on?” I asked.


    “It’s an intuhvention,” said Roxanne Falcone, the short but buxom raven-haired sister from Brooklyn I never had.


    “I don’t have a drinking problem,” I said.


    “No, you have a man problem,” said Serena Dash, the tall, doe-eyed brunette lawyer who, despite average looks, manages to spend her nights looking at more ceilings than Michelangelo.


    My jaw hung open. “So, what are you guys gonna do, list my bad qualities on the board?”


    “No, sweetie,” said Ariel. “We’re taking you to charm school.”


    My face tightened. “Charm school? Are you implying I am without charm?”


    All three looked away from me, at each other, then down at the hardwood floor.


    And then I heard Harry’s voice in my head. Absolutely no social skills.


    “I’ve had boyfriends in the past,” I said, in what I knew was a lame attempt at defending said charm.


    Roxanne rolled her eyes. “Again with the college professuh.”


    “He was nice,” I said.


    “He was an illegal alien who wanted to marry you for a green card,” said Ariel. “And don’t even bring up that fling with the student in that career day class you taught who just wanted a job at your station.”


    I felt my lip quivering. Serena noticed, got up, put her arms around me and gave me a strong hug. My eyes narrowed as I bit my lower lip, trying to keep my emotions in check.


    Serena pulled back and looked at me. “Let it out, Wing Girl. For once, just let it out.”


    “The Brass Cupcake doesn’t cry,” I said, standing up straight, arms folded. “There’s no crying in news.”


    “Great, now she’s channeling Tom Hanks,” said Roxanne.


    “You’re not an investigative reporter when you’re with us,” said Ariel. “You’re our dear friend, who we know has a huge heart. The problem is, no man can see it. It’s locked away in some journalism vault by this Brass Cupcake alter ego who thinks that if she lets it out her career will dive headfirst into the shitter.”


    “Let it out,” said Roxanne.


    “There’s nothing to let out!”


    “We want you to be happy,” said Ariel.


    “I am happy,” I said. “My career—”


    “With your life! Ariel got up and tapped me on the head with one knuckle. “Hello! McFly! There’s more to life than work.”


    Serena took me by one hand and led me to the couch. “Honey, if you keep going the way you’re going you’ll end up like one of those crazy cat ladies.”


    I sat down on the soft leather and let out an audible exhale. I knew they were right. I repelled men. And I did like cats an awful lot. “Fine,” I said. “So what’s the deal with this charm school?”


    “First,” said Ariel, as she moved to the white board and grabbed a magic marker, “we’re going to start with what you’re looking for in a man.”


    “Pffft. I’ll settle for breathing at this point,” I said.


    “Be serious,” said Serena.


    “Give us the qualities you’re looking for,” said Ariel.


    ***


    Ten minutes later we all looked at the very long list compiled on the board. Bright sunshine spilled through the large window, illuminating the room but shedding no light on my problem.


    Serena furrowed her brow. “Guys, I’m not sure he exists.”


    “Fuhgeddaboudit,” said Roxanne. “The only guys left are the Pope and Tim Tebow.”


    I shrugged. “So I have high standards.”


    “You have unreal standards,” said Ariel. “Your problem is that you’ve spent your life going after politicians who are supposed to be squeaky clean, and you expect the men you date to be that way. Everyone has baggage. Some have a carry-on, others have more than a trophy wife on a European vacation.”


    “Fine,” I said. “So I need to lower my standards.”


    “You don’t have to lower them,” said Serena, “you just have to learn to accept the fact that there is no one out there with every single quality you want.”


    I nodded, realizing they were right. “Okay. So I become more open minded about men. There, we’re done. Let’s go to dinner.”


    “Not so fast,” said Ariel. “And not dressed like that. You’re not going out in those outfits anymore.”


    I looked down at my clothes, a pair of red and black plaid slacks and a bulky purple sweater. “What’s wrong with this?”


    “It’s fine if you wanna pick up a guy at Home Depot,” said Roxanne.


    “I always attract men,” I said. “That’s why you call me Wing Girl.”


    “The Brass Cupcake attracts men,” said Serena. “Belinda needs to learn how to keep them.”


    “Really?” said Ariel. “Pants and flats for a Saturday night?”


    “They’re comfortable,” I said.


