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No Experience Required

Izzy Treadway has a reputation as a love guru. She
knows exactly what ignites the spark for others, but she has no
desire to find love herself. You see, Izzy’s bipolar and not only
fears being seen as damaged goods but is terrified that if anything
goes wrong, it might just send her back to the hospital.
Nevertheless, her best friend decides Izzy’s the perfect person to
write The Idiot’s Guide to Love.

 


While researching and writing the book, Izzy finds
herself falling for Jane Mendoza, the new intern at work.
Everything’s perfect until Izzy tells her she’s bipolar and Jane
leaves her, claiming the dreaded “It’s not you, it’s me.”

 


Izzy’s devastated, but heartbreak teaches her she’s
stronger than she gives herself credit for. As Izzy and Jane learn
their pasts don’t define their future, they’ll need to get out of
their own way to discover love can overcome any obstacle.
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Chapter One

Cliff, the Gigify security guard, looked sharp
standing next to the lobby desk in his freshly pressed uniform. The
tired frown he’d been sporting for the last couple of months was
gone, and he’d been watching for Izzy all morning to talk about it.
He called out to her as she exited the elevator.

“Hey, Izzy, the gift certificate to the spa was
perfect. My wife hasn’t been so relaxed since before the kids were
born.”

Izzy was on her way to lunch but stopped to chat.
“Was she surprised?”

“Heck, yeah. She thought she had forgotten our
anniversary or something.” Cliff chuckled.

Izzy narrowed her eyes. “What did you say when you
gave it to her?”

“Don’t worry. I took your advice.” He hitched up his
holster. Gigify took security for the high-tech campus seriously.
“I didn’t tell her she looked tired as hell or mention I was sick
of her nagging me all the time. Instead, I just told her I
appreciated all the stuff she does for the family, and I thought
she might want to take a mini vacation.”

Izzy raked her hands through her short blond hair and
nodded her approval. “People like to feel appreciated.”

“Well, thanks to you, I’m not sleeping on the couch
anymore. It worked like magic. She’s back to her old self now. I
owe you one.” He pointed his finger like a gun and clicked his
tongue.

Izzy drummed her hands on the marble counter and
backed toward the doors. “Remember those words when I forget my
badge next time.”

He winked. “Even if you do forget it three times in
one week. Again.”

“Hey! I told you, being forgetful goes hand in hand
with brilliance. I read that in Psychology Today!” Izzy
laughed.

One more floundering relationship fixed. Her friends
didn’t call her The Love Doctor for nothing. She always had the
right advice at the right time, at least for everyone else. Not so
much for herself. But it didn’t matter. Love was for other people.
She had enough issues to deal with without adding that sort of risk
and complication to her carefully structured life. In the meantime,
she silently patted herself on the back for helping Cliff see
beyond his own Neanderthal nose for once. Maybe helping others with
their love lives was her real calling in life. She could live
vicariously through them.

She pushed open the glass doors of the building and
stepped outside. California sunshine glinted off the glass façade
of the four identical five-story buildings situated around the
outdoor quad of the Silicon Valley tech company. Developers,
program managers, and corporate honchos in their super-expensive
jeans and ironic silk-screened tees moved along pathways among
perfectly landscaped greenery and serene water features. Picnic
tables and patio furniture, shaded by brightly colored canvas
awnings, dotted the area. Subtle strips of rubber with texture
designed to cause suction when pressure was applied were installed
around the perimeter of the water features to prevent people
distracted by handhelds from walking into them. The campus was home
to Gigify, San Jose’s largest online recruitment-software
development firm, where Izzy worked as senior manager of the
technical documentation team.

Izzy crossed the campus and waved her employee card
in front of the card reader to the creatively named North Building,
entered her PIN number, looked up at the facial-recognition reader,
and pressed her thumb on the fingerprint reader. “Only one shall
pass, Isadora P. Treadway,” intoned a deep voice as the glass door
clicked, and she pulled it open to enter the building. The approval
phrase had been a fun novelty the first few times, but it got old
very quickly.

Four or five people waited for their turn to perform
the same sequence of events to gain entry to the Gigify commissary.
It was noon straight up, and the tech masses were descending upon
the sprawling space for nourishment and socialization. Indie rock
strummed quietly in the background, and large television monitors
played various cable programs throughout the room. She walked
across the main dining room while tables started to fill with her
colleagues. Thousands worked on campus, and she didn’t know
everyone, but many faces were familiar. She greeted several people
as she passed, stopped to talk briefly with the senior director of
the application performance team, and confirmed a meeting with one
of the marketing managers before she made it to the café, where a
cacophony of smells inundated her.

Izzy’s stomach growled in response, and she paused
near the mochi ice cream freezer, trying to choose what to have for
lunch. Diversity and inclusion were primary objectives at Gigify.
The International Café offered the usual grill fare, a huge salad
bar, and varied entrees, with cultural delicacies from half a dozen
countries. As if testing the resolve of dieters and healthy diners,
there was even a wood-fired stove where one could get their own
personal-sized pizza.

She was leaning toward the pizza when a familiar
voice sang out behind her. “Hey, hey, hey!”

A tall, gorgeous Latino man strolled up to stand
beside her.

Izzy shoulder-bumped him. “Hey, Hector! How are
you?”

Hector grinned his million-dollar smile. “You know
me. I’m chillin’ like a villain. Are you having mochi for lunch
again?”

She scowled. “I only did that one time, and I’ve
never heard the end of it. It was a bad day.”

Hector raised an eyebrow in clear disbelief, but Izzy
didn’t care. He didn’t have room to judge. She had beat his time at
the last San Francisco Rock ’n’ Roll half marathon by over thirty
minutes, and she was a slow runner. Even if she did have mochi for
lunch, she could do it without remorse.

