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Thea pulled aside the lace panels covering her French doors and peered out onto the small semi-circular balcony that overlooked Central Park. Sure enough, something that maybe resembled a cat sat grooming himself on her wicker settee. The animal’s fur, an odd assortment of earth tones and various shades of gray, was short in some spots, long in others. He looked as if a Persian had mated with both a Siamese and a calico, and the resulting genes couldn’t make up their minds. “Strangest cat I’ve ever seen,” she muttered. “All he needs is a few body piercings and he’d qualify as a feline Dennis Rodman.”

“He’s had a hard life.”

Thea spun around. “I thought I told you to wait by the door.”

Lucas Bennett shrugged. A sheepish grin settled over his face. “He doesn’t like strangers.”

“Really?” Thea flung open the doors, stepped onto the balcony, and took a seat next to the oblivious animal. The cat lifted his head, studied her for a split second, then climbed into her lap. Thea tossed its master a saccharine-sweet smile. Lucas Bennett glared at his pet, and this time she could read his thoughts.
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PROLOGUE



“Interested?”

Fighting to keep her lips from twitching with excitement, Hedda twirled a strand of angel hair pasta around her fork and studied the stylish but conservatively dressed woman sitting across the table from her. “Intrigued, to say the least.”

“I thought you might be.”

Hedda speared a shrimp and slid the food between her lips. Her companion waited patiently while she savored the mouthful and washed it down with a sip of Sauvignon Blanc, but Hedda’s instincts—not to mention the white knuckled chokehold the woman continued to apply to her own wine glass—told a different tale. And raised Hedda’s suspicions. “Why me?”

“You have the means.”

“So do others. Have they already turned you down?”

The woman lifted her chin. “May I be frank?”

With a wave of her fork, Hedda motioned her to continue. “Please do.”

“Rumor has it revenues are way down at The Daily Post.”

“As well as certain other places,” said Hedda, stabbing her dining companion with the pointed insinuation.

Ignoring the interruption, the woman continued. “Our partnership would stimulate badly needed sales for the paper, which in turn would bring in more advertising dollars, moving you back into the black. Not to mention the boost to your own career.”

“Or yours. Sales of your books would skyrocket.”

The woman leaned back and smiled. “Precisely. I see it as a win/win situation for both of us.”

Hedda couldn’t argue with her reasoning. The stunt was a marketing gold mine for both of them. Gold? Hell, this idea was pure platinum. Why hadn’t she thought of it? She smiled back. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

The woman relaxed her grip on her wine glass and raised it in a toast. As the stemware clinked, Hedda asked, “Did you have anyone in mind?”

“I hear Luke Bennett’s available.”










ONE



“The trouble lies in the Y chromosome.” Thea took a sip of her coffee and glared across the black Formica-topped desk at her editor, waiting to pounce on Grace if she challenged her statement.

“How so?” Grace leaned back in her chair and sipped her own coffee. Over the rim of the cup an amused expression played across her face.

“Simple genetics, really. Women have two X chromosomes. Men have an X and a Y. Do you know what the definition of Y is?”

Grace set her coffee cup on her desk and raised her eyebrows. “No, but I suppose you’re about to tell me.”

“Y is an X with a broken leg.”

Grace stared at her as if Thea had lost more than a suitcase in her recent, abrupt move from San Francisco to New York. “And your point?”

“Broken! Don’t you get it? Defective!” Thea slammed her hand onto a pile of unread manuscripts teetering on the corner of her editor’s desk, nearly toppling the unwieldy stack onto the floor. 

Grace grabbed for her cup, barely averting a brown tidal wave. 

“Ergo,” continued Thea, waving her hand in the air to punctuate her explanation, “there is no doubt that women are superior to men. No defective genes. Obviously, man was a rough prototype. God looked at Adam and said, ‘I can do better than that.’ Then he created Eve.” She placed her cup on the edge of the desk, leaned back in her chair, crossed her arms over her chest, and offered her editor a triumphant smile.

“So this explains why you cancelled your wedding and hightailed it out of San Francisco? Defective male genes?” Grace shuddered. “Do me a favor, will you, Dr. Love? Keep these newly developed, radical theories to yourself. Unless, of course, you want to go from the New York Times Bestseller List back to an auditorium-size classroom packed with bored freshmen.”

Doctor Love. Thea winced at the nickname the press had dubbed her secret alter ego, Dr. Trulee Lovejoy. In truth, she did wish she could return to the classroom and the comforting monotony of teaching Sociology 101 to less-than-eager first year students. Not that she possessed an all-consuming passion for her chosen career in academia, but with everything she had lost over the past few years, at least she’d still have her integrity. However, she could no more turn back the clock and regain her compromised professional ethics than she could restore her family’s lost fortune. At least her popular how-to guides for finding the perfect mate had kept the collection agencies at bay.