    “Men want heels and skirts,” said Serena. “We know you’ve got great legs under there. We’ve been to the beach with you.”


    “And the hair,” said Roxanne, rolling her eyes as she pointed at my head.


    “What?” I asked.


    “The bun is done,” she said.


    “You’re blessed with that beautiful red and you tie it up in a bun of steel,” said Ariel. “Meanwhile, the glasses have got to go. We need to see that green.”


    “I can’t see without glasses.”


    “As a reporter you should know there’s been a fabulous new invention called contact lenses,” said Serena. “Maybe you’ve read about it.”


    “So you’re giving me a total makeover.”


    “Yep,” said Ariel.


    “Right now?”


    ***


    As my friends took inventory in my two bedroom closets, I wasn’t sure how this makeover thing was gonna come out. I mean, I’ve got three women who are all very different and the combined advice might result in something out of a horror movie.


    Ariel is my oldest and closest friend. She’s a tall drink of water from a wealthy section of Connecticut who grew up with every privilege and ran off the trust fund reservation by actually having a career. The horror! A Madison Avenue copywriter, Ariel is clever at turning a phrase whether she has to pitch cars or feminine hygiene products. She can also weave a tapestry of words into a blanket under which a man becomes powerless.


    Always impeccably dressed in classic clothes and a strand of pearls, she’s the proverbial blue-eyed blonde with the high cheekbones, a sharp nose and full lips. Add her customary four-inch heels to the five-ten frame, and you’ve got a girl who could probably be a model if she wanted to.


    Serena is an attorney from California who learned early on that male members of a jury can often be distracted by a lawyer who dresses as if she needs a bail bondsman and a public defender. Her short hemlines are legendary in New York courtrooms, as she’s known for “skirting the issues” when it comes to closing arguments.


    She’s not a stunner by any means, but she’s kinda pretty and makes the most of what she’s got. In a sea of New York women obsessed with black, Serena has a closet full of red, so she always stands out. Her big, shoulder-length hair harkens back to the eighties, framing an angular face and a cute pug nose. She’s got these devilish hazel eyes that always make her look like she’s up to something. Probably because she is, either in the courtroom, bedroom, or both.


    Serena loves the law so much she carries that “lawyer-talk” out of the courtroom and often works it into everyday conversations. (I’ve picked up a little myself, as I think said style of speaking sounds cool.) But despite the fact she uses her wardrobe as a weapon during trials, she’s an excellent lawyer and could easily win her cases dressed in burlap.


    Roxanne is my gum-snapping Sicilian friend from Brooklyn who’s a hairstylist, or, as she calls it, “hairdressuh.” But she’s not just any salon gal; she’s sought far and wide by celebrities and the wealthy, who no doubt endure her wicked accent because she’s a miracle worker with scissors and a comb. She’s blessed with natural wavy hair, big light-green eyes and a great rack. Beneath the Brooklyn stereotype lies a girl with an IQ of about 160 who actually has a degree from Wharton but ditched the whole corporate thing for a career with a styling brush. She makes more money with her salon than she ever could in a boardroom.


    She’s about five-three, making her the shortest of our group, but the one you’d want in a foxhole because Roxanne doesn’t take shit from anybody. She’s a tight package: tight jeans, tight skirts, tight tops, tight walk with no wasted motion. You know the type. Also has the quickest wit, and can cut a man down to size with a comment sharp enough to slice a stale bagel.


    They made me get up on my kitchen step-stool like it’s some pedestal and then walked around me looking at the total package.


    “Let’s start at the top. The hair’s comin’ down,” said Roxanne, who reached up on her tiptoes to unleash the bun.


    I leaned away. “I like my hair up.”


    “Men like it down,” she said, grabbing my bun and struggling to pull the hairpin out of the Gordian Knot. “Geez, you could bounce quarters off this thing.” My strawberry locks dropped, hitting my shoulders. Roxanne ran her fingers through it. “Gawd, it’s like straw. But I can work with this. Women would kill for this color, you know.”


    “They can get it out of a bottle,” I said.


    “Yeah, but the carpet won’t match the drapes,” said Roxanne, with a wicked grin.


    Serena had been rummaging through one of my closets. “Where the hell are your heels?”


    “I don’t have any,” I said. “I’m five-five, that’s tall enough.”


