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 Reviewed by Jennifer Senick for Readers’ Favorite 









 Once I began reading I Love You, Hypothetically by Stacy Goforth, I was completely hooked. The writing expertly blends humor and romance with emotion. All three play an equally important role in the plot. The dialogue flows naturally, and the characters seem like people I could actually know. Piper's voice is funny, relatable, and wonderfully chaotic. She had me laughing one minute, then feeling genuinely sad the next. She also had great chemistry with her best friend, Holly. Their friendship felt real, and their sharp wit and rapid-fire exchanges reminded me of Lorelai and Sookie from Gilmore Girls. They add energy and balance the more serious moments. That said, the growing connection between Piper and Josh was my favorite part of the book. I couldn’t wait to see what happened next for them. Readers who enjoy romantic comedies with plenty of sparks and witty banter should give this novel a try. It had me smiling long after I turned the final page. 
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Reviewed by Mimie Odigwe for Readers’ Favorite









Dragonfly: Book 1


With small-town shenanigans, a tight-knit, albeit meddling family, spiteful exes, and a tender and warming love declaration at the end, I can picture Dragonfly by Stacy Goforth as a Hallmark movie. It’s like Goforth knew how engrossing her book was, so there will be other books featuring the whole clan. Yay! The side characters are supportive, humorous, and have believable development. My favorites have to be Jax, Sam’s perceptive and wry eldest brother, and the sassy, unfiltered Kelley, Blake’s younger sister. Dragonfly isn’t all fluff and flirtations; it explores how different families react to grief, the sacrifices made for family, and with just the right amount of romantic tension to keep pages turning well past bedtime. Dragonfly is for lovers of heart and heat, and anyone who has never really gotten over their crush.




Firefly: Book 2

Stacy Goforth’s Firefly is addictive. One more page turns into five, then ten, and then… whoops, you’ve finished it. And the characters? Jax is a man after my own heart, with wry quips, fierce protectiveness, and healing from a motorcycle accident that shook his confidence. Jax and Allison are fire and gasoline, but for a blaze to warm yourself over. Firefly contains more of this endearing and exasperating small town, a lovable family, banter, and sultry romance that readers of the first book in the Lancaster series will love. As always, Goforth never sacrifices the story for spice; steamy content has been indicated for readers who may want to skip it.






Butterfly: Book 3

 Dylan’s arc is arguably the most challenging of all the siblings. I was nervous going into his story after watching him stumble through so many wrong decisions in the earlier books, even edging into villain territory. Butterfly turned out to be a story of metamorphosis, vulnerability, and redemption. Lucy and Dylan are two hurt souls, healing, loving, and helping each other. The chemistry is undeniable, but friendship, banter, and secret rendezvous are the building blocks for their relationship. Butterfly ties the Lancaster family’s stories together. The most emotional of the trilogy, Stacy Goforth’s finale is authentic and witty and does not shy away from serious topics like grief, self-doubt, depression, and mistakes. 
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  For my Noah Calhoun, thank you for being the first man who ever put me first…

 “She wanted something else, something different, something more. Passion and romance, perhaps, or maybe quiet conversations in candlelit rooms, or perhaps something as simple as not being second.” 

~The Notebook








  
  "He who tells a lie is not sensible of how great a task he undertakes; for he must be forced to invent twenty more to maintain that one."Alexander Pope
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Girlfriend — Avril Lavigne                                                                   3:37



I'm the Problem — Morgan Wallen                                                  2:58




Crush — Katy Perry                                                                               2:58




The Fox (What Does the Fox Say?) — Ylvis                                     3:34




Party Up — DMX                                                                                   4:29




La Vie En Rose — Louis Armstrong                                                  3:25




Nice To Meet You — Myles Smith                                                      2:56




Unwell — Matchbox Twenty                                                                3:57




Girl — Maren Morris                                                                               4:11




He's a Pirate (Save Me) — Gabry Ponte, Steve Aoki, KEL            2:33




Brown Eyed Girl — Van Morrison                                                       3:03




Pour Me a Drink — Post Malone, Blake Shelton                             3:15




Go Your Own Way — Fleetwood Mac                                                3:44




Down Bad — Taylor Swift                                                                      4:21




Don't Stop Believin' — Journey                                                            4:09




Love Me Harder — Ariana Grande, The Weekend                          3:56
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  Chapter one
The Night Before the Big Lie