“Some love expert! I couldn’t even keep my own fiancé from sleeping with my sister.” Thea raised her head and challenged Grace. “Now aren’t you glad I chose to publish under a pseudonym? Think of the public relations disaster I’ve averted. News flash: Doctor Love Causes Coitus Interuptus after Catching Sister and Fiancé in Flagrante Delicto on Eve of Wedding. Update at eleven.”

“Too erudite and wordy.” Grace brushed away the imaginary headline with a wave of her hand. “Who’d understand all that Latin?”

Thea grimaced. “I can think of at least two people.” Her brainy, Stanford-educated younger sister came to mind. As did her sister’s equally brainy, MIT educated research partner who also happened to be Thea’s ex-fiancé. Too late Thea had discovered Steve and Madeline were engaged in far more than metaphysical debates while researching distant solar systems and spatial anomalies.   

“Yes, well...” Grace fidgeted in her chair, her gaze dropping to her lap.

“It’s okay, Grace. I’m dealing with it. Putting three thousand miles between myself and them helps.”

“Out of sight, out of mind?” Grace raised her chin and met Thea’s eyes. “Come on, I know you better than that. You’re hurting.”

Thea exhaled a deep sigh and shrugged. “Guilty as charged.” She glanced over at the large scheduling calendar covering half of one wall in Grace’s office and laughed. The sound hung in the room, echoing with pain and resonating with irony.

“Just think, three weeks ago today my biggest concern was that the rehearsal dinner was getting cold because Steve was off in some corner deconstructing the theory of relativity. I used to dream we’d someday travel to Stockholm to pick up his Nobel Prize.” She leaned forward, propped her elbows on the desk and scowled at her nearly empty mug. “It just never occurred to me that the award would be for causing my world to stop spinning on its axis.”

Grace reached across her desk and patted Thea’s hand. “Trust me. You’re better off finding out the truth before the wedding rather than afterwards.”

“Speaking from experience?”

“More than I like to admit. Maybe I should take some of Trulee’s advice.”

“Get real! If you have any sense, Grace, you’ll let me out of my contract and forget about that third book. Finding Mr. Right? Hooking Mr. Right? I’m a fraud. I don’t know the first thing about how to get a man and keep him. I’m a thirty-two-year-old sociologist with a lousy track record when it comes to the male species. How can you trust me to write credible books on the subject when I can’t even trust my own judgment where men are concerned?”

Grace shrugged. “Maybe we both need to follow your advice. Others do and swear by your books. Besides, I’m not letting you out of your contract. Trulee Lovejoy is the best thing to happen to this company in years.”

“Trulee Lovejoy.” Thea shook her head. “What was I thinking? How did I ever let you talk me into that awful pseudonym?”

“If I remember correctly, I had a little help from a lady named Margarita. Several ladies named Margarita, actually. Besides, I’m hurt. You insisted on an alias, and I came up with the perfect nom de plume for you. After all, who would you believe when it came to matters of the heart, Dr. Trulee Lovejoy or Dr. Althea Chandler?”

Thea scowled. “Right now, I’d suggest you might have better luck with Lassie.”

* * *

“Do you believe that woman’s gall?” Lucas Bennett grabbed the morning edition of The Daily Post from his cluttered desk and flung it across the room. Leaning back in his chair, he stared up at the ceiling and raked his hands through his hair. “Why won’t she leave me alone?”

“That woman?” asked his secretary, stooping to retrieve the scattered pages. She approached his desk, shaking her head in a scolding manner as she placed the newspaper on top of a stack of reports Luke needed to cover before the end of the day. “And just which that woman are you referring to this time? The ex-wife who walked out on you for her yoga instructor or the gossip columnist who has made you her newest pet project?”

Luke jumped to his feet, nearly toppling his chair backwards. Grabbing the paper, he held it inches from her nose and jabbed at the offending article with his index finger. “This woman, Margaret! The one who’s turned my life into hell in the name of journalism. Since when is my personal life fodder for this rag that has the audacity to call itself a newspaper?”

“Ah.” Margaret glanced at the column, “Guess number two—the reincarnation of Hedda Hopper, Louella Parsons, and Walter Winchell all wrapped up into one super celebrity sleuth. So what tantalizing tidbit has she unveiled in this morning’s edition?”

Luke tossed the paper back onto his desk. “None. She’s offering an all-expense paid week at La Spa to the lucky woman who reels in New York’s most eligible bachelor!” He jabbed his thumb into his own chest. “That’s me in case you had any doubts.”

“Doubts?” Margaret smiled at him. “Never. So where do I sign up?”

Luke glared at her. “You can be replaced.”

“Doubtful. No one else would last more than a day with you.”

Luke knew she didn’t mean it. Or maybe she did. He offered her an apologetic smile. Once a mild-mannered, unassuming guy, he had recently lost control of his life, thanks to a gossip columnist with ulterior motives. He found himself ill-equipped to handle the situation. At least Margaret understood. “You’d think I was a rock star or something, the way women are throwing themselves at me! Me! Do you believe it?”