    “Please tell me you didn’t just say that,” she said. “Is it therefore your contention that you do not own one single pair?”


    “Have you ever seen me in heels?”


    She sat down on the floor facing me. “Now that I think about it, no. Do you even know how to walk in them?”


    “I tried a pair in high school. Made my feet hurt.”


    “What size are you?”


    “Six. Narrow.”


    “I’m a nine. Rox?”


    “Sorry,” said Roxanne. “I got pancake flippers for feet.”


    “Ariel?”


    “Eight.”


    “So much for tonight.” She yelled for Ariel, who was going through my other walk-in closet. “What’s the dress situation?”


    Ariel stuck her head out of the closet and shook her head. “Nada. No dresses or skirts. Not even a pair of shorts except for some old ones that look like they lost a battle with a spray can and a weed whacker.”


    “Those are my cleaning shorts,” I said.


    “I’m assuming you clean this room once a year, whether it needs it or not,” said Ariel. “You know, a man would find this boudoir very inviting.”


    I looked around my bedroom and took in the unmade bed, pile of clothes thrown on the floor and a potato chip bag which shared the night stand with a couple of empty yogurt containers. “Fine, I’ll get a cleaning service.”


    “A snow shovel would be quicker,” said Roxanne.


    “Seriously,” said Serena. “You don’t have a single skirt?”


    “What can I say, I like pants.”


    “Do you even bother to shave your legs?” asked Ariel, ducking back into the closet.


    “Of course,” I said, then shrugged. “Well, not every day.”


    “So,” said Roxanne, “besides the hair, what else is on the to-do list?”


    Serena was making notes on a legal pad. “You ever try contacts?”


    I nodded. “I had them in high school.”


    “Did you like them?”


    “Yeah, but they were a pain to clean all the time, so I went back to glasses.”


    “Figures,” said Serena, who made a check mark. “After the contacts, we need shoes and an entire new wardrobe.”


    “Excuse me?” I said.


    “I’m starting a pile for Goodwill,” yelled Ariel, still in my closet. “Geez, it looks like Hillary Clinton lives in here.”


    I saw one of my favorite pantsuits fly out of the closet. “Hey!”


    “Shaddup and take your medicine,” said Roxanne. “Meanwhile, put your hair back up.”


    “I thought you said men like it down?”


    “They do, but I’ll need half a day to fix that mess and our dinner reservations are in an hour.”


    I stepped off the stool. “So, I’m deemed okay to be seen in public with you guys this evening? I won’t embarrass you?”


    Serena got off the floor and gave me the once over. “It will have to do, but we are going to change one thing tonight.”


    “What’s that?” I asked, folding my arms. “I’ve apparently got no shoes, no clothes, my hair is a toxic waste dump and I can’t ditch my glasses or I’ll end up going home with someone who looks like Alan Greenspan.”


    “That, right there. Your attitude,” said Serena. “Tonight, charm school begins.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    His eyes locked on me like a laser from across the room. Tall, well built, thick black hair and dark eyes to match. Rugged face, nice smile, dimples running the length of his cheeks. Probably about my age. Dark slacks, starched white French-cuffed shirt with gold links, red tie with a perfect dimple in the knot. Shoes shining like mirrors, something my late father always told me to notice. Looks like he stepped off a wedding cake.


    Another “total package” as Ariel would say. Can’t say I’d argue.


    He started weaving his way through the bar traffic and headed for the chair next to me that was left purposely empty by my friends.


    “Remember what we talked about, Wing Girl,” said Serena.


    I nodded, downed a bit of wine, and smiled as he reached the table.


    He placed his hands on the back of the empty chair, obviously waiting for permission to sit. Good. Polite. Looked right at me. Big smile. “You’re the girl on TV.”


    “Woman on TV,” I said. Serena jabbed an elbow into my ribs. “Ow.”


    “Right,” he said. “You did that great story the other night on the State Senator. Nice that we have people like you to keep politicians honest.”


    “They’re all a bunch of scum. Next week—” I was interrupted by another elbow. “I mean, thank you, I appreciate the compliment.”


    Ariel reached one long leg under the table and pushed the empty chair out a bit. “Maybe our new friend would like to join us.”


    “Uh, right,” I said.


    “Thanks,” he said, sitting down. “I’m Vincent Martino.”