Piper


It all started the night before the big lie. 
I was enjoying a cocktail at my favorite West Hollywood haunt, Bar Next Door on Sunset. My best friend Holly was salivating over some hunky Hemsworth looking man who was commanding all the attention at the mahogany bar-top. Meanwhile, I was busy trying to lock down a towering, lanky version of Will Wheaton. Awkward, safe, and carrying on a conversation about something I had little interest in. 
"Ash nazg durbatulûk." 
Moisture pooled on my cheek with each forcefully whispered word. With all the civility I could muster, I brushed my face with my napkin. "Bless you," I muttered in consolation.
His tiny scoff was an immediate trigger warning, clueing me in that I must not have been following the conversation for longer than I thought. "No, it's from the book. Ash nazg durbatulûk." He repeated, as if this would somehow make the words magically turn to English in my ears. "It's what's inscribed on the ring." Will, or Ashton—at least I was mildly certain his actual name was Ashton—furrowed his brow before he leaned closer to me and whispered. "One ring to rule them all."
I snorted in the most unattractive manner possible, nostrils flaring and the sound of a dying cat exiting my mouth. Not that the unappealing response mattered. The chance of Ashton and me enjoying a mutual orgasm tonight was getting slimmer the longer this conversation continued. "That about sums up marriage," I announced gleefully, expecting at least a smile in response to what struck me as a perfectly timed wisecrack. 
Ashton wasn't a fan of humor, apparently, because he simply stared into his beer and shrugged. "No, Tolkien wasn't talking about marriage. In the books—"
In hindsight, I should have controlled the heavy sigh that escaped my mouth, but I was always the girl in the corner with the resting bitch face or the first person at a party who vomited her emotions. 
Last year, Holly and I went to one of our work friends's Christmas parties, and everyone did that normal thing where they lied about how good the food was and how happy they were to hang out with people outside of work. It was going great until I blurted out, "Hey Stacy, you might want to throw away the cheese because it smells like ass and I think it's molding." How was I supposed to know there was something called marbling? 
"Sorry, I think my friend needs me," I said, and I was pretty sure Ashton breathed a sigh of relief the moment I left the table to pull Holly away from Mr. Hemsworth. 
"I was just about to close the deal, Pip," Holly said through gritted teeth. Her fake smile was for Mr. Hemsworth, who was no longer looking at her. He had already moved on to the sexy redhead in the miniskirt, who had been throwing back gin and tonics all night. 
I didn't give Holly another chance to argue before I had her halfway to the restroom. "I'm sorry, but I'm calling in a Sarah McLaclan."
Holly's head tipped back, her fingers pinching her nose. "You can't need rescuing that badly, not tonight, Pip! Did you see how hot Steve was?" My nose scrunched in disgust. Steve? Not the name I would have assigned to hunky Hemsworth. Holly's fingers digging into my chin tore me from my thoughts. "Pip, I think he could bench press me with one arm."
"My date is speaking to me in some form of Elvish," I groaned.
"Dear God, why?"
I pressed my arms defensively across my chest, staring blankly at the wall behind my furious friend. "I might have asked him the question."
The growl caught my attention as Holly's eyes narrowed before grabbing my shirt. "You didn't."
"In my defense, I was just checking to see if he fit my description."
"He's tall, with a sort of Napolean Dynamite aura to him. Looks like he just left a Star Trek convention, couldn't lift a dumbbell if you asked him to, and I think he asked the waitress if his beer had gluten in it. He checks every safety box you could ever want. Why would you ask him the question?"
"The Napolean Dynamite comment is offensive. Besides, I think he looks like Will Wheaton," I whined. "He's kind of cute." Holly glared at me. She had a point after all. My elvish speaking Star Trek nerd was like all the other men I had dated for the last few years. Harmless, boring, and about as bland as white bread. 
But I had rules about men. Four rules that I put in place when I moved to California that were there to keep me safe. 
Rule number one: never date a man who's hotter than Ryan Gosling
No one needed to wake up in the morning to a man who looked like he had just rolled off the cover of GQ Magazine. I had a hard enough time managing my own expectations about my looks. I didn't have time to stroke his ego, too. Besides, there was nothing wrong with waking up next to a man who looked like he might be a science professor. Being smart was an attractive quality!
Rule number two: never date a man who puts fitness above everything else. 
I worked at a men's health magazine, so I dealt constantly with men and their egos about fitness and muscles. If a man wanted to spend all day sweating in a room with other men, that was his decision. I just assumed there were better ways he could spend his time.
Rule number three: never date a man who doesn't get along with your cat.
This rule required no explanation. The men I met were usually dog people. Meanwhile, I had a cat named Ellie. She was adorable to look at and also the meanest cat you would ever meet. So, most likely, I was never getting married as long as she was alive.
But the most important rule of all was rule number four. Rule number four was the one that usually destroyed all relationships I attempted. 
Rule number four: never date a man who didn't like The Notebook.
Yes, it was cliche, and yes, it was asking a lot out of a man, but if you can't be happy watching Ryan Gosling and Rachel McAdams kiss in the rain and then hold me as I sob under the covers because she lost her memory and they lay together on the bed holding hands after they died. Well, then you just aren't the man for me.
Holly cleared her throat. "And how did he answer the question?"
I closed my eyes and sighed. "He had not seen The Notebook, but he told me all about his favorite movie series of all time, The Lord of the Rings."
"Ah yes, I like that one. Orlando Bloom is hot as hell. Who knew that pointy ears could be so sexy?"