He rounded his desk and paced across the thick Persian pile, wearing a path from one end of the room to the other. His voice filled with exasperation; his arms flailed. “Now it will only get worse. I never asked for this. Ever since I had the misfortune of meeting that sorry excuse for a reporter, my every move is detailed ad nauseam. She’s stolen my life right out from under me. Everywhere I turn, I’m hounded by desperate single women with dollar signs in their eyes.”

“Yes.” Margaret smirked. “I’m certain it must be a terrible burden to be dubbed ‘the stud who puts the man in Manhattan.’”

Stud! Luke shook his head in disbelief. He had never considered his physical attributes anything more than average. Average build. Average height. Average weight. He ran to keep in shape and prided himself on maintaining a well-groomed appearance. But a stud? As far as he was concerned, the only thing studly about him was the size of his investment portfolio, and he had always kept that a very closely guarded secret. “I’m no stud, Margaret. You know as well as I do that they’re only after my money.”

“Déjà vu, huh?”

“All over again.”

All hell had broken loose three weeks earlier when he reluctantly accompanied his partners to a charity fundraiser at the Waldorf. Still nursing his wounds from his divorce, Luke had begged off. He had little interest in hobnobbing with celebrities during the best of times, let alone during one of the lowest points of his life. He’d offered to write a substantial check, but the firm’s senior partners had insisted on his presence.

In hindsight Luke wondered if one of his partners’ matchmaking wives had manipulated the situation behind the scenes, not to mention the table assignments. Luke found himself seated next to Henrietta Hopper, Hedda Two to her gossip column fans. She had adopted the name as an homage to Hedda Hopper, the late gossipteer of the first half of the Twentieth Century.

Although Luke divulged nothing of his personal life that evening, Hedda Two devoted her entire column to him in the next morning’s edition of The Daily Post. Not only did she mention the recent demise of his short-lived marriage, she came too damn close for coincidence in estimating his net worth. Ever since that morning his life had become one continuous nightmare.

At times it felt as though every female in New York, available or not, was stalking him. Those not interested in him for themselves had daughters in mind. One octogenarian approached him during his morning run in Central Park, nearly tripping him with her cane in her zeal to thrust a photo of her great-granddaughter into his hands. Many of the offers he received were downright disgusting. Others, he was convinced, were anatomically impossible.

“In case you haven’t noticed, Margaret, I’m after sympathy here.”

“I’ll make a note, but you might want to take a look in a mirror one of these days, Mister I’m-No-Stud.”

Luke glared at his forty-three-year-old secretary, and a twinge of envy consumed him. Happily married with two kids, Margaret possessed the one thing that continued to elude him. All the success and money in the world couldn’t fill the void created by a lack of family.

If life were fair, his honest, thoughtful, fun-loving secretary would have an unmarried younger sister. Unfortunately, Luke wore the emotional bruises that proved life was anything but fair.

He thought he’d been on his way to happily-ever-after when he married Julie. But six months after saying “I do”, he came home to find a my-lawyer-will-be-in-touch-with-your-lawyer note taped to the refrigerator. Not only had she left him without warning, she’d done it in the one way she knew would hurt him the most—a note on the fridge. Just like last time.

“It wasn’t bad enough she announced my availability to every single woman in the tri-state area and suggested how-to books for snaring me. Now she’s offering a grand prize to the winner!” Luke yanked his glasses from his face and began massaging the bridge of his nose.

He’d lost his desire for female companionship. The price had grown too steep. The only companion he now trusted was Cu. He felt relatively certain his cat wasn’t harboring any hidden agendas. Besides, Cu couldn’t care less about Luke’s money as long as he had a constant supply of Feline Feast and clean kitty litter.

Margaret ducked around him and began straightening one of the many stacks of papers littering his cluttered desk. “How-to books?” 

“She’s mentioned them in each column. How could you miss it?”

Margaret tossed him one of her what-planet-are-you-from looks and pointed to herself. “Working mom, remember? Too much to do, too little time to do it. My Hedda updates come courtesy of your morning rants.”

Luke repositioned his glasses on his face and reached for the paper. He scanned Hedda Two’s column until he came to the offending paragraph. “Listen to this,” he said. “And don’t forget, if you haven’t purchased your copy already—and I can’t imagine why not—run right out and pick up Dr. Trulee Lovejoy’s new masterpiece, Hooking Mr. Right. You’d be hard-pressed to find better advice on how to hook Luke Bennett, and we all know he’s as ‘Mr. Right’ as you can get.”

“Now you’re really in trouble,” said Margaret, moving from his desk to a stack of files scattered across the credenza at the side of the room. “Even I’ve heard of Dr. Trulee Lovejoy. She’s been at the top of the bestseller lists for ages.”