    “Belinda Carson,” I said.


    “Yeah, I know.” Serena, Ariel and Roxanne introduced themselves since I’d forgotten to do it, my mind too busy going over the directives they’d given me.


    Serena widened her eyes as she looked at me and gave me a gentle kick under the table. Say something. Anything. “So, uh … I’m sorry, what did you say your name was?”


    The guy smiled. “That’s okay. Vincent.” Roxanne rolled her eyes then threw down the rest of her drink.


    “Right, Vincent.” I remembered the orders I’d been given. Ask him about himself. Nothing too serious. “So, Vincent … are you married?”


    “Madonne,” said Roxanne, as the man’s face tightened.


    “No,” said Vincent, who looked at me as if I were a space alien. “Did you think I’m some married guy out cheating on his wife?”


    “Uh, no, I was … you know … just making conversation.”


    Serena snorted, stifling a laugh.


    “That’s one hell of a pick-up line,” he said.


    “Sorry.” My pulse spiked as the checklist in my head got jumbled. My armpits grew damp. “Do you … uh … what do you do?” I smiled and exhaled. That was pretty safe.


    “I work on Wall Street.”


    “So, you work with some shady characters.”


    The man shook his head and turned toward Roxanne. “Geez, Rox.”


    I furrowed my brow. “What’s going on?”


    “Vincent’s my cousin,” said Roxanne, cocking her head toward him. “I asked him to be our test subject tonight.”


    “So you weren’t really going to hit on me?” I asked.


    “I did hit on you. At least I was trying to. I would have even taken you out if we’d hit it off because Rox said you’re such a great person. They weren’t going to tell you it was a set-up if things went well, but … ”


    “So, Vincent,” said Serena, who took out a legal pad and put it on the table. She clicked her pen in the air. “If you wouldn’t mind giving us your first impressions for the record.”


    He looked at me, his eyes seemingly asking for permission. “What the hell, go ahead,” I said.


    “Would be nice if she remembered my name ten seconds after I told her,” said Vincent, who turned to face Serena. “And asking me if I’m married? Seriously? I would have beat my feet right after that one.” He turned back to me. “Listen Belinda, no offense, but Rox said you guys needed a man’s point of view on your, you know, dateability.”


    I shrugged and looked down. “I’m not offended. I appreciate your input. Keep going. Fire away, I’m a big girl.”


    “You sure?”


    “Hey, I take on politicians all the time. I’m not afraid of anything. Don’t hold back.”


    “Ohhhh-kaaaay,” he said, then exhaled and paused a moment. “Well, here goes. You’re not approachable.”


    Ouch.


    “People come up to me all the time.”


    “Because you’re a celebrity,” said Ariel.


    “I meant you’re not approachable as a potential date,” said Vincent.


    “Fine,” I said, looking at Vincent, eyes narrowing into Brass Cupcake mode. “Tell me why I’m unapproachable.”


    Vincent leaned forward on his forearms. Usually they lean back when the death stare makes its first appearance. Interesting. “Well, first I call you a girl and you correct me, so I think you’re some militant feminist, which I and most men hate. Then the marriage question, which was beyond weird. Along with your somewhat bizarre conversational skills, it’s the overall look. The hair in a tight bun. You’re sitting there on your hands, all hunched up. And the outfit.”


    My face tightened. “What’s wrong with the outfit?”


    “Rox said you’re hot and you look like a librarian. The bulky sweater, baggy pants, thick glasses. Those shoes look like you’re going hiking. You look like you want to be anywhere but here. There’s probably a serious babe under all that but I can’t be sure.”


    He reached across the table toward me but I pulled back and put up a hand. “Whoa!”


    “Relax, would you?” he said. Serena grabbed my hand and pulled it down.


    He reached toward my face and gently removed my glasses. “Wow,” he said.


    “What?” I asked, as my view of Vincent morphed into a Monet painting.


    “You’ve got spectacular eyes. I mean, they’re like emeralds, such a vivid green. You could do eye makeup commercials.”


    “If she actually wore makeup outside the studio,” said Roxanne, as I snatched my glasses back from him and put them on.


    “Look, Belinda. Roxanne tells me you’re a beautiful girl with a big heart, but as a man looking for a date I would have no idea if any of that’s true. If you weren’t famous I doubt if any man would come up to you, and if anyone did he wouldn’t stay long.”