"He spat on me while he was speaking in some other language about a ring. I'm calling in my rescue, please." I pouted, pushing my lip out and blinking my eyes at her. It was a dirty trick, but it always worked.
"Fine, but you owe me. Steve was so hot," she whined, pinching her lips together as she stared into the bar. The ever predictable Steve had moved on to the pretty blonde in blue heels.
"He's not worth it. The overly attractive ones never are," I said.
She growled and dragged me toward the back door. "You need to grow up and date men worth your time, have a real relationship for once, Pip."
I shriveled my nose, stepping over the garbage pile in the alleyway as we made our way toward the street. "Ugh, no. If I wanted a relationship, I'd invent one."
"That's very mature of you." Holly glanced down at her phone as she ordered the Uber, shaking her head with that usual disgust toward this topic. "When was the last time you had an actual date with a man you were interested in?"
I rolled my eyes as I mentally walked through my dating deck in my head. "I went out with that guy on Saturday."
"One-night stands don't count."
I groaned. That cleared half of my deck. "It's not like I was going to two-night stand the guy. He wasn't interesting. Plus, he failed to mention that he enjoyed watching wrestling."
"One of these days, Pip, you are going to have to ditch your rules and stop running from commitment." Holly flagged down the approaching vehicle, and I followed her into the backseat.
"That's not what I'm doing, you know!" I crumpled into the seat and sighed. "Dating is scary these days. It's not like it was for my parents. The love of your life doesn't just fall out of the sky into your backyard."
I wish I could say I was exaggerating, but my parents actually began that way. My father had been working a nine-to-five job for most of his twenties when a gorgeous nineteen-year-old erratically drifted from the nearby skydiving school into his backyard. My mother was the breath of fresh air and lack of responsibilities he didn't know he was missing. The rest, as they say, was history.  
"Pip, I've known you for five years now. You're terrified of letting anyone worthy get to know you. You're gorgeous, funny, and smart. Try being real for a change."
I stared out the window and grumbled under my breath. "I don't need real. Right now, I'd settle for whatever will get you off my back."
And that, ladies and gentlemen, is called foreshadowing.
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The morning of the big lie started like any other morning, with Ellie screeching on my chest, her butt angled at my face. Usually, this worked as an effective alarm clock, only this morning, Ellie started her morning ritual fifteen minutes later than normal, which meant I was going to be late for work.
By the time I got on the freeway, I was already half an hour late, and I knew the only thing that would keep my tardiness from getting called out was a stop at Randy's Donuts. My boss, Mr. Boseman, enjoyed an occasional donut, but he couldn't resist the blueberry iced cake donut from Randy's. 
It was a bit out of my way on my drive from my apartment in North Hollywood to my office in Burbank, but the reward was going to be worth the hassle. 
Because I really didn't want to see the satisfaction on my coworker, Dan Wilder's face when I walked into the meeting late without a selection of tasty breakfast treats. 
Dan had been extra annoying lately, providing an offbeat note about my hair or a salacious comment regarding my outfit that day. But most infuriating of all was that he was always providing scathing remarks about my articles. As I mentioned earlier, I work for a men's health magazine, and while I was neither a man nor an avid believer in health and exercise, I was good at my job. My witty articles, though few and far between, were always popular with our readers. 
But more than anything, I wanted the coveted managing editor position that had been vacated two weeks ago. (RIP Sean Murphy, we miss your humor.) Oh, he wasn't dead, but Mr. Boseman didn't allow anyone to say his name around the office anymore, so he may as well be dead to us since Men's Weekly Magazine "stole" him last month for twice his salary.  
The position was still yet to be posted, but there were rumors circulating around the office that Mr. Boseman would announce the position any day now. I had worked there long enough to know that the rumor mill was basically gospel.
I walked into the conference room with my head held high and a deliciously full box of Randy's Donuts. Of course, Mr. Boseman was delighted. My smile grew ten times when he thanked me for anticipating everyone's exhaustion from the long weekend and providing the needed pick-me-up. Dan was fuming, but it seemed to keep his big mouth shut for the rest of the day, which was the icing on the donut for me.
My drive home went about as expected for someone living in the city. Traffic was horrendous, too many people went about applying the use of their car horn when there was nothing useful about it at all, but by the time I pulled up to my apartment, I couldn't help but feel happy about living another beautiful day in sunny L.A.
I collected my mail as I always did: junk as usual. No one ever sent me mail that came under my actual name. It was always "Resident" or addressed to Anderson Cooper—who I am positive is not the silver fox who gets drunk every New Year's Eve on television—but nothing ever came addressed to Piper West. 
Before I left the annex, I peered around the corner and peeked into the box next to mine. I spotted the corner of the magazine sticking out, just as it always did. I tugged and yanked it free, shuffling through the pages until I found the recipes in the back. This month's edition of Food & Wine had a recipe for Honey Walnut Shrimp. That appeared way too complicated for my nominal cooking skills. I thumbed through the pages until I located the drinks. There was a recipe for a Rusty Nail that looked promising, and I had all the ingredients. I carefully tore out the page and closed the magazine. Glancing around, I shoved the magazine back into the box and headed toward the elevator. 
The door to the atrium opened, and the sound of voices reached me just as the elevator doors were closing. I peered through the slit in the door and glimpsed blonde hair right as the metal doors slammed closed. I stared down at my recipe, excited about my prospects of a good drink to go with my dinner of boxed macaroni and cheese. 