“You’re kidding. Dr. Trulee Lovejoy. What kind of name is that?” He scowled at the paper. “Sounds like a topless dancer, if you ask me. Or worse.”

“Well, I wouldn’t know,” she said, glancing up from the folders she had begun to sort and file. “Never having met any topless dancers...or worse.”

“Hooking Mr. Right.” Luke snorted. “What is it? Ten easy steps to becoming a successful gold digger? I can just imagine what this Dr. Trulee Lovejoy looks like.” He paused for a moment, studying the ceiling. “Hmm...let me guess. A silicone Barbie doll, right? Big hair. Big tits. Pea brain.”

Margaret closed the file cabinet, shrugged her shoulders, and shook her head in another one of those scolding gestures that told him he was acting like a jerk. “Nice image, Luke, but if you’re looking for confirmation, forget it. From what I’ve heard, she’s pretty reclusive. She doesn’t have her picture plastered across her book jackets like most of those pop psych gurus, and she refuses to do talk shows or book signings. What I can tell you is women swear by her books.”

“Just what I need,” muttered Luke. He slumped back down in his chair and lowered his head into his hands.

* * *

Luke’s mood worsened steadily as the day progressed. By the time he left his office on Wall Street and flagged a cab, he was snarling. Before Hedda Two had turned his life into Hades on the Hudson, he’d had taken the subway to and from his uptown apartment. The trip was both quick and economical—two things a taxi ride wasn’t. And although cost was no object, his father had brought him up to respect both time and money. Some old habits refused to roll over and play dead. But Hedda had put a halt to his underground transport when she mentioned his propensity for subway transit in one of her columns. The next day three dozen women were waiting to ambush him on the platform.

Now, thanks to Hedda Two and a meandering detour due to road repairs, he sat stuck in a traffic jam on the fringes of the theater district. The taxi had inched forward less than half a block in the past fifteen minutes with no indication that it would speed up any time soon. Impatient to get home, he rapped on the Plexiglas partition. “Pull over. I’ll get out here.” He handed the cabby a twenty. “Keep the change.”

After slipping on a pair of mirrored sunglasses, Luke flipped up the collar of his trench coat and plowed his way through the pre-theater crowds on their way to dinner. At first, he intended to head over to the Port Authority and pick up the A or C train, but as he approached the subway entrance, he decided to swing north. With a pleasant breeze stirring the early spring air and the crowds blessedly unaware of his identity, he decided to walk. Cooped up behind his desk all day, he needed the exercise.

His euphoria over his anonymity didn’t last long. As he approached Fifty-fifth Street, his senses sprang to attention. Waiting for a light to change at Fifty-seventh, his suspicions grew, and his anger increased exponentially. By Fifty-ninth Street he was absolutely certain the woman several yards behind was following him.

As his apartment on Central Park West came into view, Luke stepped up his pace. He switched his briefcase from his left to his right hand and hazarded a quick glance over his left shoulder. Although he had managed to increase the distance between them, the woman was still following behind, maintaining a brisk pace.

This has gone too far, he told himself as he ducked into the lobby of his building. It’s time to circle the wagons and make a stand.

* * *

On the walk back from the offices of Wordsmith Press to her Central Park West apartment, Thea mulled over her lengthy conversation with Grace. Once they had exhausted the topic of Thea’s cheating ex-fiancé and backstabbing sister, her cancelled wedding, and Thea’s subsequent flight from San Francisco to Manhattan, she and her editor had spent hours brainstorming—or more accurately, arguing—over the direction of her next book. A book Thea was contractually bound to write whether she wanted to or not.

In the end the meeting had concluded with nothing resolved. The discussion came to a halt when Lucy, Grace’s assistant, rapped on the office door. “Sorry to interrupt, Grace, but you have that meeting scheduled upstairs.”

Grace glanced at her watch and scowled. “Sorry, Thea. Damn bean counters. When they snap their fingers, we’re all required to form a Conga line and dance to their tune.” She rose from behind her desk and gathered a stack of files. “We’ll have to continue this another day. In the meantime, give my suggestion some serious thought. I’m convinced it’s the right angle for your next book.”

Thea hated the idea, and the more thought she gave it, the more she hated it. Grace was pushing for something Thea stood firmly against, a “Dear Trulee” book filled with readers’ pleas for help and Doctor Lovejoy’s responses.

Ever since the publication of Finding Mr. Right, Trulee had received a tremendous amount of fan mail. However, many of the letters that arrived for her at the publishing house were desperate pleas for help. Thea had steadfastly refused to answer them. She wasn’t qualified to offer personal advice that could impact a stranger’s life. It was bad enough the public believed the slop she dished out in her books. Instead, she requested that her publisher send out a form letter suggesting the writers seek out a competent therapist. Now Grace wanted a compilation of the best of those letters along with Thea’s personal advice. No way.

But with her next deadline looming, she needed to come up with an idea that both appeased Grace and satisfied her contractual obligations. And she needed to find that idea quickly. Otherwise, she’d have to capitulate to Grace’s demand and compromise herself even further.