Hector was fifteen years younger than Izzy, but she
loved him like a brother. Everyone, including her, warmed to
Hector’s handsome smile and stylish look. He always appeared put
together, even after working an eighteen-hour day, which he often
did. On more than one occasion they’d walked to the parking garage
after a long day, he with the barest hint of a five o’clock shadow
and his sleeves rolled up, she with her hair standing at various
angles of attention and her clothes rumpled as if maybe she’d slept
in them—and maybe she had, since she sometimes took a power nap on
the couch near the foosball machine in the purple breakroom.

She and Hector had started at Gigify on the same day
seven years earlier and had bonded during new-hire training.
Although they didn’t work in the same department—Hector was a
platform developer—they worked on the same floor and often sought
each other out when they happened to be near one or the other’s
desks. Once in a while, they had lunch together when they happened
to run into each other in the commissary.

Izzy followed Hector, still unsure what she wanted to
eat. When Hector stopped between the grill and the counter where a
dozen prepared pizzas waited to be claimed, Izzy made her
decision.

“Are you ordering to go? Or do you want to join me?”
Izzy selected a tasty-looking margherita pizza.

Hector eyed her warily. “I’m craving a hamburger
today. Will you be regaling me with all the details from the latest
anti-meat book you’ve read? I seriously don’t need to get grossed
out and not be able to finish my lunch again. It’ll force me to
graze the bulk snack wall in the breakroom later. I’m doing my best
to cut back on the Peanut M&M’s right now.”

“I’m off the vegetarianism.” She picked a tomato from
her pizza and popped it into her mouth.

He gave his order to the woman dressed in white
behind the grill. “What? I thought you were locked in.”

“I was.” She shrugged. “And then St. Patrick’s Day
happened.”

“Don’t tell me. You caved to the corned beef?”

She grimaced. “Yep.”

He made a face. “Seriously? That’s a pretty huge
jump. I mean, boiled meat is pretty much the bottom of the meat
chain.”

This was coming from a guy who liked menudo! She knew
better than to go there. “No. Haggis is. Trust me. My
grandmother may be from Ireland, but my grandfather is from
Scotland.”

She shivered, pushing the childhood memory of a
Sunday dinner of haggis and neeps at her grandparents’ house from
her mind. Neeps. Double shiver.

“I’ll trust you.” Hector laughed. “Let’s hold that
thought. I’ve been thinking about this cheeseburger all morning and
don’t want to ruin it with carnivore guilt. As far as I’m
concerned, this cheeseburger was created as is, delicious and
complete with lettuce, cheese, tomato, secret sauce, and a soft,
fluffy bun. It’s always existed like this, and it’ll make my
stomach so happy.”

They paid for the meals via a chip in their employee
badges as they walked from the café and into the dining area. Lucky
for them, they snagged a table vacated by a group of systems
engineers discussing the finer points of their ongoing game of
D&D.

Seated, Izzy took a bite of her pizza, expecting
bitter disappointment considering Hector’s look of ecstasy when he
bit into his cheeseburger. She’d never enjoyed food in any form as
much as Hector enjoyed his cheeseburger. Instead, she was
pleasantly pleased. She finished the first piece in four bites and
picked up her second.

“So, how’s Jillian?” she asked through a bite, but
covering her mouth with her hand. She wasn’t a barbarian.

Hector’s face lost all its elation. His shoulders
drooped. Uh-oh. Was that a glisten in his eyes? Izzy wasn’t sure
she could handle it if he started to cry.

“I wouldn’t know. She moved out.” He put down his
burger.

“What? When did this happen?” Izzy kept eating. She
felt bad for him, but the pizza was so good.

“A week ago.”

“I take it from the look on your face, it wasn’t your
idea.”

“I didn’t have a clue.” He picked up a fry, made a
face at it, and tossed it back down. The sadness in his voice
pulled at her heart. “One day she was happy, and the next she
wasn’t.”

“Did she tell you why?” She snatched his discarded
fry and put it in her mouth.

“She said we didn’t have anything in common, and she
was sick of coming second to my friends.”

“Oh.” No surprise there. Anyone paying even the
slightest attention would have heard Jillian’s none-too-subtle
remarks when Hector wasn’t paying enough attention to her.

“What?”

“Nothing.” Izzy concentrated on her third piece of
pizza.

“I know that face,” he said, pointing. “You know
something you’re not telling me.”

She blew a breath out. “Well, I guess I saw something
coming.”

He crossed his arms across his massive chest. “What?
And you didn’t tell me?”

He was right. She should have said something. He
didn’t respond when Jillian said something, though. Why
would she think he would listen to her? Besides, she hadn’t thought
Jillian would break up with him. Maybe threaten to, but not
actually do it. Jillian was crazy about Hector.

She put down her pizza. “Wait. Maybe I could have
said something, but why would I meddle in your relationship if you
didn’t ask me to? At the worst, I expected something would bubble
up and you guys might have to have a serious discussion. I didn’t
expect her to move out.”

Hector wadded his napkin and threw it on the table.
He dropped his head and ran both hands through his hair. When he
looked up, he was still perfectly groomed. How did he do that?
“Well, she did. And I didn’t see anything coming at all. How did
you?” He pushed his hardly touched burger and fries to the side.
Izzy made a note to take some Peanut M&M’s to his desk
later.

“It actually wasn’t much of a secret.” She went back
to her pizza. “Anyone could see she was unhappy, especially when
you were around your friends.”

“When?” His brows furrowed.

Seriously? He had no clue? She dropped the remaining
crust into the box and pushed it to the side.

“Just occasionally. Look, I think she was happy with
you. Most of the time.” Now wasn’t the time to be gentle. “It’s
just, when you’re with your friends, you forget to pay attention to
her.”

“Not true,” he said. “I pay attention to her. I’m
always aware of her when she’s there.”

“You may be aware of her, but when you’re playing
video games, you’re pretty single focused. Especially when you get
into your multiplayer games. Nothing registers except the
screen.”