The moment I opened my apartment door, Ellie was at my feet, nipping at my ankles. "Hello to you too, my little demon spawn angel." She shrilled angrily at me, her angelic face in deep contrast to the fact that she was trying to claw her way up my denim pants with fiery eyes. "Mommy will feed you in a moment." I tried to shrug her off, but decided I should feed her first, or else I would never get around to my dinner without claw marks and bandages.
I had barely sat the box of macaroni on the counter when the noise in the hallway alerted me to my neighbor's arrival. 
Josh Burke—tall, dark, and unavailable in apartment 3D. I didn't know his name because we were friends. In fact, I had never introduced myself to the man when he moved in six months ago. However, the label on his magazine had provided me a name to put with his face. Josh broke two of my rules without even uttering a single word to him. He was hotter than any man I had ever laid eyes on. And he was always coming home from the gym. 
I rushed toward my front door and tipped up on my toes to stare through the peephole. Josh was standing outside his apartment door, talking to his girlfriend. (Name unknown). He had his keys in his hand and his back to me. Based on their attire, it appeared they were returning from yet another visit to the gym. I pressed my ear to the door to listen, as I always did when he came home. 
"Well, you didn't tell me you were working late again." The unknown hot blonde was speaking in a tone that I didn't appreciate her using toward Josh.
"I'm sorry; it was a last-minute request from Mr. Lucas." Josh seemed very apologetic. I sighed and immediately covered my mouth because I really was standing very close to the door.
"There is always a last-minute request from Mr. Lucas, babe. Grow some balls." The unladylike gasp that cleared my throat must have been louder than I realized because, to my horror, Josh turned to face my door. I scrambled away from it as if it had suddenly caught fire. 
Ellie stared at me from the counter. "Well, that was just rude." I shrugged, walking toward my bedroom to change into my pajamas and settle into my boring evening alone. 
By the time my water was boiling, my cocktail stirred in my glass, and the sounds of Avril Lavigne blared from my stereo, I had decided that Josh's girlfriend was no good for him. Obviously, she didn't appreciate him, or she wouldn't have spoken to him the way she did. Once I was sitting down to eat my macaroni, the rest of the story in my head was taking shape. I imagined his girlfriend must be a yoga instructor named Bridgette, who forced Josh to come to the studio every day to do hot yoga and only allowed him to eat vegetables and quinoa. 
When I started my second Rusty Nail, my phone rang. My mother's name came up on my screen, and I groaned. "You answer it, Ellie. I can imagine your life is more interesting to her."
When Ellie only purred, I sighed and answered the phone. "Hello, Mama."
"Pip, darling, how are you?"
It always started this way, with the niceties. How was your day? Are you getting enough sun? But it never ended there…
"I'm great Mama, where's Dad?"
"Philly, it's Pip. She's asking about you." My mother's shrill voice screamed through the other end. I could hear a screen door opening and could imagine the enormous cornfields behind my parents' farm in Colorado. 
"You didn't have to call him in," I mumbled, knowing it wouldn't matter. My mother was like that. She did whatever she wanted. She had always been a free spirit. 
"Is she on now?" My father's voice wafted through the line, and I smiled. I really missed them now and then.
"Hi, Dad."
"Pippy, are you getting enough sun?"
"Yes, Dad. I get plenty; it's California." I chuckled and then held my breath, waiting for the questions to come, because they always did.
"How's the job, dear?" One. "Are you looking for anything else?" Two. "What about prospects?" Three. 
I inhaled deeply. "Daddy, the job is fine. I'm doing great. I'm happy doing what I do."
"Yes, but you are better than those silly columns you write. They barely make it to the magazine; half the time they only end up online, and I can't find them anywhere. You know I don't do the internet, Pip." I shook my head and shriveled my nose, trying not to mimic my mother's voice. 
"I worry about you, Pip. I'd feel better if you had someone out there with you," my dad said from somewhere in the room. 
"I have Holly."
"Holly doesn't count. The two of you found a way to get lost crossing the street." My dad's stern voice was a reminder of the one time in college that Holly and I got lost coming home from a party. We were drunk, but I didn't want to tell my dad that. But of course, that was the only memory of my best friend he ever brought up.
"I hope you guys bother Pax about this stuff, too." My wayward brother, Paxton. He was more of a gypsy than anyone in the family. He roamed across the U.S. like hew was spending Monopoly money. "Speaking of Pax, where is he now?" The classic distraction move. Shift the conversation to the life of my equally unfulfilled brother. 
"Your brother is in Montana, but we aren't talking about him. We are talking about you. When are you going to settle down with a good man who deserves you? I worry about you, Pip!"
Now, maybe it was my mother's voice and the way she whined the last four words, or maybe it was the fact that I mixed those Rusty Nail's a little strong, but the next thing that came out of my mouth started the big lie.
"You don't have to worry about me anymore, Mama."
She shrieked, causing me to jump, dropping my phone, confused slightly at what excited her so much. "Oh my God, you're dating? What's his name?"
"What?" I juggled the phone, staring at Ellie, who simply meowed and walked away. 
"I'm so happy for you, Pip. You don't know how worried we've been, and realizing that you have someone now… Well, it just feels like such a relief." My mother was nearly in tears, and I was retracing my steps back to where it all went wrong.
"Mama—"
"Pippy, we are so happy for you." My dad sounded unusually pleased. Worse yet, his voice gave off a note of pride. "Now tell me the young man's name and how you two lovebirds met."
And so, this is how it all began…
"Well, his name is Josh, and he's the guy who lives across the hall from me." 