Thea stepped up her pace, the slightly crisp spring breeze and much needed exercise refreshing both her muscles and her mind. In an absurd way the early evening along the streets of Manhattan reminded her of home. If she closed her eyes to the hordes of people and her ears to the cacophony of traffic, she could almost smell San Francisco Bay on the breeze blowing in off the Hudson River. Almost. Once her olfactory glands filtered out the car exhaust, diesel fumes, overcooked hot dogs from the street vendors, and uncollected trash lining the sidewalks.

The trek from her publisher’s midtown offices wasn’t daunting, though, and as she turned into the lobby of her building, she decided she’d continue to walk until the weather grew too cold come winter. Only next time she’d have to remember to wear her Nikes and a soft pair of terry socks instead of bare feet and espadrilles.

It was her last thought before a menacing figure stepped from the shadows and blocked her path.






TWO


Thea froze. The unbidden images of every mugging she’d ever read about in the papers or seen on the news flashed across her brain. The man stepped closer. Mirrored sunglasses masked his eyes. His mouth was set in a hard, menacing line. She backed up until the cold marble wall hit her body. He advanced. Placing a hand on either side of the wall inches from her head, he leaned forward until his nose nearly touched hers.

“This ends now!” he said, his voice deep and menacing. “I’m going to make you an example to all those other man-hungry predators stalking me.”

“Get away from me!” Thea found her voice, but her words came out as a whimper rather than the roar she wanted, fear preventing her from filling her lungs with the air she needed to scream her head off.

How did this maniac get inside the building? And where the hell was the doorman? Thea tried to duck under his arm, but he countered by anticipating her move and shifting his body. Why didn’t he just grab her purse and run? Isn’t that what muggers did? Unless he wasn’t interested in money. He had said something about making an example of her. Thea stiffened her body and swallowed back a moan of panic. This was no time to lose her wits.

The man glanced over his shoulder. “Melvin, don’t just stand there,” he yelled. “Call the police!”

Melvin? The doorman? Where was he? Thea craned her neck to the side and spied the doorman hovering in the corner. Her mugger was on a first name basis with her doorman? Something didn’t add up. She glanced back at the man. Since when did muggers wear Burberry trench coats? Thea took a deep breath, found her voice, and yelled at the top of her lungs, “Melvin, get this jerk off me!”

The doorman stepped from the shadows and inched forward, wringing his hands in front of him. His voice quivered as he spoke. “Mr. Bennett, sir. I’m afraid you’ve made a terrible mistake.”

“I haven’t made any mistake. This woman’s been stalking me for half a mile. I want her arrested.”

“But, sir —”

“The police, Melvin!”

“Please, Melvin, do as he says,” pleaded Thea. “And when the police arrive, you can tell them how he assaulted me. There’s going to be an arrest, all right. I want this gorilla thrown behind bars where he belongs!”

The man turned back to her. “Nice try, little lady, but I haven’t laid a hand on you, and you’re the lawbreaker here. Stalking and trespassing.”

“Trespassing? I live here!”

“What?”

Her statement shocked him into dropping his arms and stepping back. Bracing herself, Thea drew her right knee up and caught him in his privates.

“Ow!” He dropped to his knees, cupping his hands over his groin.

Thea backed away from him. Tossing aside her purse and canvas tote, she spread her legs and feigned an aggressive kickboxing stance she’d once seen demonstrated on the evening news. With any luck he wouldn’t guess she had no idea what she was doing.

“You live here?” he repeated, his voice several octaves higher as he staggered to his feet.

Thea didn’t bother answering. Instead, she narrowed her gaze and pressed her lips into a tight grimace. Then she shifted her weight forward to what she hoped was an offensive maneuver of sorts.

The man turned to Melvin. The bewildered doorman nodded in agreement. “This is Dr. Chandler, Mr. Bennett. She moved in about two weeks ago.”

The man’s jaw slackened. All at once Mr. Hyde transformed into Dr. Jekyll. “Please forgive me, Dr. Chandler,” he said, tentatively taking a step toward her, his right hand extended. “You see, I’ve had some problems lately with some marriage crazy women, and —”

“Don’t come any closer,” said Thea. Bracing herself against a massive marble column, she warned him off with an outstretched palm. “Just keep your distance. I don’t know who you are or what your problem is, mister, and frankly, I don’t care. But if you ever come near me again, you’ll find yourself slapped with a restraining order so fast you won’t know what hit you!”

“But you don’t understand. I —”

Thea didn’t give him a chance to continue. Stooping to retrieve her purse and canvas tote, she shot him one parting glare full of daggers. Unfortunately, the gesture lost all its impact as she lost her balance. Thea’s feet headed north; her torso lurched south. Her arms flailed wildly to regain her footing. His hands shot forward, grabbing her by the wrist and shoulder just in time to keep her from landing face first on the floor.