“Again, not true.” He pressed his forefinger against
the table. “Well, maybe sometimes when it’s intense. But you play.
You know how it is. She knows how it is.”

How could he not see it? Even now, in hindsight.

“My guess is she was more into spending time with
you.”

“Oh.” He dropped his hands to the table and looked
into the distance as if maybe he was starting to see what Izzy was
telling him.

“Do you think it’s final?” Izzy asked. She hoped not.
Despite his shortcomings, Hector and Jillian were actually good
together. Hector could get her back so easily if he simply pulled
his head out of the sand.

“I don’t know. I hope not. I just don’t know what I
can do.”

Ugh. Clueless man!

“You need to make it about her for a while. Forever,
if you want it to last. Make her feel special.” Izzy couldn’t
believe she had to spell it out for him. Well, actually, she could.
As long as she’d known him, women had thrown themselves at him.
He’d never had to try to get a date. He’d never had to try to make
something work. He hadn’t built the skills. But Jillian was
special. Hell, if Jillian had been into women, Izzy would have been
first in line to date her—if Izzy dated, which she didn’t.

Hector squared his shoulders. Hope shone in his eyes.
“I’ll do it. I’ll show her she’s the center of my universe. I don’t
know if it’ll work, but I have to try. Thanks, Izzy. You always
know what to do.”

A pleasant warmth filled her to know she might have
helped her friend. At least he had hope. “Just saying it like it
is, Hector.”

“The Love Doctor strikes again. You’re better than
Dear Abby or any of those other advice people out there. You should
do a podcast or something. People could call in and—”

“Hey, there, you two! How’s it hanging?” a familiar
voice chimed in.

“Hey, Audie,” Izzy said as her best friend
approached.

Audie’s fitted bright-yellow bowling shirt with a cat
on the right breast combined with yellow and blue striped pants
with the cuffs rolled up should have assaulted her eyes, but it
didn’t. Audie rocked her individual style with confidence, and it
worked for her. Today, a spiffy hat—the kind an old man would wear,
complete with a little feather on the side—topped her spiked
platinum hair. She wore dramatic makeup, which would have come off
as clownish on anyone else. Izzy should have felt invisible around
Audie, but Audie always made her feel like the center of
attention.

Audie studied Hector. “Whoa. Should I find another
table? You look like someone just took away your favorite kitten
and you’re plotting revenge.”

“Izzy was just telling me how to get Jillian back.”
Resolution still gleamed in his eyes.

“You guys broke up? Really?” Audie dropped into an
empty seat, giving Izzy a “duh, everyone knew it was gonna happen”
look.

Izzy shook her head, hoping Audie wouldn’t go
there.

“Yeah,” Hector said, “but good old Iz had the perfect
advice, as usual. I’ll get her back. She won’t know what hit
her.”

“Truth.” Audie dropped a mailbox-shaped lunch box
painted with various dog faces on the table. “I’ll bet Iz has saved
more marriages than Dr. Phil.”

“Exactly what I was just telling her.” Hector stood
and gathered the remains of his lunch. “Well, I have to get back.
It’s merge day, and I have to work a couple bugs out of my code.
The new intern still needs a little guidance on code reviews.”

“I’m surprised you even took a lunch today.” Izzy
handed him the empty pizza box in response to his outstretched
hand. “See ya.”

He tossed the trash, waved, and strode toward the
main doors.

“The new interns are here already?” Audie asked,
pulling an assortment of small containers out of her lunch box and
placing them on the table. “Jesus, it feels like the last group
just rolled out.”

Izzy didn’t answer. The way Audie used the interns as
a frequently refreshed dating pool made her uncomfortable.

“What do you have there?” she asked. “It looks like…I
don’t want to say what it looks like.” Audie’s lunches were never
run-of-the-mill.

“Boiled eggplant. It’s super good for you.” Audie
shook a gray, shapeless glob onto the pile of green. “You can put
anything in salads.”

Izzy almost gagged. “I’ll trust you.”

“Says the woman with the metabolism of a teenage
boy.” Audie tossed a lone green leaf that had fallen on the table
at Izzy.

“I run.” Izzy caught the leaf and started to tear it
up.

“The only time I run is if I’m chased. If they’re
cute, I don’t bother to run at all.” Audie gave her a wry smile.
“So, you helped Hector with the Jillian situation? God, I was
wondering when he’d get a clue. That woman needs someone who will
treat her like a queen.”

“Like you?” Izzy asked, knowing the answer. Audie
found almost anyone attractive, male or female. She was pansexual
and not terribly picky. She just loved sex, and she loved
people.

Audie smirked. “You know I’d never cross the lines
with a friend’s significant other. But if she wasn’t with Hector,
I’d be all over her like a bee on honey.”

“I believe you.” Izzy laughed. She dropped the
shredded leaf into a pile on the table.

“You are amazing, you know,” Audie said through a
mouthful of salad greens, slimy eggplant, and some sort of boiled
grains. No dressing. Gross. “You always have the perfect advice to
help people with their love lives.”

“I just tell people what’s obvious.”

Audie pointed her fork at Izzy. “There are entire
industries devoted to what you do over a tuna sandwich and
SunChips.”

Izzy waved a hand, dismissing the comment. It was
true, but she didn’t want anyone thinking she had a big head about
it. “It’s what friends do, Audie. I listen, and I give advice. You
do the same for me.”

“I try, but I don’t have your magic with it.” Audie
made a face and moved the eggplant to the side. She stabbed at her
salad and then waved her fork at Izzy, pieces of salad dropping to
the table. “You have a talent. Admit it.”

“I like helping people. It makes me feel good.” Izzy
rubbed the back of her neck, embarrassed.

Audie shoveled the forkful of greens into her mouth.
She made eating a salad look like work. “You should figure out a
way to charge people for it.”