  
  Chapter two
The Orderly Life of Josh Burke

Josh


Some people might consider my life boring, but I just prefer to think of it as orderly. Every day, I wake up precisely at a quarter to six. Go for my daily run, return home and shower, and then start my commute to work. 
Moving to California from Illinois right after graduating high school was a shock to the system at first. Everyone back home expected me to get a glitzy job in entertainment, because that's the only thing people think of when they hear you're moving to Los Angeles, but when I tell them I'm an accountant, no one really cares what I do anymore.
The funny thing is, I actually deal with a lot of celebrities at my job. Working in the sports division for the Creative Artists Agency, or the CAA, means I'm the guy that knows that the dude who shot the three pointer that beat the Cavs last night, also owes a cool million dollars for the press clean up my company did of his, shall we say, extracurricular partying he partook of in Cancun last month. 
Of course, I can't talk about any of that because I actually want to keep my job. So, instead, I just tell people I'm an accountant and watch their eyes glaze over and move on.
"Yo, we going to the game on Saturday?" A scruffy haired Kierin Smith greeted me at the entry to our office building as he usually did every morning. I met Kierin on my first day at USC, and we've been best friends ever since. He's the most loyal, stand-up guy I know, even if he is a tad on the dramatic side sometimes.
I shrugged and badged into the building. "Can't. Brooke wants to go to Catalina."
I waited for the noise that always came after I mentioned my girlfriend's name to Kierin. Brooke Henderson and I met during my first year of college. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in California, and that was even after I spent an entire week at Pointe Dume State Beach in Malibu. Her wavy blonde hair and sculpted tan legs that seemed to go on for miles nearly stopped my heart when I saw her. I asked her out and never looked back. We've been dating for the past six years. Kierin believes that my relationship with Brooke somehow ruined our college experience. 
I heard the groan the moment he plopped down at the desk across from me. "What are you going to do in Catalina? Can you guys be any more boring if you tried?"
I really don't want to go to Catalina, but I promised Brooke I would take her this time. 
From all the hints she's been dropping, I can tell she's expecting me to propose this weekend. Spoiler alert: I'm not. She might be ready for marriage, but it's not even in the realm of possibility for me yet. I'm only twenty-seven years old. There's so much more I need to do before I give up and declare that this woman is the only one in the world I want to be with. Hell, Kurt Cobain died when he was twenty-seven, and he accomplished way more than I have. 
Don't get me wrong, I care about Brooke, and I've invested six years of my life with her, but I'm just not sure if that equals eternity. 
"We're gonna drink wine, I think."
"Wait, the Catalina Wine Mixer is a real thing?"
I shrugged and opened my laptop. "Apparently."
I heard my boss's voice before I saw him. Kierin jumped up from his desk and ducked into the nearest supply closet, leaving me to fend for myself. I closed my eyes and tapped on my keyboard, inhaling a deep breath. "Josh, great to see you bright and early."
"Of course, Mr. Lucas."
"Looks like you're the only one here." I glanced around the room. Of course, everyone had made themselves scarce. "I have a project for you. Shouldn't take too long, but it's VIP." 
Now, you would think this is a good thing for me. Very important person! Sounds like the type of account you would put with your best employee. But honestly, it just meant I'm about to get screwed. "Of course, Mr. Lucas, always happy to help." I say this while thinking to myself, why is it always me?
"I'll email it to you this afternoon. Need it back by Monday morning. Got an important meeting with Mark Walter." I wanted to react with a loud, whining groan, but I bit my tongue until I tasted metal. Mark Walter was the controlling owner of the Los Angeles Dodgers. That meant this wasn't a small project. 
"I'll get right on it, boss."
"Great job, Josh. I see good things in your future." Mr. Lucas was already halfway down the hallway before my head hit the desk. 
"What the hell were you thinking agreeing to do that?" I looked up just as Kierin stepped out of the supply closet. 
"Yeah, well, not like I had a choice when everyone ran away the moment he walked into the office." Suddenly, the surrounding desks were fluttering with activity as people returned to their workstations, whispering to each other, or sharing a laugh about their carefree weekends they planned to enjoy. 
"You can tell him you're busy. You are working on more accounts than anyone else." Kierin tapped into his laptop and slid his headset over his ears. 