“Take it easy,” he said, dropping his one hand from her shoulder.

Thea stared blankly at the man’s fingers still wrapped around her wrist. Angry over his absurd accusations and embarrassed by her own clumsiness, she wanted nothing more than to flee to the quiet of her own apartment. She took a deep breath that failed to steady the turmoil roiling inside her. “Don’t touch me,” she said, her voice sounding nearly as wobbly as her legs felt. Refusing to look at him, she jerked her wrist free of his grasp, squared her shoulders, and spun on her heels—smack into the marble pillar.

For a split second her world turned black. Then, it spun dizzily on its axis. Thea blinked back the stars dancing before her eyes.

“Are you all right?” He placed both hands on her shoulders, steadying her as she swayed.

No, she wasn’t all right, but she’d be damned if she’d let him know it. With supreme effort she fought back tears of pain and frustration. Forcing herself not to feel for the egg-sized lump she was certain had sprung up on the side of her head, she squared her shoulders once more, raised her chin, and marched across the lobby to the elevator, ignoring both him and his question.

He followed.

Thea stared straight ahead, glaring at the man’s reflection in the polished brass, her own grim countenance rebounding off his mirrored sunglasses. She didn’t understand? Oh, she understood all right. He was just another full-of-himself hunk of a macho male with a caveman mentality. Act first. Think later. If at all.

She studied her own reflection, engaging in a mental conversation with the woman staring back at her—the plain looking woman who wore no makeup, whose straight brown hair was pulled back into a sensible ponytail. Well, Dr. Trulee Lovejoy, you really know how to bring out the best in the male species, don’t you? One short, ironic laugh escaped through her pursed lips.

“Is something funny?”

A soft ding announced the arrival of the car. “More than you could possibly know,” she mumbled, stepping inside as soon as the doors slid open.

“I fail to see the humor in what just occurred in the lobby,” he said, his voice filled with remorse. “I acted horribly, and I do wish you’d let me explain. This was a terrible misunderstanding. I’m offering you my sincerest apologies.”

Misunderstanding? Thea responded with a frozen glare that rivaled the Mendenhall Glacier.

He sighed, pushed the button for the twelfth floor and turned to face her. “Your floor?”

“A misunderstanding? How dare you try to assuage your conscience that way, you Neanderthal!” Her fury caused her voice to rise to the level of a soprano who had inhaled helium. “What do you do when you actually have an argument with someone? Pull out your Uzi?”

“If you’d only allow me to explain, you’d understand.” He sighed again, this time heavier. “Floor?” he repeated.

“Same,” she muttered.

He whipped off his glasses and stared down at her. “You live on my floor?”

His floor? Great. Her gaze fixed on the brass doors, she refused to look at him as she spoke. “I wasn’t aware you owned it.”

The antiquated Otis elevator seemed to take even longer than normal, creaking and lumbering its way up the twelve stories before finally coming to a halt. He stepped aside to let her exit first.

She turned left.

He followed.

Well, your luck is holding, as usual, Althea. It isn’t bad enough he has to live on the same floor, he’s even on the same wing!

It got worse.

When Thea stopped at her door to search for her keys, he continued down the hall—to the next apartment!

“It appears we’re next-door neighbors,” he said, inserting his key in the lock.

He stepped over the threshold and shut the door behind him before she could close her gaping mouth.

* * *

Through supreme effort and with the aid of years of yoga classes and daily meditation working in her favor, Grace forced her body and facial features to remain calm. Inwardly she seethed at the group of suits sitting across the polished cherry conference table from her. A summons from the “Iceberg Trio” as they were called behind their backs—Goldberg, Landisburg, and Brayburgh—always meant trouble for her.

The three Armani-clad bean counters of Wordsmith Press. Grace studied the skinflints as they positioned files and spreadsheets in front of themselves. Classic oxymoron, she thought, or better yet, oxy-morons. Their tightfisted control of Wordsmith’s purse strings made Shylock look like a philanthropist, but you’d never know it from the twelve-hundred-dollar designer suits draping their flabby bodies.

As if on cue from a hidden conductor, The Icebergs leaned back in their chairs and cleared their throats.  In unison. Grace held her breath as the inquisition commenced. She refrained from showing any trace of emotion as Goldberg, the head Iceberg, stated the purpose of the meeting. No small feat, considering his demand.

When he finished, all three stared at her expectantly. Grace removed her hands from her lap and placed them, fingers interlaced, on the table. She leaned forward slightly. “We have a signed contract with the author,” she reminded them, leveling her gaze on each of the three men in turn. “One that specifically states she will not make any public appearances to promote her books and that her image will not be used in any media advertising. She was quite specific in her desire to remain anonymous. Upper management, marketing, and the legal department all signed off on this with the purchase of the first book.”