“Yeah, right.” Izzy stole one of Audie’s napkins and
tore a strip from it.

Audie cocked one perfectly arched eyebrow. “Why?
You’re providing a service.”

“I can’t charge my friends for advice. I’m not Lucy
from Peanuts. The Doctor is not in. I’m a technical writer,
not a therapist. They can keep their nickels.” Izzy ripped a couple
more strips and added them to the pile in front of her.

“Maybe not having a degree in it is a good thing. It
makes you more relatable.” Audie dropped her fork into her lunch
box and grimaced. “I can’t with this salad. I think this diet only
works because it’s inedible.”

Izzy laughed. “Exercise, and you wouldn’t need to
diet.”

“The only exercise I enjoy is the horizontal kind.”
Audie wiggled her eyebrows. “I’m serious. You need to monetize your
talent.”

Izzy snorted. “You’re a riot. Who’s going to listen
to me? I’m forty-seven. I’m single. I’ve always been
single.”

Audie narrowed her eyes. “The best bartenders are the
ones who don’t drink. Besides, not true. You were with Siobhan for
over a year.”

Izzy laughed wryly. “Yes, Siobhan. My longest
relationship, which only lasted a year because we lived in
different countries.”

Audie whisked her hands to the side. “Okay, your own
relationship status aside, you still give the best advice of anyone
I’ve ever known. You need to capitalize on it.”

“What am I supposed to do, put flyers in the
breakrooms with the tear-off thingies on them and wait for people
to call me? No way.” Izzy wadded up the napkin strips and bounced
the ratty ball in her palm. “Besides, I like my job. I don’t need
another one.”

Audie smacked Izzy’s hand from below. The ball broke
into smaller pieces and drifted down like confetti. “Hey, you’re a
writer. People spend a shit-ton on self-help books. You can write
one of those.”

“I’m not that kind of a writer,” Izzy said. “I write
technical documents, user’s guides, white papers. I wouldn’t know a
thing about writing a self-help book. I’m not touchy-feely like
that.”

Audie took a package of Twinkies out of her lunch
box, and Izzy laughed. Only Audie would have boiled eggplant
and Twinkies in her lunch.

Audie’s finger shot up, and she pointed at Izzy.
“Hey, how about a user’s guide?”

Izzy stopped laughing. “What? You mean like an
idiot’s guide to fixing your love life or something?”

“Yeah! That’s it!” Audie dropped the Twinkies and
spread her hands in the air as if reading a large marquee or
billboard. “An Idiot’s Guide to Love.” She nodded knowingly.
“There you go. Now you even have a title. You’re welcome. I expect
to be the first person in the acknowledgments. It’s gonna be a best
seller. Mark my words.”

Izzy’s stomach fell. Audie wouldn’t be happy until
she had a book in her hands. How had she gotten herself involved in
this harebrained idea?

 


* * *

 


Izzy sat at her desk after lunch and spun her desk
chair from left to right and back again, staring at the ceiling
tiles. What business did she have writing a self-help book about
finding love when she hadn’t been on a date in more years than she
could remember? She laughed to herself. Maybe she could write a
book on how to stay out of love. At least it would be more
in her bailiwick. Audie’s suggestion was hilarious. She sighed and
opened her laptop. The release notes weren’t going to edit
themselves.

 


* * *

 


Ten minutes later, Izzy couldn’t remember a word of
the release document she had just read. The book idea kept slinking
its way into her thoughts. She raised her hands over her head and
stretched. An Idiot’s Guide to Love. It was a catchy title,
she had to admit. Something she’d probably look at if she were
browsing the aisles of a bookstore. Not to buy, of course, since
she definitely wasn’t in the market, but just to skim to see what
it was all about.

She opened a new document on her laptop. After a
check to make sure none of her coworkers were around, she typed
An Idiot’s Guide to Love in the middle of the first page.
She then inserted a page break, and…nothing.

She leaned back in her chair. Cool title aside, she
didn’t have to write it just because Audie suggested it. But
she knew Audie. She was like a dog with a bone when she put her
mind to something. She’d seen the look in her eyes, the excitement
in her voice when she’d talked about it. As much as she hated to
admit it, Audie’s enthusiasm was contagious, and she’d always
harbored a secret desire to write a book. So, why not?

She rolled her eyes.

The subject, that was why not.

She closed her laptop. Giving advice to her friends,
as good as it was, didn’t make her an expert. In fact, she was the
furthest from being an expert anyone could be, an anti-expert. Love
had nearly, quite literally, killed her once.

An image of her first love, Kelly, rushed to mind.
Beautiful. Perfect…until Kelly had broken her heart and nearly
killed her. Izzy grimaced. Since then, she’d shunned love, avoiding
anything to do with dating or relationships. Siobhan had been a
one-off. They hadn’t dated. They hadn’t been in love. She had
almost no experience and, thus, no credibility. No one would buy a
book she wrote on the subject.

She needed to stop with the negative self-talk. She
heard her therapist’s voice in her head. What do we do when we
recognize negative self-talk? We counter it with proof of our
positives. So, hey, she wasn’t a recruiter either, but she’d
written thousands of user’s guides for recruiters about how to use
the Gigify software. Proof she didn’t need to do it to write
about it. All she had to do was a little research.

The idea of writing the book was now a challenge she
could get behind. She opened her laptop again and started taking
notes.

 


* * *

 


My name is Izzy Treadway, and I’m an idiot.

An idiot at love, to be specific.

I know what you’re thinking: Why would you ever take
advice from a self-proclaimed idiot?

I thought the exact same thing when my friends
bullied me into writing this book. Who’s going to want to listen to
someone like me? A person who’s spent her life avoiding love? The
thing is—and not to be braggy—the one thing I happen to be pretty
good at is giving advice that successfully leads to deep and
lasting love. At least for other people. Maybe my lack of
entanglement gives me an untarnished view into the hearts of
others. Whatever it is, I bat nearly a thousand percent at giving
advice that works. That’s the reason why I wrote this book, An
Idiot’s Guide to Love. Oh, and to get my friend Audie off my
back.