The email from my boss appeared on my screen, and the moment I read through the details, I realized not only am I going to be working late most of this week, but I'm going to have to work this weekend if I want to get this account set up in time. Which meant I had to break the news to Brooke that I can't go to Catalina on Saturday or brainstorm a way to be in two places at once. 
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Brooke was waiting by her car in front of the gym the moment I pulled up next to her. I can tell by the look on her face that she's not happy I've made her late for our weekly spin class. Something I'm not exactly angry about. I hate spin class. My left ass cheek goes numb about halfway through the class, and I can't focus on what our instructor, Sonya, is saying, because I spend most of my time trying to keep from falling off the bike. 
This is why I prefer running, but Brooke hates running, so we do spin class instead.
I climbed out of the car and kissed her cheek. "I'm sorry I'm late."
"We've already missed the first ten minutes. We might as well not even go in."
I wrapped my arm around her back and pushed her gently toward the entrance. "You hate when we miss spin class. We'll just slip in the back and finish it out."
She groaned, but still followed me into the building. "Fine."
The class proved uneventful and provided me with a good place to brainstorm about the Catalina dilemma. At least my ass doesn't go numb this time.
Once I conclude that I'm not smart enough to create a cloning spell, I spend the rest of the class trying to figure out how I'm going to tell Brooke about the project. She hates my boss and definitely won't understand why I didn't tell him I couldn't do the project. Hell, I don't know why I didn't tell him. But I want to make a good impression. 
My mom once told me I have trouble telling people I can't do things for them because I have some sort of fear that I'll disappoint them. I suppose that's what you get when your dad disappears from your life at age ten. I obsess over things I could have done better to make him stick around. Perhaps if I'd taken out that trash like he asked, or cleaned my room more than once a month.  I'm probably somewhat addicted to the comfort of blaming myself, but that's the stuff you learn about yourself when your mom's a shrink. 
Either way, I hadn't figured out a way to let down my boss or Brooke by the time Sonya ended our spin class, so that was going to be a problem for later in the week.
Brooke and I always went back to my place for dinner after spin class. Those were the nights when I would order a second dinner after she left. Not that I didn't enjoy a good chicken salad, but when you work up an appetite from vigorous exercise, you want some damn red meat, or at the very least a pepperoni pizza. 
"Babe, there's a page missing out of your magazine again." Brooke tossed the Food & Wine magazine at me as we walked toward the elevator. 
"What? Again? I swear, that keeps happening every month. How can anyone be so incompetent?" I flipped through the pages to the jagged lines in the back of the book. Sure enough, there was a page torn out, just like last month. I knew I was going to have to call and complain again. I'm sure there was a file on me at the Food & Wine call center with a red flag that popped up every time I called them. 
"Who cares? It's just the recipe section, and it's not like the food in there is healthy for you, anyway."
"That's not the point. I pay money for this, and I'm getting something that is ruined every month. How does that even happen?" I complained, leaning against the elevator wall.
"I just don't understand why it bothers you so much. You don't even cook."
That was not the point. Somehow, my magazine was getting destroyed in the same spot every month for the last few months. It was the principle of the matter that counted. I never tore pages out of books or magazines, and I didn't understand how someone was getting to mine. Perhaps the mailman had a secret desire to become a chef and was taking recipes to practice on? Were little elves stealing pages from my magazine? I glanced at the missing pages to see what they had taken this month. A recipe for a Rusty Nail. It made no sense that tiny elves would go on a binger with my pages for a drink recipe.
"I hate that we missed most of the spin class." I looked up just as Brooke stepped out of the elevator.
I pulled out my keys and shoved the mail into my jacket. "I'm sorry, but I told you I had to work on a project." 
She rolled her eyes and leaned against the wall next to the door. "Well, you didn't tell me you were working late again." 
"I'm sorry. It was a last-minute request from Mr. Lucas." My shoulders sagged, my forehead resting against the door as the key to the apartment got stuck in the keyhole again.