Goldberg twisted his thin lips into a condescending smile. “Then I suggest you find a way to convince the author to renegotiate that particular clause in her contract, Ms. Wainwright.”

Grace leaned back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest. “This makes no sense. She’s consistently on the bestseller lists. Her books are flying off the shelves. Have you seen the increased sales numbers since Hedda Two began touting them? We’ve never had such a huge success.”

“Hedda’s column only runs in New York and less than a dozen other papers in the tri-state area,” said Goldberg. “She doesn’t have national syndication. Women in Tupelo and Topeka don’t give a flying fig about Hedda Two and her New York celebrity twaddle. We need to increase sales throughout the country.”

“She’ll never agree to this.”

“Let me give you a little incentive, then.” He nodded to Landisburg on his right.

Landisburg opened the folder in front of him and leafed through a stack of papers until he found the one he wanted. He cleared his throat, then began to read a list of recent Wordsmith Press titles. “Deauville Diary. Life in the Service of the Lord, the Autobiography of a Small-Town Southern Preacher. Beating the System.”

“All bought by you, Ms. Wainwright,” said Brayburgh, weighing in for the first time.

Grace winced. Talk about a run of bad luck, and none of it her fault. Shortly after publication, it was discovered that the author of Deauville Diary, a memoir of the author’s bittersweet love affair with a Frenchwoman, had never set foot in France. During the year he supposedly spent in Deauville, he was selling used cars in Peoria. And who wanted to buy a book by a prevaricating used car salesman? Apparently, very few people, judging from the book’s dismal numbers.

Then there was Life in the Service of the Lord, the Autobiography of a Small-Town Southern Preacher. A very spiritually uplifting book. Too bad Reverend Strothers didn’t practice what he preached. His penchant for little boys came to light during a book tour through Texas. The Reverend got fifty years, and Wordsmith got stuck with fifty thousand unsold books.

Beating the System? The text was about gambling, but the writer had made one huge mistake. He hadn’t gambled on the real author discovering his plagiarism. Now Wordsmith was embroiled in a multi-million-dollar lawsuit.

And Grace was responsible for all three losses. Which was why she was doing her damnedest to promote the hell out of her only recent winner while staying within the bounds of her contract with Thea.

“Do you have any idea how much these books have cost the company, Ms. Wainwright?” asked Goldberg.

She didn’t know the exact number, but she figured adding in the litigation, Wordsmith stood to lose millions. “You have no right to blame me for this. I’m an editor, not a private investigator. Each of those books was well-written and would have sold if not for extenuating circumstances.”

“Those extenuating circumstances have pushed us way down in the red for the year,” said Landisburg.

“What does that have to do with Trulee Lovejoy?”

“Everything,” said Brayburgh. “Hers are the only books that are keeping us afloat. We’re a small press. We can’t afford the losses we’ve sustained.” He paused for a moment before adding, “Thanks to you.”

Yoga classes or no yoga classes, meditation or no meditation, Grace had reached her saturation point. She slammed her fists on the table, rattling the water glasses, and shouted at the three bean counters. “You’re making me a scapegoat! You have no right.”

“On the contrary,” said Goldberg. “We’re offering you the opportunity to redeem yourself and cover your losses.”

Grace glared at him. “Right. How will getting Trulee to reveal her true identity do that?”

“We send her on a nationwide tour,” said Landisburg. “She hypes those books on every TV and radio station from here to L.A. Sales will triple. Maybe even quadruple.”

“And if she refuses?” asked Grace.

“Then we’ll just have to make some personnel cuts,” said Goldberg. “Beginning in the editorial department.”

* * *

Her mouth agape, Thea stared down the empty hallway for a good minute after her next-door neighbor, AKA Mr. Neanderthal, let himself into his apartment. Finally, she turned to her own door and struggled with her key, wincing from the pain in her wrist when she twisted the knob. Damn him! This was all his fault. If he hadn’t confronted her like some self-righteous, steroid-driven caveman, she wouldn’t have gotten so peeved that she lost her equilibrium. Confrontational men had a way of unbalancing her, figuratively and so it seemed, literally. Now she was left to suffer the consequences—a bruised wrist from his gallant attempt to keep her from falling and a headache threatening to consume the five boroughs of New York.

Tears sprang to her eyes. What the hell was she doing in New York, anyway? She’d never felt so miserable. Well, actually, she had. The moment she walked in on her sister and her ex-fiancé sprang to mind as one of the lower points in her life. At the time she masked her pain with anger. Now that the anger had had time to diffuse, she was beginning to second-guess her rash three-thousand-mile move.

At least if she’d stayed in San Francisco, she’d have friends to help her pick up the pieces of her fractured life. All she had in New York was a sore wrist and a torturous headache. Not to mention a growing pain in the lower part of her anatomy—otherwise known as her newly discovered next-door neighbor.

Maybe he traveled a lot, and she wouldn’t bump into him very often. Yes, and maybe if she wished really hard, she’d sprout wings and fly to Venus.