    I bit my lower lip and felt my eyes well up. No! This wasn’t happening! A man cannot make the Brass Cupcake cry! “I’d like you to leave now,” I said softly.


    “Hey, I’m sorry, that was a bit harsh, but you told me not to hold back—”


    “Just! Go!”


    Vincent put up his hands in surrender. He got up, kissed Roxanne on the side of the head. “Thanks, cuz,” she said, patting him on the shoulder. He shot me an apologetic look with sad eyes, but I turned away. He headed for the door.


    “So,” I said, when he was out of earshot. “Whose brilliant idea was that?”


    “Mea culpa,” said Serena, putting her wrists out as if she were waiting to be handcuffed. “I plead no contest.”


    “And the rest of you were okay with it?”


    “We thought it was a great idea,” said Ariel.


    “A great idea? Having some guy insult me like that?”


    “We already know you need help,” said Serena. “But we really needed a man’s opinion. Rox said she knew her cousin would help out, and you two might actually hit it off.”


    “Vincent was just doin’ what I asked. You’d like him if you took the time to know him. He’s really a great guy.”


    “Yeah, a regular Mr Wonderful,” I said. “He’s just so … so … ”


    “Honest?” said Roxanne.


    “And suppose I’d really liked him? It wasn’t real.”


    “It might have been if you’d given him a chance,” said Roxanne.


    “You’re a reporter,” said Serena, clicking her pen again. “Did you learn anything from that interview?”


    I played with my wine glass, swirled what was left before I downed the whole thing. “Yeah, you all think I’m a total loser.”


    Ariel wrapped one arm around my shoulder. “You’re a winner, Wing Girl, and tomorrow we’re going to start showing the world.”


    ***


    Most people go to church on Sunday mornings. Since sermons have bored the hell out of me since I was a little girl and I am ruled by Catholic guilt, I donate my Sunday mornings to a good cause. I figure it’s better than sitting in a rock-hard pew like a member of the parish undead.


    As mentioned before, I love cats. So I help out at the local cat rescue shelter every weekend for a few hours, play with my furry friends and deal with things like cat food and furballs.


    Cats don’t judge me, especially shelter cats. They don’t have homes yet, so they appreciate any attention they can get.


    And after last night, I felt the same way.


    “Morning Belinda,” said a cheery Diane as I opened the door to the shelter, jingling the little brass bell hanging off the top. She’s the petite blonde middle-aged millionaire animal lover who runs the place, often working weekends since more kitties get adopted on those days.


    “Hey, Diane. How’d the week go?”


    “Pretty good. Two in, five out. Somebody even took that huge tabby.”


    “Great,” I said, heading toward the back of the building where the kitties lived. “Jabba the Cat was eating us out of house and home.”


    “Oh, hey, we’ve got a new volunteer who started today. He’s just about to leave so go introduce yourself. Name’s Scott. Cute guy, Belinda.” Her voice went up as she said my name, like a suggestion hanging in the air.


    Like I’ve got a shot. I’m wearing old torn jeans, a ratty New York Giants sweatshirt with frayed cuffs, didn’t sleep a lick last night and have a full set of Samsonite under my eyes.


    Not that it would make any difference if I were dressed for a ball. I’m unapproachable, remember?


    I headed down the long mauve hallway to the back and heard a man’s soothing voice float around the corner.


    “Oh, yeah, there it is. That’s the spot. Ooooh, you like it when I rub you like that, don’t you?”


    Sounded like some dialogue from a porn movie, but I realized it was a man talking to a cat. If only one would talk to me that way. “Hey, baby, come home with me and I’ll make you purr … ”


    I turned the corner into the shelter area and saw a man sprawled on the floor, scratching the belly of a purring Siamese who was obviously in cat nirvana. The man looked up at me and smiled. “Hey.”


    “Hi. I see you’ve made a friend.”


    “Yeah, she’s a sweet cat.” He got up off the floor, brushed off the cat hair and extended his hand. “I’m Scott.”


    I shook it. “Belinda.”