"There is always a last-minute request from Mr. Lucas, babe. Grow some balls." I heard a sound that caused me to turn. I swore I heard someone behind me, but the door to the apartment across the hall was closed. 
I turned back to my apartment and jiggled the key, relieved when the lock finally clicked. "Brooke, I'm sorry. It couldn't be helped."
"That's what you always say." She stood in the doorway and frowned, her eyes rolling toward the ceiling. I knew that look; I'd seen it many times over the years. Brooke's classic disappointment scowl. "Look, I can't stay tonight. I'm meeting friends. Cherry is getting married, and we're doing happy hour."
"That's nice." I forced a smile, trying to show my support, but I could already taste the pepperoni pizza on my tongue that I was about to order the moment she left.
"Isn't it? You know, everyone I know is getting married, Josh."
I chuckled and brushed my lips against her cheek. Not taking her to Catalina was going to cost me. "Let me know when you get home safe tonight, alright?"
"Sure, babe." She was gone before I could get out another word. I closed the door and pulled out my phone. I had the site for my favorite pizza place bookmarked and quickly duplicated my order from last week. Now that I had dealt with my rumbling stomach, I tossed myself onto the couch and clicked on my mom's contact info. She answered on the second ring. 
"Joshua, you're calling early tonight. Is everything alright?" Yes, I call my mother at the same time every Monday. I said my life was orderly. 
"Brooke is out tonight, and I'm waiting for my food." I pulled my shirt over my head and collapsed onto the sofa. "How are you feeling?"
"Today was a good day," she said, her voice soft and slightly hoarse. "Not as much pain as usual."
"That's good. Does that mean this new regimen they've got you on is working?"
"I think so. Better than the last for sure. But we don't need to talk about me." That was my mom for you. Never wanting to talk about herself, even though she had been through some of the worst times since I was a kid. Not only had Dad walked out on her, but his disappearing act had happened conveniently while she was in the middle of battling breast cancer. My mom was my hero, but she never wanted to talk about herself. That's a therapist for you. "How's work?"
"Eh, it's work. I got assigned an enormous project today. I think I should have taken your advice and said no." I chuckled and stared up at the ceiling. "One day I'll earn that promotion."
"Don't take on more than you can handle, Joshua."
I closed my eyes and sighed. "I know, Ma." 
And then we talked for hours about nothing and everything. She asked me how Kierin was doing. I told her he was still single, and she lectured me about how the two of us needed to settle down one day. Though she conveniently never told me to settle down with Brooke. We haven't unpacked the reason for that yet.
She told me about her book club and then told me way too much about the book she was reading. Trust me, no son has ever wanted to know the details of the spicy romance book his mom was reading.
But when we hung up, I always felt better about my day, my life, myself. I think that's what mothers are there for. To remind us of all the good that is left in the world.
There was a knock at my door, and my stomach reminded me I was waiting for my pizza. I stepped out into the hall and leaned down to pick the box up off the ground. The door across the hall opened, and my neighbor stood in the doorway with a surprised look on her face. It was then that I realized I was standing in the hall in just a pair of sweatpants. 
"Hey." I waved at her, and she gasped. "I don't think we've ever actually spoken to each other." She's lived across the hall from me for six months, and I realized I don't even know her name. "I'm Josh."
She was staring at me with her mouth open, and I wasn't really sure if I should just step back into my apartment and close the door. Maybe she didn't speak English. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but this was getting awkward.
"Pip." 
It took me a minute to realize she had said something, but when I met her eyes, I realized she's staring through me. "Sorry, what?"
She smiled and leaned back on her door, missing it completely and tumbling into her apartment before grabbing the doorframe and steadying herself. "I'm Piper, but, uh, people call me Pip."
I shake my head and hold up my pizza. "Nice to meet you. I'm gonna go eat my pizza before it gets cold." I gestured through my open apartment door. "Have a nice night, Pip."
"Lovely to meet you, Josh," she practically shouted as I closed the door behind me. I settled onto my couch in front of my laptop. The television kicked to life with the cinematic sound signaling the start of American Ninja Warrior as I readied myself for another long night of work.
Just another day in the ordinary life of Josh Burke.