What are my qualifications, you may ask? Great
question! But first, let me ask you this: is anyone actually
qualified to give advice about love? It’s not like there’s a degree
program out there to teach you the fine art of finding and keeping
love. Nevertheless, I’ve helped countless people over the years.
I’m not sure if it makes me qualified, but as long as someone needs
advice about their love life, I’m willing to give it. I don’t claim
to be an expert—thus the “Idiot” in the title—however, to my
knowledge, I’ve never led anyone astray.

So, take my advice. Read this book. See how it
improves your love life. What have you got to lose except
loneliness and heartache?


Chapter Two

The scent of freshly cut grass was a pleasant
sensation as Izzy ran along the greenbelt running trail she’d
selected for her usual after-work run. She tried to focus on the
beauty around her instead of the insanity of having agreed to write
a book. She timed her breathing to the steady pace of her strides.
Out, out, in. Out, out, in. The hypnotic rhythm did little to quiet
her thoughts.

The book idea had taken over her mind. Wanting to
write a book was one reason she’d gone into technical writing in
the first place. Not that she’d seen her job as a natural
progression toward her literary aspirations, but it was a way to
marry her natural competency toward all things technical with her
love of writing. Of course, once she’d started working, she’d put
her literary thoughts on the back burner, and they’d stayed there
as the demands of her work took center stage. After Audie planted
the seed, however, she hadn’t been able to think of anything
else.

Of course, it was laughable that anyone would want to
read what she had to say about love, but her friends seemed to
appreciate her advice. An Idiot’s Guide to Love would need
to be about the full journey of love, from finding it to keeping it
once you had it. People were always talking about how to find love.
But based on the advice she gave the most, people had a hard time
knowing how to nurture it once they found it.

It was all important, right? A good guide would need
to span everything from finding love, to falling in love, and then
keeping it. As she thought about what a good guide to love would
contain, her running speed increased. This was going to be fun,
even if no one read it.

 


* * *

 


The first part of An Idiot’s Guide to Love is for
those of you who want love but don’t know how to find it. If you’re
already in a relationship, you may be tempted to skip to part two
or part three. Don’t do it. I encourage you to read from the
beginning. The foundation of a great relationship starts with a
solid beginning.

We all watch the movies and read the books where
people meet and fall in love. The lead actors start off all
starry-eyed until they have some sort of conflict. But they always
overcome it, and they end up together in the end. Their
relationship is stronger than ever. Their lives are on a solid road
to Happily Ever After. The simple recipe for romance, right? It
happens all the time. But we all know real life is rarely like the
movies or the books we read. Real life is chaos and randomness.
There aren’t any signs saying “start here” and “go this way.”
Nothing tells us “do not enter” or “destination reached.” Wouldn’t
it be great if there were? We’d know exactly what to do. But we
have to figure it all out by ourselves.

Well, I’m going to give you some advice on how to
get started on your quest for love. I won’t promise it won’t be
messy. It might even be a little chaotic. But it will get you
started. And to get started, you have to take that all-important
first step. You know what they say, the first step is
acknowledging…something. Anyway, I’m not so good at remembering
quotes. What I am good at is giving advice on relationships and
love.


Chapter Three

“How’s the book coming along, doll?”

Izzy saw movement under the bathroom stall wall
beside her. Fingers wiggled at her. Black polish with yellow smiley
faces adorned the nails, and a tangle of beaded bracelets clattered
on the thin wrist. She recognized Audie’s voice, but she’d know the
accessories anywhere.

“Don’t ask.” She pulled toilet paper off the roll.
The backs of her thighs were numb from sitting so long. She’d been
done for several minutes, but she’d been sitting there absently,
trying to figure out the next chapter of the book. This little
project was starting to be a major pain in the ass in more ways
than one—one being Audie’s nearly constant check-ins.

“Oh, but I just did.”

The flush of the toilets prevented Izzy from
answering right away, which was good, since she might have used a
few choice words with her persistent friend. She opened her stall
door at the same time as Audie, and she had to laugh.

“Are you stalking me?”

Audie waved her hand dismissively. “Please. I’ve been
stalking you for years now. Are you just now noticing?”

“Just checking.” Izzy followed her to the sinks. She
washed her hands and hissed at the temperature. She glanced at
Audie’s reflection in the mirror. “Typical. Just when it’s warming
up outside, the water comes out boiling, after being ice cold all
winter.”

Audie wiped under her eyes and adjusted a few spiky
locks of hair over her eyebrows. “I think it’s to counteract the
arctic air-conditioning.”

Izzy dried her hands. “Hello, springtime colds.”

“So, how’s the book coming? I know you’re writing
it.” Audie wiggled her fingers next to her head. “I can see the
cogs and wheels spinning behind your eyes.”

“I still haven’t decided to do it. But I have been
thinking about what I would write if I were to.”

“And?”

“I don’t think I can. At least not a guide. All I
know is how to give advice to people about relationships they’re
already in. A guide has to start at the beginning—how to find love
in the first place. I don’t know the first thing about finding
love, let alone keeping it.”

“It’s easy. I can help you there. Or at least get you
started.”

Izzy laughed. “I’m not sure you’re the right person
to give this advice.”

Audie put a hand on her chest and raised her
eyebrows. “Should I be insulted right now?”

Izzy wasn’t sure if Audie was actually hurt or just
acting like it. “No insult intended. What I mean is, you aren’t the
typical example of a person who’d read this book. You can find a
date just by walking to the bathroom.”

Audie swung her head proudly and used her ring finger
to smooth her eyebrow. The hurt, if it was real, was gone. “As a
matter of fact, I did spot a tasty morsel hanging around Hector’s
office.”