    He didn’t have what I call the look. The one that tells me he recognizes me from television, the one Wing Girl gets when we’re out on the town. The smile looked sincere. He was maybe five-ten, slender with broad shoulders, tousled brown hair, deep-set hazel eyes. Classic anchorman’s jaw with a little cleft in his chin, one day growth of stubble. Maybe thirty-five. More cute than handsome, but he had that boy-next-door thing going along with nice-fitting jeans, a button-down blue oxford and docksides with no socks. An old-money look, like many members of Ariel’s family.


    I smiled back. “So, you’re new here.”


    “Yeah, I decided it was time to give something back instead of just writing a check.”


    “Most men don’t like cats.”


    “My mom was a vet. She had a practice that only took cats. You could say it’s in my blood. I just like their independence. And they’re self-cleaning.”


    Cute line. Cute guy. This bears investigating.


    “To a point. They don’t have hands.”


    “Yeah, I already did the cat boxes.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “So, you been volunteering here long?”


    “Every Sunday for the last four years. Ten till noon.”


    “I signed up for the same hours but I have a wedding to go to today, so I got here at nine and Diane sorta gave me a quick orientation. But I guess we’ll be working together.”


    I nodded. “Guess so.”


    He glanced at his watch, then fished his car keys out of his pocket. “Well, I gotta run and get cleaned up. See you next week.” He headed for the hallway.


    “Yeah. See ya.”


    So much for that.


    He stopped, turned and looked at me. “Hey, maybe we could go for lunch afterward.”


    I said, “That would be nice,” before I even had a chance to think about it.


    He pointed at me. “Belinda, right?”


    I nodded. “Yeah.”


    “I’m bad with names. Just wanted to make sure. See ya.”


    I’m bad with names too. We had something in common.


    But for some reason I wouldn’t forget his.


    He disappeared down the hall, obviously having no idea about the superhero known as the Brass Cupcake who prowls the streets of New York making life safe for women and children while repelling the hell out of men.


    Meanwhile, I just got asked out to lunch looking like absolute shit.


    Now I’m totally confused.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    The salon was dimly lit and quiet, as Roxanne had opened it up on Sunday afternoon just for me. (I always thought “Foxy Roxy’s” was kind of a throwback name, with the term “babe” having replaced “fox” sometime back in the eighties. On the other side of the coin, I believe “skank” has serious staying power and could be eternal.) Tomorrow being Memorial Day and a day off since Harry doesn’t waste me on slow news days, I was to be dragged kicking and screaming by Ariel and Serena for shoes, clothes, contacts, makeup and God only knows what else. But I was in a good mood, as a seemingly nice guy who liked cats had asked me to lunch despite the fact I was wearing the spring collection for the homeless. Still, after I related the story to Roxanne, I was confused about what had happened.


    “It’s a subconscious effect,” said Roxanne, as she worked the thick conditioner into my hair. I caught a faint whiff of avocado, which Roxanne said made this the perfect conditioner for someone with hair that could be used by someone playing the Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz.


    “What the hell does that mean?” I asked, my head leaning back in a royal-blue sink. It was kind of odd looking at her from that angle, and gave me a new perspective on her terrific eyes and flawless creamy skin.


    “It means that what happened last night sank in to a degree, and you were so tired you didn’t have time to think about it. You were in a situation where you didn’t expect to be asked out, so you didn’t have your force field and death stare at your beck and call.”


    “I’ve been meaning to ask. Is the death stare really that bad?”


    She stopped working the conditioner in for a moment. “Honey, when you use that thing on a man you look so possessed I think I need to call a priest.”


    “Hmmm.” I closed my eyes as she resumed the scalp massage.


    “Okay,” said Roxanne, “I think that’ll do it. Geez, I got sandpaper burns.”


    “Funny.”


    She turned on the faucet and began to rinse out the conditioner, as she ran the warm water and her fingers through my hair. “When’s the last time you wore your hair down?”


    “Eighth grade, I think.”


    She finished the rinse, then wrapped my head in a thick, fluffy red towel and began to dry it. She finished drying it as I sat up, ran her fingers through my hair to fluff it out, stood back and flashed a sinister smile with a gleam in her eye. I knew that look as her being “up to something.”


    “What?” I asked, as I looked in the gold-framed mirror behind her and saw a drowned rat.


    “I’ve got so much to work with. You’re like a blank canvas. This is gonna be fun.”


    “Don’t
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