  
  Chapter three
Masturbation and Uber Ratings

Piper


"Considering the simple fact that I am a man…" My co-worker's chair squeaked as he leaned back, crossing his arms behind his head. The smirk on his face sent every muscle in my body into attack mode. 
"If you finish that sentence, Dan, I swear to God, we are going to walk to HR together," I threatened, knowing full well I had no intention of taking him to HR. 
First, I hated paperwork. I had already filled out three forms complaining that my coworker was a sexist pig, and all the exercise got me was a call from a very impolite HR type asking me to explain what I meant by "fuck the patriarchy" on line twelve. 
Second, I didn't need to complain to Mark in HR to be smarter than Dan, and most important was the third reason: his entire argument was invalid. "You don't have to be a man in order to write an article about men's testosterone."
"She has a point, Dan." I clutched my heart and winked across the table at Gary, who was staring smugly at Dan. Gary grunted in my direction. It's important to note that he was not offering his support because he agreed with me. Gary's temporary foray into women's rights was only happening because Dan ate his chicken sandwich in the breakroom last week, and Gary held a grudge longer than anyone.
"The article is about male masturbation and its relation to testosterone," Dan growled. "Piper might be able to Google up some research about testosterone, but there's no way she's going to know more about male masturbation than me!"
"I'm not sure you want to announce that to the entire staff, Dan." Everyone's head turned on a swivel toward the man entering the conference room. Tall, dark, and ever mysterious, the man in the tailored suit was none other than John Boseman, Editor-in-Chief of Men's Fitness & Health Magazine. As a boss, he gave off some serious scary vibes, but if you were lucky enough to be called into his office for a chat, he was the sweetest devil in cashmere you would ever meet. 
John was the reason I got hired right out of college. Holly dared me to apply for the managing editor position, and well, I never backed out on a dare. John realized I wasn't ready for the job I was applying for after one glance at my resume. But he took pity on me and hired me as his personal assistant. Two years later, I've worked my way up through the ranks to contributing editor, writing articles, posting on the social media accounts, and occasionally still making a mean cup of coffee for Mr. Boseman. However, the boys' club has never accepted me as anything more than Mr. Boseman's charity case.
"Why are we announcing to everyone that you masturbate so frequently, Dan?" John glanced between the two of us, and I took great joy in watching Dan shrink into his overgrown chair. 
Dan had the
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