Izzy rolled her eyes. “Let me guess. One of the new
interns.”

“I’m not sure, but I intend to find out. She’s a
little older than the normal crew. She might teach me a thing or
two, if you know what I mean.”

Izzy pointed at her. “See? You’re definitely not the
audience for the first part of the book.”

“But I can share some thoughts. I haven’t always been
the confident huntress you see before you. I had to learn some
moves.”

“I am so far out of my comfort zone here.” Izzy
sighed and leaned her hip against the counter.

Audie patted her on the arm. “Not to worry. You’re in
good hands.” She intertwined her hands and rested her chin on them
as her eyes drifted to the ceiling. Seconds later, she bounced and
looked at Izzy. “You have to let people know it’s not always
obvious. You gotta take chances. You need to put yourself out there
and accept that it’s not gonna just fall into your lap.” She
winked. “At least for everybody. And it can get messy sometimes.
But it’s worth it, right? They need to know it’s worth it.”

Maybe Audie could help, after all.

 


* * *

 


Are you ready for romance?

You might think the first step to finding lasting
love is getting out there to find it.

It’s not.

The first step to finding love is opening yourself
to the idea of being in love. Most people think if they’re out
there trying to find someone, naturally, they’re open to it, right?
Wrong. Going through the motions of looking for love and opening
yourself to actually being in love are two very different
things.

Some lucky individuals find love without any effort
at all, while most of us have to work at it. And for some people,
no matter how often they look, they never seem to find it. Why?
Because they’re not really open to it. They’re cynical. They’re
skeptical. They’re afraid. Whatever they are, they’re disappointed
in their efforts to find love. They grow increasingly frustrated,
sometimes even bitter, when they meet person after person, but
something always seems to be off. Things don’t click. So they keep
moving, looking for that special something, and never seem to find
it.

They never find love because they have barriers
around their hearts. Barriers they might not even realize are
there. Not finding love becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Opening yourself to love means introspection and
understanding what love really means to you. It means figuring out
what you need from another person. It means finding your barriers
and taking them down. In some cases, the barriers are so solid,
they can’t be removed. They’ve become a part of you. But being
aware of them will help you figure out how to navigate around
them.

The point I’m trying to make is, looking inside and
finding out what makes you the person you are is a good start to
finding love. And once you figure it out, finding love will be a
whole lot easier.


Chapter Four

“Sweet!” Izzy sang to herself as she backed her Tesla
into the only open slot of the row of charging stations in front of
Whole Foods. “Gus, this is our lucky day. An open charger at the
grocery store on a Saturday evening. The stars must be aligned for
us today. What do you think?”

Gus, Izzy’s Australian heeler-Lab mix, leaned over
and licked Izzy’s face as she unbuckled his restraining harness. He
hopped across the console and followed her out of the driver’s door
and sat next to Izzy as she hooked up the charging cable. Gus
didn’t need a leash. He was a good dog, but Izzy clipped one onto
his collar after she grabbed a reusable grocery bag from the car,
and they made their way to the store. San Jose had leash laws;
besides, not all other dogs were as good as he was, and she wanted
to keep him safe.

Izzy spotted a familiar face as they neared the front
entrance. “Hey, Gus, your friend Lucy is here.” A large square of
artificial turf was situated next to a row of water dishes and
bone-shaped handles mounted to the wall. Gus’s ears perked up, and
his tail wagged as if he hadn’t just spent the last hour running
all over the dog park with Lucy, who was lying next to a half-full
water dish. The fourteen-year-old Lab was pooped. At six years old,
Gus still had a ton of energy left, even after an earlier five-mile
run and an hour of nonstop frolicking at the dog park. Izzy gave
them each a treat and headed into the store.

Air-conditioning and the unique health-food scent of
the market assailed Izzy’s senses. Young men with thick beards and
overly thin women in hemp yoga attire roamed the aisles. Izzy
headed over to the produce bins to pick out a small variety of
seasonal apples.

“Are those good?”

Izzy looked up as she reached for a Gala. Across the
mounded display of shiny fruit, a pretty woman dressed in a loose
T-shirt, warm-up pants, and flip-flops smiled at her.

Izzy smiled back. “I like them. They’re nice and
sweet.” She barely acknowledged the flare of attraction that warmed
her chest when the woman looked at her.

The woman picked one up and studied it. “You seem to
know what you’re doing.”

Izzy laughed. “Me? No. I usually buy what I know.
Gala, Granny Smith, Fuji, Braeburn, and Honeycrisp.”

“You had me fooled.” The woman tossed back her
hair.

“I’m just an amateur apple shopper.” She pointed to
the produce manager. “She’s the expert.”

The woman looked to where Izzy pointed, and Izzy
turned toward the cashiers. The produce manager knew her stuff.
She’d give the pretty woman some good apple advice.

Even for a Saturday evening, the store was busier
than usual, with lines at all of the cashiers. Izzy got in line at
the express register and read the magazine headlines as the
shoppers ahead of her rang up their groceries. She picked a
magazine featuring a chicken coop on the cover. Maybe she could
produce her own eggs. She thumbed through the magazine while the
guy a few people in front of her rang up his kambucha and meatless
hot dogs.

“Ooh, Casanova! Did you get her number?”

A familiar voice sounded just before an arm wrapped
around her from behind.

“You truly are stalking me!”

Audie let go and shifted her basket. “If I were
stalking you, I’d use the keys you gave me to your house and hide
in your shower. But answer the question. Did you get her
number?”

“You scare the hell out of me, you know that?” The
line moved forward, and Izzy put her apples on the belt. “You lost
me. Whose number?” Izzy knew who she was talking about. She just
didn’t want to get into another conversation with Audie about the
pointless exercise of flirting when it wouldn’t go any further
anyway. No one wanted damaged goods.