Thea yanked the key from the last of the three locks and slammed the door behind her, taking extreme pleasure, despite her growing headache, in the reverberation that traversed the length of the wall. She hoped he heard it. And felt it. Men! Maybe she’d title her next book Men—Not Worth the Effort. Or Get a Dog Instead. But somehow, she didn’t think Grace would go for either of those suggestions.

Trulee Lovejoy was supposed to help women catch men, not convince them the testosterone-laden brutes weren’t worth the trouble. The problem, though, was that Trulee’s alter ego, Dr. Althea Chandler, had lousy judgment in men. As far as Thea was concerned, the half of the population that possessed the defective Y chromosome wasn’t worth the effort. Case in point: ex-fiancé, Dr. Stephen J. Ross.

The ringing phone drew her attention away from her vindictive musings. Tossing her purse, tote, and keys on a chair, she reached for the receiver. The moment she heard the voice on the other end, she wished she hadn’t.

“Althea, this has gone on too long. You had no business running off like that. I need you back here.”

Thea wasn’t surprised by her sister’s demand. Madeline lived in her own private world of quarks and neutrinos. And adultery. In her mind what occurred the night before Thea’s aborted wedding was no more than a slight misunderstanding, certainly not something to keep Thea from shouldering her family responsibilities.

Struggling to keep all emotion from her voice, Thea responded to her sister’s demand. “I’m not coming back, Madeline.”

“You’re holding a grudge, Althea. Mother wouldn’t have liked that. This is your home.” Madeline choked back a sob that Thea suspected was well scripted. “Please, Thea,” her sister whined. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. I said I was sorry, didn’t I?”

Thea sighed. She had allowed herself to be manipulated for too long—first by her parents, then her sister. And where had it gotten her? She’d been used and abused—mentally, emotionally, and financially. No one appreciated the sacrifice she had made in the name of family, not that anyone except Grace knew the nature of that sacrifice. Still, enough was enough. “Mother is dead,” she reminded Madeline.

Her sister sniffled. “That doesn’t mean you can walk away from your obligations. Everything’s a mess. Bill won’t speak to me. He wants a divorce. You won’t come home. Why are you all doing this to me?”

Me? Did her sister actually believe she was the victim in this B-movie soap opera? But, of course. Thanks to her parents, Madeline had grown up believing the world revolved around her. Camilla and Frederick Chandler may have had the best of intentions, but they’d created a monster. “You brought this on yourself, Madeline.”

“I said I was sorry! What more do you want?”

“I want you to leave me alone.” Thea slammed the phone into its cradle. Her mother’s rule against slamming echoed in her head, but as she had told her sister, Camilla Chandler was dead. Her oldest daughter no longer felt constrained nor needed to abide by her mother’s dictates.

Thea headed for her computer, but quickly changed her mind. She was beginning to see stars again, and she wasn’t certain she could navigate the keyboard with her sore wrist. Instead, she opted for two aspirins and an ice pack. Alternating the pack between her wrist and head, she slumped onto the sofa and stewed over the call from her sister.

With eight years between them, Madeline’s birth had disrupted Thea’s comfortably settled role as an only child. Compounding the situation, the Chandler’s second daughter was born a genius. Although Thea was herself a bright child, her status in the family rapidly plummeted.

While most toddlers were struggling to walk without tripping over their own feet, Madeline Chandler taught herself to read. By the age of eight she had mastered calculus. At twelve she was enrolled at Stanford. She graduated with a doctorate in astrophysics before she was old enough to vote.

Thea was told repeatedly that Madeline had been blessed with a rare gift, and as a member of the family, Thea had an obligation to help nurture her sister’s genius. From the beginning, Madeline was treated like royalty, surrounded by doting parents and an older sister who jumped through hoops to do her bidding. And Thea jumped without complaint. Because Madeline was special, and it was expected. And most of all because Thea was the responsible daughter.

Now her parents were gone, and Thea was left to suffer the consequences of their overindulgent attitudes toward her younger sister. Genius aside, Madeline was a spoiled brat who thought nothing of hurting the sister who had sacrificed so much for her. Thea had reached her saturation point. She would no longer act as Madeline’s enabler.

She picked up the phone and dialed her San Francisco attorney. After being connected, she outlined her wishes to him.

Thea heard the lawyer’s disapproval in his voice. “Are you certain you want to do this, Althea?”

“I’ve made up my mind, Arthur. I’m making a new life for myself in New York. I won’t be returning to San Francisco. I want a clean break.”

“If that’s your decision.”

“It is.”

“I’ll draw up the papers and overnight them to you to sign. This is a very generous gift. Your sister will be quite surprised.”

“Yes, she will,” agreed Thea. She hung up the phone. Madeline was in for the surprise of her life—and a rude awakening.

Thea didn’t hate her sister. Over the years she had come to understand that Madeline was a victim. They both were. Each sister in
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