The guy behind them gestured to Audie to put her
stuff on the belt as well. Audie looked him up and down and smiled.
“Oh, aren’t you cute, letting me cut in line.” The guy smiled back,
and Audie put her basket on the belt.

Now Audie was another story. Izzy had no doubt Audie
would have left with the guy’s phone number if Izzy hadn’t been
there. Izzy snorted. “You’re unreal.”

Audie winked at the guy and turned back to her. She
gestured toward the produce section. “The apple lady. I saw you
talking to her. I watched from afar so as not to interrupt your
pickup moves.”

Izzy rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t picking her up.”

Audie grabbed her forearms. “I know. I saw
everything. She was picking you up.”

Izzy looked around to see if anyone was listening.
The guy behind them definitely was. She lowered her voice. “She was
not!”

“She most certainly was. The watching, the laughing,
the hair flip. She was into you, my friend. Are you blind?”

Izzy made it to the cashier and paid for her produce
while the cashier bagged it.

“She was asking me about fruit. That was all. Just
one shopper to another. I referred her to the produce manager.”
Izzy glanced toward the apple section as she thanked the cashier.
The apple lady was doing the hair-flip thing talking to the produce
manager.

“She was interested in more than apples, my friend.”
Audie paid for her groceries, and they walked out of the store.

But I’m not. Audie knew it, too. Yet it
didn’t keep her from hoping Izzy would someday jump into the dating
pool. “Well, it looks like the produce manager is giving her what
she’s looking for. Just know it could have been you.” She gathered
Gus, who was lying next to Lucy, where she’d left him.

Izzy rolled her eyes at Audie. “Stop it.”

“What am I gonna do with your mama, Gus?” Audie knelt
in front of Gus, who sat up, wagging his tail vigorously. “She
isn’t even open to obvious flirtation, let alone love.”

“Tell your Auntie Audie she’s a nut, Gus.”

Audie stood and patted Gus’s head before lifting her
grocery bag. “You’re going to have to figure this stuff out if you
plan to write your book, you know.”

“I think I can write it without having to live it.
You’re the one who said I gave great advice.” Izzy swung her bag of
apples.

“It’s true.” Audie followed her into the parking lot.
“I wonder where your knowledge comes from.”

“Common sense, mostly.” Izzy stopped next to her
car.

Audie kept walking but responded over her shoulder.
“Common sense is overrated when it comes to matters of the heart.”
She waved. “Anyway, see ya, wouldn’t wanna be ya!”

Izzy put her groceries in the backseat of her car as
she watched Audie get into her little red convertible Volkswagen
and drive away. Gus jumped into the Tesla and took his spot on the
front seat.

She mulled over what Audie had said as she unplugged
the charging cable. She’d decided to write the book, was excited
about it. She even had some ideas about what to put in it. But
maybe she needed to think more like a person who would be reading
the book. She could be open to it without actually doing it.
Couldn’t she?

 


* * *

 


Dating means different things to different people.
For some, it means meeting various people to see what’s out there
before settling down. For others, it’s all about the variety,
period. Still others are looking for their soul mate.

What are you looking for? Are you in it for casual
companionship? Or are you looking for your Happily Ever After?

Either way, figure out what you’re looking for
before you throw yourself out there. You shouldn’t try to figure it
out on the fly. Otherwise you might be stuck in the awkward
position of saying no to a second date with a person who just spent
a whole month’s salary trying to impress you.

It’s not just a matter of figuring out what color
eyes you prefer or what turns you on in bed, although that’s
important, too. It’s also about knowing what motivates someone.
Sometimes, knowing what you don’t want is a start to figuring out
what you do want. A good way to do this is to make a couple of
lists: one for what you want in a potential love interest and one
for what you don’t.

I have this friend, we’ll call her “Audie.” Now,
Audie is a free-spirited person. To know her is to know how not
picky she is. She loves all kinds of people, and she’s attracted to
what’s on the inside. The outside doesn’t matter to her at all. Or
at least that’s what she thought. It turns out, Audie has certain
piercings in delicate places that can easily get tangled if her
partner also has similar piercings. She learned this the hard way
and had to make a call to a very good friend (me), who helped her
out of an exceptionally embarrassing situation. Believe me, this
experience traumatized everyone involved. Now, Audie would rather
not date a person with piercings in those particular places—and she
still owes her very good friend (me), big time!

The moral to the story about my friend Audie is
this: you may think you’re pretty open-minded about who you date,
but there’s always a deal breaker.


Chapter Five

Izzy stood in front of the wall of snacks in the
orange breakroom absently tapping an empty biodegradable cup
against the counter and staring at the food but not seeing it.
Ideas for the first few chapters of the guide were streaming
through her mind. What were people looking for in a
relationship?

All of her research said to narrow your options
before you go out there. Otherwise you’ll end up dating a lot of
frogs before finding your prince or princess. It made sense.
Compatibility was key. Back when she started college, she doubted
she saw much past a pretty face and a nice smile. Kelly’s face came
to mind. Maybe she’d had bad luck with Kelly because she never
really took the time to decide what she wanted. She shook her head.
She didn’t want to dwell on that particular hell from her past, so
she pushed the thoughts from her mind. It was twenty-five years
later, for Christ’s sake. She’d survived and learned, which was
what mattered.

Now, what would she look for in a partner? She didn’t
have a “type,” but she did have some fundamental preferences.
Someone with a good sense of humor, for one. Not just someone who
appreciated a joke or two, but someone who would make her laugh.
And her dream girl—if she were interested in one, which she wasn’t,
thanks to Kelly—had to be perceptive and intuitive. People who
always seemed to be oblivious to the needs of those around them
drove her crazy. Smart was a no-brainer. Looks didn’t matter too
much to her. Although she wanted someone who was active, she didn’t
care if they were overweight as long as they could go on bike rides
with her and take hikes. Of course, all of this was theoretical.
She wasn’t interested in dating anyone; she just needed to go
through the exercise of how she’d figure out what her dating
requirements were so she could write a book about it.

“Hi, um, do you know where I can get a cup like
that?”

The voice roused Izzy from her musings. She turned,
and her eyes refocused. A woman she didn’t remember seeing around
campus was standing next to her, pointing to the empty cup she
held. Izzy’s stomach did a little flip. She would have remembered
seeing this woman before. She was striking—a little taller than
her, with luxurious, long, black hair pulled back from her face in
some sort of tie but hanging free down her back. Her eyes were
large and dark, almost black, but sparkling with light. Izzy
mentally shook herself.

“Hmm? I’m sorry. What did you say?” Izzy hoped the
woman didn’t think she was checking her out. Even though she sort
of was. She might avoid relationships, but she wasn’t dead
inside.

The woman backed up a step. “Oh, I’m sorry. Are you a
developer? Did I interrupt some sort of creative zone just now? I’m
so sorry.”

Izzy laughed. “No. I’m in the tech writing group. I
was thinking about what I was writing. It wasn’t going well, so I’m
glad you interrupted. The cups are in the drawer over there.” She
pointed to a credenza.

The woman opened the drawer and selected a cup from
the stack. “Ah. I was afraid I had to bring my own or something.
The new-hire orientation is pretty emphatic on the reuse,
repurpose, recycle thing.” The woman used air quotes to emphasize
the company’s environmental mantra.

Izzy laughed. The company was a bit militant about
the use of plastics on campus. “They’re biodegradable, so you’re
safe. Never bring a single-use bottle into this campus, though.
We’ll run you off with a pitchfork.”

The woman’s beautiful eyes grew large, but amusement
flashed in their depths. “That was definitely my takeaway.”

Izzy held out her hand. “I’m Izzy Treadway. So…you’re
new.”

“Jane Mendoza.” The woman took her hand. Her hand was
soft with a firm grip. “I’m a summer intern. I started
yesterday.”

“An intern?” Not that she was judging, but she was.
If Izzy had to guess, she put the woman in her early thirties. Most
interns were usually college students.

“Weird, right? I skewed the median age chart for this
round of orientation. I’m actually a professor over at Bay Shores,
and I’m shadowing the intern program this summer. Quite a few of
our students intern here, and I wanted to know more about it
firsthand so I could provide better guidance to those interested in
Gigify. So, here I am.”

Jane had a nice smile.

“Here you are,” Izzy said, smiling back. “How do you
like it?”

“So far, I love it.” Jane pulled her hair over her
left shoulder. The gesture was casual, but Izzy was reminded of
classic screen stars.

“Which team are you working with?”

“The development team.”

“Interesting.” Was this the “tasty morsel” Audie had
been talking about? The description was an understatement—and a bit
rude, if Izzy really thought about it.

“I teach IT systems and have a remedial coding
background, but I’m no expert. My mentor is teaching me as we go
along. Do you know Hector de la Cruz?”

She was the woman Audie had mentioned. Hector
took an intern under his wing every summer, and they almost always
landed a job in a great firm, if Gigify didn’t immediately hire
them upon graduation. Jane was lucky she ended up with him.

“Yeah, I know Hector. Is this a possible career
change?”

Jane scanned the snack wall. “It’s a fun diversion
for the summer, but I like teaching.”

Izzy gestured to the wall like a game-show host.
“Welcome to the bane of my existence. The bulk-snack wall. We have
one in every breakroom on each floor. Wherever you go, there they
are. Name your poison.”

“I don’t think it’s a coincidence they tell you about
the fully stocked breakrooms and the daily boot camps in the same
breath during in-processing. This could be a temptation my thighs
should live without,” Jane said. But she placed her cup under the
spout of Peanut M&M’s.

Izzy knew right then that they would be friends.

Jane turned the dispenser knob, and three candies
plopped out.

“There’s an art to the pour,” Izzy said. “Would you
like the tutorial?” She’d been about to leave because she had a
meeting in five minutes. But Jane was so…interesting.

Jane stepped aside. “By all means.”

Did Jane just look her up and down? A warm rush
flowed across Izzy’s body, and her hand shook when she reached for
the dispenser.

The unit was a low-tech, crank-and-pour apparatus.
Izzy cleared her throat and steadied her hand. “A full turn is too
much. Just a half click to the right, and the chute stays open. The
magic is in the perfect rotation of the knob.”

Jane put her hand over her mouth but continued to
watch.

A steady flow of candies poured out, and Izzy
suddenly worried about her choice of words. She focused on the cup
she held. Was “knob” a dirty word? Stop it!

She snuck a look at Jane, who was watching her, not
the cup. She was smiling, but she looked friendly enough. She
watched the volume in the cup increase until it was three-fourths
full, and her head suddenly filled with static. Too many thoughts
to keep track of. She was doing it wrong or acting weird. A
familiar voice injected paranoia where healthy people usually
didn’t feel it. Oh no. She was veering into the noisy headspace she
tried so hard to stay away from. The warm flush she’d felt a second
ago turned into a hot panic. Stop it!

She did a counting exercise to calm her thoughts and
checked in. None of the thoughts were spilling from her lips. She
was breathing fine. She was just showing the new intern how to use
the machine. You’re good. It’s good.

Jane’s smile seemed natural. She smiled back and
transferred her attention to the cup again.

Was she being an asshole by assuming Jane wasn’t
capable of figuring it out herself? She probably thinks you’re a
control freak. No. You’re a regular person, showing the newbie the
ropes. Stop it!

With a hand feeling nothing like her own, she rotated
the knob one click to shut the chute and stop the stream. She shook
the cup to level the candies.

Or maybe she thinks you’re a show-off. Show-offs
were usually trying to gain approval. Is that what you’re doing?
Stop it! Reboot!

The voices in her head fell silent. The reboot always
worked.

A perfect pour. Perfect control.

She handed the cup to
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